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Text 
The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and they stood around him from morning 

till evening. 
14

 When his father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing for the people, he said, "What is this 

you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit as judge, while all these people stand around you from 

morning till evening?" 
15

 Moses answered him, "Because the people come to me to seek God's will. 
16

 

Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of 

God's decrees and laws." 
17

 Moses' father-in-law replied, "What you are doing is not good. 
18

 You and 

these people who come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot 

handle it alone. 
19

 Listen now to me and I will give you some advice, and may God be with you. You must be 

the people's representative before God and bring their disputes to him. 
20

 Teach them the decrees and laws, 

and show them the way to live and the duties they are to perform. 
21

 But select capable men from all the 

people-- men who fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain-- and appoint them as officials over 

thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. 
22

 Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but have 

them bring every difficult case to you; the simple cases they can decide themselves. That will make your 

load lighter, because they will share it with you. 
23

 If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to 

stand the strain, and all these people will go home satisfied." 
24

 Moses listened to his father-in-law and did 

everything he said. 
25

 He chose capable men from all Israel and made them leaders of the people, officials 

over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. 
26

 They served as judges for the people at all times. The difficult 

cases they brought to Moses, but the simple ones they decided themselves. 
27

 Then Moses sent his father-in-

law on his way, and Jethro returned to his own country. 

 

Introduction 
I’d like to start with a clarification from last week’s sermon.  One of the other 

elders pointed out to me that my rhetoric last week was a bit over-reaching and for some 

may have done damage.  I, in some ways, swung the pendulum away from an unbiblical 

sentimentalism and subjectivism that many people perceive as Christianity to a mere 

interest in the cold, hard facts, especially as it relates to the area of evangelism.  He’s 

right and I’m sorry. 

The Christian message is not just some historical data you must know, some 

events that were done; but it’s about events that were done for us and for our salvation!  

Not just news, but really good news!  And as such, when I share the gospel I naturally 

share it out of my own personal joy from and experience with it.  So no, our personal 

experience or our ‘testimony’ of a changed life is not the Christian message.  But such 

things can and often will come into play in how we share the Christian message of 

Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection for sinners like you and like me. 
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This also provides a nice intro to the subject matter of today’s text.  Last week we 

looked at the topic of evangelism through the story of Moses’ father-in-law Jethro’s 

conversion.  Today we see that converted man – Jethro – giving common sense advice to 

Moses about how to structure this new nation and it involves a team leadership approach.  

I’ll get into it more, but I’m so glad that I’m not the pastor at Immanuel, but share that 

role with others that can, among many other things, point out where something I’ve said 

is lacking and help fill out the teaching ministry of this church.  The teaching ministry of 

the church is vital, and so it behooves us to think together about it a bit today. 

Remember: we’re in the segment of the book of Exodus that corresponds to the 

Christian life between justification (the entry point of conversion) and glorification (the 

ending point of death).  In between is what’s called sanctification (the process of change 

and growth that occurs progressively throughout a Christian’s life).  The Israelites have 

been redeemed from bondage in Egypt through the blood of a substitute; they’re free and 

rich, en route for the Promised Land… but the route leads through the desert. 

This ‘wilderness training’, we’ve seen, gives Christians many lessons for their 

journey of sanctification.  The first and most basic is learning how to rest in the gospel 

(as was pictured for us in the parting of the Red Sea).  We’ve looked at the role of 

worship in the Christian life (as reflected in the Song at the Sea).  We’ve seen that the 

Christian life involves myriad tests whereby the sin in our hearts is exposed so that the 

purifying effect of God’s grace can be applied (e.g. when the Israelites ran low on water 

at Marah and grumbled).  We’ve discussed the role of prayer in the Christian life (when 

Moses held up his arms while the Israelites fought against the Amalekites).  We’ve 

looked at the practice of evangelism (last week with Moses witnessing to Jethro).  And 

today we’ll see something of participation in institutional structures and submission to 

spiritual leadership.  Who said Exodus wasn’t practical? 

I’ve mentioned before that this story of the Israelites cannot just be collapsed 

down into an allegory for individual, personal spirituality.  It’s referring to a group 

project, a communal endeavor, a covenant people.  When someone is genuinely 

converted he or she joins the larger ‘communion of saints’ which involves joining a 

tangible expression of that called the local church.  Sanctification conceived of apart 

from participation in a local church is misguided.  Evangelism divorced from assimilation 

into a church body is incomplete.  Membership in a visible church community is part and 

parcel of membership in God’s spiritual family.  The Bible has in mind organized 

religion! 

