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Text 
In the third month after the Israelites left Egypt-- on the very day-- they came to the Desert of Sinai. 

2 
After 

they set out from Rephidim, they entered the Desert of Sinai, and Israel camped there in the desert in front 

of the mountain. 
3 
Then Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him from the mountain and said, 

"This is what you are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel: 
4 
'You 

yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to 

myself. 
5 
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, 
6 
you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' 

These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites." 
7 
So Moses went back and summoned the elders of 

the people and set before them all the words the LORD had commanded him to speak. 
8 
The people all 

responded together, "We will do everything the LORD has said." So Moses brought their answer back to 

the LORD. 

 

Introduction 
 We’re getting into some muddy waters, some thorny terrain today.  “The 

emphasis in 19:1-2 on the Israelites’ arrival at Sinai indicates that we have reached a 

‘seam’ in the book of Exodus.”
1
  The Israelites don’t leave this place until roughly 1 year 

(and exactly 59 chapters!) later (Nu. 10:11).  Lots of scenes can make their case for being 

the most pivotal and significant in the OT and Sinai is definitely in contention.  It is quite 

a big deal, but what exactly is its significance?  That’s what we’ll be starting to delve into 

today. 

 The story has been leading us here since early on.  Remember when Moses first 

encountered the Lord in the burning bush?  That was on Mt. Sinai (also known as Horeb).  

In 3:12 we read God say to Moses there, “I will be with you.  And this will be the sign to 

you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you 

will worship God on this mountain.”  Now here they are.  God has freed his people and 

led them to the foot of this great mountain, their intermediate destination (the final one 

being the Promised Land). 

 So what happens at Sinai?  Well, the giving of the ‘Law’.  And by ‘Law’ here I 

mean the ‘Mosaic Law’, the specific code given by Moses as revealed from God for 

Israel at Sinai.  A particular covenant is ratified at Sinai and the ‘Law’ is the covenant 

stipulations.  Now there are other uses of the word law in the Bible and in theological 

discourse, which adds to the complexity.  But just taking this narrow referent of ‘Law’ 

and delineating what it means, its intended uses, its purpose is itself a HUGE debate.  
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There are so many perspectives and positions (even it seems within the Scriptures 

themselves) that it is well nigh impossible to get one’s head around it all. 

Discussing law can be confusing and uncertain, but alas it is my job to try to 

synthesize the mass of data and give you an operating framework for understanding not 

just this OT Scripture but, as law is a recurring and integral biblical theme, I need to give 

you a framework for understanding all of Scripture in relation to it.  In other words, 

you’re going to have to start to understand law if you hope to understand the Bible.  I 

want to help you with this.  This is not just some pedantic, biblical studies debate.  I hope 

to show that it has profound ramifications for your devotion to Christ and practical daily 

living. 

If you’re here exploring Christianity and you really want to understand what it is 

at its core you have to enter this fray too.  You probably need to have your own 

presuppositions about law deconstructed.  You may think that Christianity is equivalent 

to ‘law-keeping’.  Or you may view the Bible as just a random collection of weird laws 

that we have to pick and choose from.  Perhaps you’ve read or heard of A.J. Jacob’s of 

Esquire magazine and his The Year of Living Biblically: One Man’s Humble Quest to 

Follow the Bible as Literally as Possible.
2
  That was his conclusion after a year-long 

experiment of trying to follow what he discerned to be the over 700 rules found in the 

Bible.  The Bible has some good ideas that can be helpful (like being thankful or taking a 

Sabbath), some that are just bizarre (like not wearing fabrics of mixed fibers or not 

touching something a menstruating woman has sat on), and some that we must dismiss 

out of hand (like its sexual ethics for example). 

This approach talks facetiously about taking the Bible seriously, but I want to 

argue that it hasn’t attempted to take it seriously enough.  It doesn’t understand it on its 

own terms, as a cohesive narrative with a plot line about a God who redeems.  Rather it 

sees it like a kind of Bartlett’s Book of Morality, random aphorisms primarily geared 

towards lifestyle behaviors; some of which we take, some of which we leave. 