Now the church has been dismissed and maligned a lot lately.  It’s too, well, 

institutional.  We’re not that high on authority.  We are into ‘organic’, spirituality without 

religion, and ‘community’ that’s more loose and free-flowing.  But what we’re going to 

see today from this story of the Israelites is just this: spiritual growth requires 

organizational structure.  So we’re going to look at Moses’ dilemma, Jethro’s solution, 

and pull out some observations and applications.  Spiritual growth requires 

organizational structure. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Moses’ Dilemma 
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 Moses has a dilemma.  Well, he doesn’t at first realize that he has a dilemma.  His 

father-in-law, Jethro, observes his ministry patterns and sees a problem and points it out 

to Moses – “[Son,] what you are doing is not good” (v. 17).  Now there’s a lesson right 

there for us in taking advice.  We all need other people in our lives that we let speak into 

our lives with their perspective.  Jethro saw that Moses was going to wear himself out 

with his work habits and he called him on it.  And Moses listened.  Do you have Jethros 

in your life that have permission to look over your shoulder and call to your attention 

unhealthy patterns?  And when they do, do you listen or make excuses (you just don’t 

understand)? 

We could talk awhile about this, but I don’t think the main point is about working 

too many hours (besides, we talked about that topic of work and rest a couple weeks ago 

when the Sabbath was introduced).  Nor do I think the main point is just about learning to 

take advice in general.  I think the main point is found in the particular advice that Jethro 

gives Moses. 

Moses is a charismatic leader.  He has a distinctive calling from God and a unique 

knowledge of God and his ways.  Moses is the one hearing from God, the mediator, the 

prophet.  And his desire is noble; it’s to help the people.  He cares about the Israelites and 

wants to pass on to them God’s decrees and laws.  That’s important.  Do you see that here 

in vv. 15-16?  Moses shouldn’t just be seen here like a Judge Matthis or Judge Judy: 

hearing people’s spats and picking a side.  His ‘judging’ wasn’t just legal, it was pastoral.  

It was a ministry.  People came to him with their problems, seeking God’s will, and 

Moses informed them what God thought of the matter.  He would teach the people what 

God said and then help them apply it.  He was, you might say, doing biblical counseling.  

Moses was doing necessary ministry for the people. 

But Jethro said, “‘What is this you are doing for the people?  Why do you alone 

sit as judge while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?’  Moses 

answered him, ‘Because the people come to me to seek God’s will.  Whenever they have 

a dispute, it is brought to me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of God’s 

decrees and laws’” (vv. 14-16).  Jethro essentially replies to Moses, “You’re right that the 

people need to be taught the decrees and laws of the Lord and shown the way to live in 

light of them.  That’s good.  But your way of going about it is not effective.  It’s going to 

kill you and it’s not going to ultimately help them.  There are way more needy people 

than you could possibly see in a lifetime!”  The work of ministry is too heavy for one 

person; Moses could not handle it alone. 

 

Jethro’s Solution 
And so he needs to design and implement a structure and recruit and train a team.  

And here’s where Jethro steps in.  Moses needs to continue to be the people’s 

representative before God.  He needs to teach and apply God’s Word.  This is his primary 

task.  “But [he also needs to] select capable men from all the people – men who fear God, 

trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain – and appoint them as officials over thousands, 

hundreds, fifties and tens” (v. 21).  Moses can be more effective at ministry and serve 

people better if he spends some of his time identifying, equipping, and releasing other 

men that can help teach and apply God’s Word to people.  “That will make your load 

lighter,” Jethro says, “because they will share it with you” (v. 22).  Moses won’t burn out 

and people will get cared for.  Why didn’t he think of this before?! 
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Now notice that Moses doesn’t just select anyone.  These men are to be qualified.  

They are to have leadership capacity – ‘capable men’, skilled and motivated.  But they’re 

not just supposed to be capable, gifted, distinguished men of the community, but also 

men of spiritual maturity – ‘men who fear God’, sometimes highly competent, high ‘D’ 

people don’t have strong convictions or character.  What else?  These leaders Moses is to 

recruit are supposed to have high integrity – ‘trustworthy men’, proven ability to handle 

responsibility.  And the final criterion is incorruptibility – ‘men who hate dishonest gain’, 

not in it for the recognition or open to bribes, someone who can remain impartial. 