Now the Bible does talk about laws and it does have the ‘Law’, but these 

discussions are within a larger context.  I want to try to put it all in context for us today.  

Law is a subplot, not the unifying theme.  We’re going to place the giving of the ‘Law’ 

first of all in the historical context of the story of the Israelites as we’ve been looking at it 

so far, that is, as it provides us with an excellent paradigm for the way God works at all 

times.  But we’re also going to look at it in the broader context of the larger story of 

Scripture, that is, as the beginning of a distinct era in the history of salvation.  And then 

of course we’ll trace that story all the way to its climax in Jesus Christ, as we usually do.  

In short, what we’ll see is just this: God requires full obedience. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Law as Guide to Living in Reaction to Grace 

 So here’s the angle we’ve been taking so far in our study of Exodus: it is 

paradigmatic of the way God always and everywhere relates to his people.  God doesn’t 

expect people to change and be good before he will accept them.  He graciously accepts 

them, then changes them progressively, before finally perfecting them.  So justification, 

then sanctification, on the way to glorification.  Salvation is a change in category that 

happens in an instant; healing is a change in character that happens over a lifetime.  The 
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Israelites came out of slavery in one evening, but it would take years for the slavery to 

come out of them. 

 That’s kind of the general idea; here’s a bit more of how it breaks down.  The 

exodus event is analogous to justification – the point at which a person trusts Jesus as his 

substitute and his status is irrevocably changed to that of ‘Righteous’.  The yearly ritual 

of Passover corresponds to the regular practice of eating the Lord’s Supper – a 

ceremonial reminder of what God has done to achieve our salvation.  Going through the 

Red Sea was a type of initiatory and symbolic event with many parallels to Christian 

baptism (passing through the waters of judgment).  The ‘Song at the Sea’ is an enduring 

picture of the redeemed people of God responding to his grace with worship.  The 

testings in the desert illustrate how God goes about getting after his people’s hearts, 

revealing their sin and lavishing his grace.  The attacking Amalekites represent the allures 

of the ‘world’.  Moses’ lifted arms demonstrate prayer.  Jethro’s conversion reminds us of 

the need for evangelism.  The emerging organizational structure foreshadows the 

institution of the church. 

 This exodus story is a powerful visual for how the life of faith works.  It’s not just 

a fable, they’re real events, which makes it all even more impressive.  God sovereignly 

orchestrated these ancient events to fit his universal pattern.  A changed life and certain 

behaviors follow, but in no way merit one’s redemption.  Salvation is utterly by grace, 

unconditional, one-sided. 

Look at the description in v. 4.  “You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, 

and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself” (v. 4).  It’s not only a 

touching image, it’s a fitting image, isn’t it?  They were slaves in Egypt.  The Lord 

swooped in and rescued them and carried them.  Carried them!  They didn’t do anything 

to get to God.  God tenderly carried them to himself, “like an eagle that stirs up its nest, 

that flutters over its young, spreading out its wings, catching them, bearing them on its 

pinions” (Dt. 32:11; ESV).  Nobody saves themselves.  God comes in like the giant 

eagles in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings and rescues us and carries us off to safety. 

And now, three months after the Israelites’ redemption while they’re encamped at 

the foot of Mt. Sinai Moses engages in what will turn out to be his first of seven journeys 

up and down the mountain to meet with the Lord.  And on this first trip the Lord formally 

introduces this concept of law.  So justification, sanctification, baptism, communion, 

worship, temptation, prayer, evangelism, church… and now law.  In the order of the 

exodus narrative, which we’ve been saying is a parable of the Christian life, law comes 

after God saves.  Law-keeping is an aspect of sanctification, not justification.  “No one 

will be declared righteous in [God’s] sight by observing the law” (Rom. 3:20).  “By 

observing the law no one will be justified” (Gal. 2:16).  It’s not – “I obey, therefore I’m 

accepted;” but rather – “I’m accepted, therefore I obey.” 