“Moses listened to his father-in-law and did everything he said.  He chose capable 

men from all Israel and made them leaders of the people, officials over thousands, 

hundreds, fifties and tens” (vv. 24-25).  Israel got organized.  Ministry structures were put 

in place so that everyone had access to God’s Word and godly counsel.  People were 

more effectively getting taught.  Conflicts could be resolved.  If they needed help they 

didn’t have to wait around for months to get an appointment with Moses.  This was a 

much better set-up. 

 

Common Grace 
 That’s what’s happening in this text.  Now let’s think a little more about what it 

means.  Verse 13 begins with – “The next day,” that is, “The day after Moses’ father-in-

law had been converted!”  So Jethro has just been a believer for one day now.  I point this 

out because it means that the advice that we see Jethro give Moses probably didn’t come 

to him from wisdom accumulated in his one day of walking with the Lord.  I believe that 

God gives believers supernatural gifts, but most likely the insight Jethro gives comes 

from his many years of living life, even as a pagan priest!  I think, for the most part, what 

Jethro says to Moses on day two could just have easily been said by him on day one, 

before his conversion. 

Jethro is kind of like a secular management consultant brought in to evaluate 

Israel’s policies and procedures.  Or a better analogy we might use today is of a Christian 

pastor reading Jim Collins’ Good to Great or having an executive coach from the 

business world.  So I think it’s helpful to realize that there are common grace/general 

revelation principles that can be applied to the church, wisdom that can be gleaned even 

from non-Christian sources or insights that aren’t exclusively Christian.  Not in the realm 

of who God is and how salvation works; that’s not what Jethro is advising Moses in.  But 

rather things like leadership principles, organizational structure.  That’s what we see 

Jethro counseling Moses on today. 

 

Pastor as CEO? 
 I used to be vehemently opposed, not necessarily to the idea that non-Christians 

could have valuable insights (that kind of thinking is clearly flawed), but to the notion 

that pastors should be concerned at all with leadership principles.  Visioneering, reverse 

engineering, management, strategic planning, motivating and monitoring performance… 

it all seemed very godless to me.  And I’m still highly suspicious of it.  I believe strongly 

that the church is not just another company trying to reach a market share with a product 

and all it needs is dynamic leadership and the right structures and strategies.  That kind of 

thinking is ‘worldly’. 
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 The mission is an unchangeable divine commission with the promise of divine 

empowerment.  The message and the methods are foolishness to the philosophies of this 

world.  The Holy Spirit brings success and success is measured by different standards 

than Wal Mart uses.  A pastor’s primary task is to study the Bible (not books by 

leadership gurus) and preach the Word because the Word builds the church, not our 

charisma or compelling vision-casting.  Theological integrity and depth is infinitely more 

important than up-to-date, well-oiled organizational machinery.  Holiness is more 

important than explosive growth.  Pragmatism is deadly for a church.  A pastor is first of 

all a pastor, not a CEO, and pastor means shepherd – one who feeds, protects, and cares 

for the flock. 

 But shepherding also involves leading the flock into green pastures and figuring 

out a way to do it without losing everyone.  It involves seeing ahead and charting a 

course.  When I was in high school I raised my own small herd of Jersey cows.  I loved to 

feed them and care for them and groom them.  But I also had to come up with a plan and 

system to make that happen.  I remember sitting in study hall drawing up plans that 

partitioned off their pasture into three segments that could be closed off so they rotated 

from one to the other each week, allowing the grass to grow back.  That’s leadership.  

That’s what we’re talking about here. 

Another NT term for pastor is overseer, a term with administrative overtones.  

Practical, structural issues are inescapable.  And if getting the Word out is the main 

objective, organization has to come into play in order to get it out most effectively.  

Commenting on the book of Nehemiah (a biblical book oft-looked to in this discussion of 

leadership), the venerable J.I. Packer says: 

 

In our churches a leader’s charisma, communal willingness to serve, 

ministry gifts found and honed in the entire congregation, and good 

organization to make the best use of them, must all combine for true 

renewal.  Neither the most powerful preaching nor the most exuberant 

display of spiritual manifestations will build up the local church without 

the organization wisdom that sets goals and devises means to ends.  The 

preaching pastors who have left behind them the most virile and mature 

churches have been those whose pulpit work was linked with good 

organizing, done by others if not by themselves.  Check it out: you will 

find that it is so.
1
 

 

This is the lesson we see Moses learning today.  He is adamant and careful not to shirk 

his ministry of the Word, his responsibility to “inform [God’s people] of God’s decrees 

and laws” (v. 16).  He is pastorally concerned to help the people apply God’s will in 

specific cases.  But he can’t effectively do that alone.  He needs to put a structure in place 

that will serve the people and advance the ministry of the Word better. 