 One commentator puts it this way: “God’s law is not a ‘ladder of merit’ by which 

we try to climb, by grim obedience, into his ‘good books’; it is a way of life revealed to 

those who are already by redemption in his good books.”
3
  This introduction of the ‘Law’ 

at Sinai has to be read in light of this paradigmatic story of God’s dramatic, one-side, 

unearned act of redemption.  In other words, as a grateful response to God’s grace.  This 

summer we’re going to go slowly over the Ten Commandments one per week and read 

them through this lens – as a guide for a life of obedience in gratitude to God’s 
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redemption.  Not as efforts to earn God’s favor, but as gestures of thanks in response to 

God’s favor lavished on us. 

 

The ‘Law’ as Guide Leading to Anticipation of Christ 

 Okay, I think I’ve belabored that point enough.  Hopefully you get it.  Now I want 

to introduce another layer.  We read the introduction of the ‘Law’ as illustrative of the 

use of law in the Christian life, but we also have to understand that on top of this it is the 

beginning of a distinct chapter in the schema of salvation history.  There is this baseline 

reality that runs throughout human history of ‘justification by faith alone’.  We can never 

be saved by what we do, but by what God does for us.  It’s this steady, heart thrilling 

drum beat of grace.  There is one, universal means of salvation.  The exodus story 

embodies this truth. 

 Actually the exodus story of God’s unilateral act of redemption is part of a larger 

story that embodies this universal truth of salvation by grace.  I’m referring to the story of 

Abraham, begun all the way back in Genesis 12.  Abraham was some moon-worshipping 

schmuck in Mesopotamia that God came to completely unsolicited and makes grand 

promises to.  Abraham simply believes God and his faith is credited as righteousness (cf. 

Gen. 15:6). 

And there in Genesis 15 the Lord makes a covenant with Abraham and his 

descendants.  It’s an unconditional covenant, at least for Abraham.  This was a visual 

culture so they didn’t ratify covenants simply by signing their names to a sheet of paper 

as we do; they usually acted out the solemn penalties of breaking the covenant, like for 

example arranging animals sliced in half and holding hands and walking through them 

saying, “If I don’t keep my end of this covenant may it be done to me as has been done to 

these animals!”  Well in Gen. 15 that’s exactly what happens, except Abraham is on the 

sidelines sleeping and God himself and God alone walks through the halved carcasses.  

This is how God works.  He saves.  We contribute nothing.  We don’t have to meet our 

requirements or keep up our end of the bargain.  He does it all! 

 So we have this baseline truth running throughout history, embodied so 

beautifully in the covenant with Abraham and as part of that covenant seen in the 

paradigmatic redemption from Egypt of Abraham’s descendants.  But now at Sinai 

there’s a parallel line or track that starts and is set alongside it.  A new layer is added.  It’s 

the ‘Law’, the Mosaic covenant.  And this covenant is conditional, it carries 

responsibilities for the people.  This covenant doesn’t negate the duly established 

Abrahamic covenant.  The ‘Law’, “introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the 

covenant previously established by God and thus do away with [this underlying theme of 

salvation by grace]” (Gal. 3:17).  People within the era of the Mosaic Law are still saved 

by trusting the God of promise who does for them what they could never do for 

themselves. 

 But what the Mosaic covenant does is essentially highlight the Israelites’ (and by 

way of example all of humanity’s) utter incompetence to ever be worthy on our own of 

God’s favor, accentuates our utter inability to ever save ourselves.  The Mosaic ‘Law’ 

was a set of specific stipulations for a specific people and time based upon God’s 

enduring moral law that was enacted to govern a certain phase of salvation history, to 

supervise like a nanny or legal guardian over a son during the period of his youth until 

the time of adulthood.  “So,” Paul explains in Galatians 3, “the law was put in charge to 
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lead us to Christ” (Gal. 3:24).  Law in general is a guide to living in reaction to grace, but 

the ‘Law’ in particular was to serve as a guide during a particular phase of salvation 

history leading to anticipation of Christ. 