 

The NT Model 
 So that is Moses and the budding nation of Israel.  What about God’s people 

today?  Well, we see several elements of Moses’ model carried over into the NT church.  

First of all, there’s a pretty clear emphasis on team/shared leadership.  The idea that a 

church would have one pastor over it doesn’t make sense for many reasons, including all 
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the reasons why Moses needed others.  One person will wear himself out… even in a 

church of 60 members! 

The NT talks repeatedly about elders (plural) in each church (singular).  “Is any 

one of you sick?  He should call the elders of the church to pray over him” (James 5:14).   

“The reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left unfinished 

and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you” (Titus 1:5).  This all follows Paul and 

Barnabas’ church planting methodology recorded in Acts 14:23 – “Paul and Barnabas 

appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to 

the Lord, in whom they had put their trust.”  So Paul writes, “To all the saints in Christ 

Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons” (Ph. 1:1).  Like I said earlier, 

an overseer is a synonym for elder, which is another word for pastor.  There was a 

plurality of pastors in each church, not just one. 

The NT is clear that these are supposed to be qualified men.  In 1 Timothy 3 and 

Titus 1 we get specifications very similar to those used by Moses in Ex. 18.  “An elder 

must be blameless, the husband of but one wife, a man whose children believe and are 

not open to the charge of being wild and disobedient.  Since an overseer is entrusted with 

God’s work, he must be blameless – not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to 

drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain.  Rather he must be hospitable, one 

who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined.  He must 

hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage 

others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it” (Titus 1:6-9).  So the NT is 

talking about teams of men who demonstrate capacity, maturity, integrity, and 

incorruptibility, sharing the load of effectively teaching sound doctrine to the community 

of believers in their care. 

Yes, but where’s Moses?  Isn’t there one person perched at the top of the org 

chart?  A pope or an archbishop or at least a Sr. Pastor?  In the NT it’s very clear that 

Jesus is the Head of the Church.  He is the One who has the distinctive calling from God 

and unique knowledge of God and his ways.  He’s the One hearing from God, the 

Mediator, the Prophet.  He is the One who has fully and finally revealed God’s will to us 

and is the people’s Representative before God. 

The analogy breaks down when pressed too far because Jesus is not finite and 

limited.  No work is too heavy for him.  But he has delegated his authority, first to the NT 

apostles and prophets who taught authoritatively in his name and who eventually wrote 

the NT.  And Jesus is the one who gives some to be evangelists and start churches and 

others to be pastors and teachers feed churches with his Word, brought to completion 

with the NT canon.  But in the org chart of the Church Jesus is the Sr. Pastor, the Chief 

Shepherd. 

It’s interesting that the Apostle Peter, the one many assume to have been the first 

pope, when he wrote to the churches in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia 

just identified himself as a fellow elder and this is what he said: 

 

So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the 

sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be 

revealed: shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising 

oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; 

not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not domineering over those in your 
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charge, but being examples to the flock.  And when the chief Shepherd 

appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory. (1Pe. 5:1-4) 

 

 Jesus is the Chief Shepherd, but under him he has intended there to be teams of 

elders who shepherd and oversee the flock, who are responsible for ministering the Word, 

but also organizing the church further so that everyone is being cared for. 

 

Institutionalism 
 Well, I know that’s a lot of stuff.  What does all this mean?  I kind of laid out the 

biblical precedence and emphasis on church structures like plural elder leadership as a 

way of basically saying, “Look, the Bible is advocating for organized religion.”  Jesus is 

the Head of the Church.  He intentionally left behind an institution.  I would argue that 

it’s very flexible and simple and adaptable, but there’s no way around the fact that he 

calls his people into a community that is structured.  He has delegated authority to others 

to minister the Word to everyone.  That’s why we read things like, “Now we ask you, 

brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and 

who admonish you.  Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work” 

(1Thess. 5:12-13).  Or, “Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you.  

Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith” (Heb. 13:7).  Or, “Obey 

your leaders and submit to their authority.  They keep watch over you as men who must 

give an account” (Heb. 13:17). 

 There is a rising clamor for what’s called churchless Christianity.  There is a 

sentiment that institutions and organized religion are not only not necessary but even 

detrimental to spiritual growth.  But when we look at passages like today’s in the Bible 

we see that spiritual growth requires organizational structure.  There are bad 

shepherds (see Ezekiel 34), but sheep without a shepherd is not good thing.  Jesus is the 

Good Shepherd, the ultimate “Shepherd and Overseer of [our] souls” (1Pe. 2:25), but he 

places us in the care of a structured community with undershepherds charged with 

speaking the word of God to us – teaching truth and helping us apply it to our lives. 

 If you’re attracted in some ways to Jesus, but aren’t too keen on his wife… 

organized religion turns you off or has burned you before, I know there are dangers and 

abuses, but wouldn’t it be nice to be cared for spiritually?  As much as our society on the 

one hand rebels against and decries patriarchy and traditional societal structures of 

parental authority and such, on the other hand we end up spending countless hours and 

dollars in therapy talking about the wounds inflicted by not having a dad or the stability 

of a home with loving boundaries.  Deep down we yearn for a nurturing, structured 

environment.  Those in the church are sinful… and you’re sinful.  Wouldn’t it be nice to 

be in a community that recognized that but had structures set in place to teach us of what 

God has done in Christ to rescue us from the penalty and power of sin and to navigate us 

through the processes of change?  We don’t come by that knowledge and remain in that 

naturally, organically.  Wouldn’t it be nice to be in a church community that rooted 

everything in the Word of God and made that the content of its ministry, not their own 

human initiatives, insights, techniques, traditions…?  Wouldn’t it be nice to be in a 

community that had team leadership to avoid the problems of power resting in one person 

seen in so many cults?  I ask you to give organized religion another chance. 
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 If you’re a part of this church, do you make full use of the ministry of the Word?  

Do you relish the structure of corporate gatherings every Sunday to sit under the authority 

of God’s Word?  I’m kind of like the first among equals among the elders in the church, 

the one whose work is preaching and teaching (1Tim. 5:17).  I’m open and available to 

meet with people, counsel.  I’m also so glad that I’m one of five because there’s no way I 

can meet individually with everyone.  All of us (Hobin, John, Adam, Mike, and myself) 

are here to serve you.  Do you take up your elders on their availability to meet with you?  

Do you have ‘cases’ or problems that you’re keeping to yourself?  God has placed you in 

a community to deal with those things.  He has given you spiritual leaders to help bring 

God’s Word to bear on your situations, to care for you. 

We five elders (Hobin, John, Adam, Mike, and me) desire to build you up in 

Christ, but even the 5 of us can’t give the kind of care and counseling that each person 

needs.  That’s why we’ve tried to organize the church into small groups like the groups of 

tens in Moses day.  While some issues may need to move on up to the elder level, most 

people can be cared for best and ministered to more specifically in small groups.  We are 

always trying to fine tune and adapt the structure of the church to best achieve spiritual 

growth.  This summer we’re having the small groups take a haitus while we do some 

more intensive training of the small group leaders to oversee their groups and even 

further instill a culture of discipleship (2-3 people meeting together intentionally around 

the Word).  During the summer we’ll be having what we’ve creatively titled ‘Mid-Week 

Gatherings’ on Wednesdays starting in June here at The Meeting Place for some 

teaching, prayer, fellowship… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 The bottom line is: we all need to have the Word of God spoken to us.  We need 

structures in our life that continually confront us from outside of us with God’s Word.  

We can’t live the Christian life without that.  We will so quickly forget.  We need to be 

preached at, counseled, taught, held accountable.  As one person has pointed out, “Since 

our faith in every moment is threatened by our natural tendency to be distracted from its 

object – Christ – we need the gospel placarded before us not just at the beginning but 

throughout the Christian life.  The gospel is for Christians too.  We need to be 

evangelized every week [through Word and Sacrament].”
2
  

 

Benediction 
May the God of peace, who through the blood of the eternal covenant brought back from 

the dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep, equip you with everything 

good for doing his will, and may he work in us what is pleasing to him, through Jesus 

Christ, to whom be glory for ever and ever.  Amen. (Heb. 13:20-21) 
 

  

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 16, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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