 Look at v. 5.  We can read that now in terms of the first track – “I’ve saved you 

apart from law, now let me show you how you can live a life in light of this reality with 

law as your guide.”  But we can also read that word now as the beginning of the second 

track – “Now, let me tell you about this other covenant that I want to set up with you…”  

This covenant, remarkably unlike the one with Abraham, begins with an if.  It has 

conditions.  “If you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will 

be my treasured possession, for the whole earth is mine.  You will be for me a kingdom 

of priests and a holy nation” (vv. 5-6).
4
 

 A treasured possession is a specific word that refers to a king’s private wealth.  If 

you were a king you technically owned everything in the kingdom.  But if a visitor came 

that you were trying to impress with your grandeur you could show him your personal, 

royal treasure.  This is what the word for ‘treasured possession’ means.  It shows off the 

glory of the king.  “A kingdom of priests” refers to Israel’s position in the world to 

mediate God’s glory.  They would be a means of bringing God’s blessings to all nations.  

They would be “a holy nation,” set apart for a distinct purpose, a nation the rest of the 

world would look at and see something of the character of God and take notice. 

 And now note the people’s response when Moses comes down Sinai and reports 

what God has said, almost as if Moses is saying, “Here’s what God’s got in mind.  Are 

you sure you want to do this?”  “The people all responded together, ‘We will do 

everything the Lord has said’” (v. 8).  They preliminarily agree to enter this covenant, to 

obey the ‘Law’ fully and so become the beacon for the world.  In ch. 24 they will 

officially ratify it, again through acting out the penalties.  Moses “took the Book of the 

Covenant and read it to the people.  They responded, ‘We will do everything the Lord has 

said; we will obey’ [cf. 24:3].  Moses then took the blood, sprinkled it on the people and 

said, ‘This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance 

with all these words’” (24:7-8).   

 This is a full-fledged covenant.  The Israelites are willingly entering into this 

covenant that carries with it both stipulations and penalties for breaking those 

stipulations… gruesome penalties.  We must take these conditions seriously.  God is 

revealing that he demands nothing less than perfect obedience. 

 So salvation always has and always will be by grace through faith (i.e. Abraham).  

But here with Moses we have the beginning of this period of history that has another 

layer laid on top of things that people lived under – the ‘Law’. 

 

Christ as Representative Law-Keeper 
 Now, did God really think Israel was going to keep this covenant?  Based on their 

track record the past three months of grumbling and putting God to the test surely he 

didn’t expect this to be the cure.  And indeed he did not; indeed it was not.  In chapter 32 

the Israelites break the first and most important commandment and worship a golden calf.  

In Dt. 31 the Lord predicts that after Moses’ death, “They will forsake me and break the 

covenant I made with them” (Dt. 31:16).  The remainder of the OT is the story of Israel 

living in failure under this covenant.  They do not, on the whole, succeed at being a 

treasured possession, a kingdom of priests, a holy nation.  This period, while God 
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remains faithful to his covenant to Abraham and continues to provide great pictures of his 

salvation and there always remains a remnant chosen by grace (Rom. 11:5), this period is 

marked by and large by failure, by hardships and punishments, by exile and destruction.  

They fail at being a light to the nations and are overcome by them. 

 So why this period?  Why this covenant doomed to failure?  The ‘Law’ “was put 

in charge to lead us to Christ” (Gal. 3:24).  “As [Israel] struggled and failed to keep [the 

‘Law’], they realized their need for grace all the more and looked for a Savior who could 

keep God’s covenant.”
5
  “Christ is the end [telos, goal] of” the ‘Law’ (Rom. 10:4).  How 

so?  It was all a set-up to underscore even more the reality of salvation by grace.  You 

see, God requires full obedience.  His grace doesn’t just mean that he’s easy going and 

let’s things slide, he knows we’re all human.  NO.  God requires nothing less than utter 

perfection.  And that’s what Christ was, in every sense of the word.  He kept the moral 

law.  He kept the ‘Mosaic Law’.  He was the True Israelite, the depository of all the 

treasures of wisdom and knowledge, the mediator of God’s glory, the set-apart and 

Anointed One.  He, in an unparalleled way, has shown off God and in being lifted up 

draws all people to himself (cf. Jn. 12:32).  And yet, he died the death of a covenant 

breaker.  His blood was shed and splattered on his face as the nails pierced the arteries in 

his wrists.  “Christ redeemed us from the curse of [the ‘Law’] by becoming a curse for 

us… in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles” (Gal. 3:13-

14)! 

 “Christ has offered full obedience to God for us, and he has suffered the penalty 

that we deserved for our sins.  God’s covenant is unconditional for us only because Christ 

has kept its conditions.  We have kept the covenant in Christ,”
 6

 says Phil Ryken.  You 

see the truth really is that you are saved by obedience… just not your own!!!  God 

requires full obedience and has supplied that in Christ.  Jesus said, “I have come to 

fulfill the ‘Law’” (cf. Mt. 5:17).  One of the ways he did that was by keeping it perfectly.  

And when we are in him, his record is ours.  Did you ever think about that?  Often we 

just think that Jesus’ perfect life (the first half of the Gospels) was just so that he could 

die as an appropriate sacrifice – not for his own sins, but for ours.  And that’s true.  But 

he’s done more than just die for our forgiveness.  He lived for our righteousness.  His 33 

years of life on this earth was also to earn a record of covenant faithfulness that could be 

credited to us. 

Doesn’t this fill out our understanding of the redemption the God has 

accomplished for us in Christ?  Doesn’t this parallel, temporary track initiated at Sinai 

and fulfilled at Calvary, ultimately enhance the baseline track of justification by faith?   

 Lucy is pretty well potty trained during the day, but we’ve been working on her 

keeping her pants dry during the night.  The first few times we put her to bed without a 

diaper on we said, “Are you going to you’re your pants dry tonight?”  She said, “Yes!”  

She’s been getting better, but still has accidents.  We keep a chart to put stickers on and 

earn rewards like finger nail polish and puzzles and such.  Last night we asked her if she 

was going to keep her pants dry all night and she said, “I don’t know;” a more realistic 

assessment.  Well this week Mary went #2 in the potty for the first time.  We all 

celebrated with great joy.  Andrea said, “We need to give you a sticker and start a chart 

for you.”  Then we heard Lucy pipe up from the bathtub: “We can put her sticker on my 

chart.”  We are obligated to obey God fully, but Jesus’ achievements can go on our chart. 
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When we realize that God doesn’t just lower the bar to let us in, that our salvation 

means that we stand before God in Christ just as if we had obeyed God fully 100% of our 

lives, that Jesus took our penalty and gave us his perfect record of righteousness, doesn’t 

that intensify our awe at this great God?  Doesn’t that empower our sanctification; 

electrify our worship, our prayer, our evangelism; motivate our law-keeping?  As 

William Cowper (1700s) wrote: “To see the law by Christ fulfilled, to hear His pardoning 

voice, Changes a slave into a child, and duty into choice.” 

We keep coming back to this again and again not just as something that has been 

done, but something utterly glorious that has been done that gets us into a relationship 

with God where obedience is our delight, not a drudgery.  We don’t have to always live 

in this nagging sense of guilt wondering if we’ve done enough.  We don’t do enough to 

get in, we could never do enough!  Jesus did it all!  And now, in Jesus, we are God’s 

treasured possession.  How could we not love and live for the One who has done this for 

us? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 C.S. Lewis said that “the road to the promised land runs past Sinai.”

7
  We’re 

going to camp out here for awhile as a church over the next several months and years.  

Let’s spend some time there now admitting God’s claim upon us and facing squarely and 

fairly the fact of our failure and our impotence to save ourselves.  And then and only then 

let’s go to Mt. Calvary and see Jesus earning our acceptance, taking our curse.  And let’s 

come to his Table and hear him say as we eat this bread and drink this cup, “This is my 

blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt. 

26:28)… 

 

Benediction 
“You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, 

that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his 

wonderful light” (1Pe. 2:9).  May you revel in Christ and reveal him to a world enslaved 

by sin so that they may know the rescue you have experienced, the righteousness that is 

by faith. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 23, 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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