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Exodus 19:1-The Ten Commandments Part 1

When we left the book of Exodus a couple of months ago, we left the people of Israel in
the wilderness, but free from Egyptian bondage after their Exodus from captivity in the
nation of Egypt. They were beginning to take form as a nation, and even Moses’s father
in law had helped Moses their leader to establish some basic structure to oversee
leading the people. As we enter chapter 19, we really are in some ways entering the
second half of the book, and seeing the most important event in this book. You can see
from the title of this message that these chapters show the giving of what we call the
10 Commandments. But these 10 Commandments and the legal regulations that follow
from the chapters after these are far more than just a list of do’s and don’ts that we
have to follow. They represent the next step in the unfolding of God’s plan for the
redemption of his creation. And the way that God moves that plan forward in history is
through a series of covenants, all of which are ultimately fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

From Exodus 19-24, God establishes the Mosaic covenant with Israel through Moses.
Today’s passage sets the stage for the Ten Commandments, which we’ll study over the
next two weeks. These commandments form the foundation of the Mosaic law, which is
laid out through chapter 24 and expanded throughout the rest of Exodus. And the
books of Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy also contain additional aspects of the
covenant requirements as well. We are going to read all of chapter 19 today, but let’s
start with verses 1-6. 19 On the third new moon after the people of Israel had gone out
of the land of Egypt, on that day they came into the wilderness of Sinai. ? They set out
from Rephidim and came into the wilderness of Sinai, and they encamped in the
wilderness. There Israel encamped before the mountain, *while Moses went up to

God. The LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, “Thus you shall say to the
house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: *“You yourselves have seen what | did to
the Egyptians, and how | bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. ° Now
therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my
treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; ®and you shall be to
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” These are the words that you shall speak to
the people of Israel.” So, we are talking about three months after the Exodus from
Egypt, when they came to the important location of Sinai. Remember Sinai is the same
location where Moses had been introduced to God in the burning bush and for the first
time in God’s Word, we hear God’s name - YAHWEH. | AM who | AM. His name that
declares as fully as words are capable of, his absoluteness and sovereignty and
ultimately his glory. There is no one greater, and yet he desires to reveal himself to his
creatures who are not deserving of his blessing or redemption because we are all lost in
sin. Now in this same location, God takes the next step in revealing the ultimate hope for
our redemption in Jesus Christ. Their trust in him was at an all time high because of his
actions on their behalf in the face of the oncoming Egyption army. And he says if you
want to continue to see my glory revealed on your behalf like | did as you crossed the
Red Sea, then here is the covenant that | am giving you to show the world that you are
my people. The fact was that neither the Egyptians or the Israelites deserved God’s
favor, but purely out of his sovereign grace, in his providence, he chose Israel as his
people to make them “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”. This is ultimately what
God’s plan is throughout history, to create a people for himself that will worship him as
priests pointing people to himself, and living lives that reflect his holiness and perfection.
In other words living out that complete image of God that humans were created to be.
See what we find as the description of the church when we come to the New Covenant



in the New Testament- it’s the same thing. 1Peter 2:9 says, 9 But you are a chosen
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may
proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.
And in the book of Revelation, we see this group of people, this royal priesthood, this
holy people reigning over the earth with God. This is our ultimate destination to live out
this priesthood, this holy people of God - with God for eternity. Revelation 5:9-10 says,
9 And they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its
seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every
tribe and language and people and nation, 10 and you have made them a kingdom and
priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth.” So, we must keep in mind that this
covenant then is about creating a holy people for himself. God is righteously selfish for
his own glory, and he receives that glory from people who find their greatest joy in
glorifying him.

But our approach to God is on his terms. We don’t get to just decide how we become
his people. And even as the stage is set for the giving of the Ten Commandments, God
gives very detailed instructions on how the people will interact with God in the giving the
details of this covenant. In verses 7-15, we see Moses make several trips apparently up
and down the mountain to share God’s words with the people, and he will make several
more before the giving of this covenant and its laws is complete. Let’s read verses 7-15.
"So Moses came and called the elders of the people and set before them all these words
that the LORD had commanded him. ® All the people answered together and said, “All
that the LORD has spoken we will do.” And Moses reported the words of the people to
the LORD. ° And the LORD said to Moses, “Behold, | am coming to you in a thick cloud,
that the people may hear when | speak with you, and may also believe you forever.” //
When Moses told the words of the people to the LORD, 10 the LORD said to Moses,
“Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow, and let them wash their
garments ''and be ready for the third day. For on the third day the LORD will come down
on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. ' And you shall set limits for the people all
around, saying, ‘Take care not to go up into the mountain or touch the edge of

it. Whoever touches the mountain shall be put to death. > No hand shall touch him, but
he shall be stoned or shot; whether beast or man, he shall not live.” When the trumpet
sounds a long blast, they shall come up to the mountain.” // “So Moses went down
from the mountain to the people and consecrated the people; and they washed their
garments. '° And he said to the people, “Be ready for the third day; do not go near a
woman.” Approaching God is a serious matter...even being near to where God is and
receiving messages from God as the people were, is a serious matter. The seriousness
of our approach to God is based on his holiness. We as his creatures are sinners.
Romans 3:23 says that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. We are not
worthy of his glory because we have failed to live for his glory and bring him glory in our
lives. That failure is our sin. He created us to be able to do what Moses is doing, go
directly into his presence. He wants to be our Uchi, our family, our place of safety and
security, but we all have this problem of sin that keeps us from approaching God. He
makes that clear here in his instructions. They may seem harsh and intense or even
overly concerned with detail, but they are showing the seriousness of this access to a
holy God. The Israelites response of obedience to these intial instructions would tell just
how committed they were to obeying God and bringing glory and honor to him. The
people had told God, All that the LORD has spoken we will do... Would their actions now
back up those words?



Notice that God wants to reveal himself to the people. He wants the people to hear what
he has to say to Moses, so he says that he will come down in a thick cloud that the
people can see and they will hear God’s voice speak to Moses. The culmination of God’s
presence with the people of Israel will be when his glory fills the newly built tabernacle in
the final chapter of Exodus, Exodus 40. But for now, God will let them hear his voice,
and part of that was to reinforce Moses’s authority to the people, as they hear God
speaking to him. The instructions were actually not too hard to follow in three days as
they prepared for God to descend onto the mountain. They had to wash all their clothes
and refrain from sexual relationships. Why this? |Is it wrong to be dirty? Of course not!
Otherwise, we would be horribly sinful doing just about anything. Is it wrong to have
sexual intimacy? Not at all, in the right context of marriage. But the focus here is on
God’s command to Moses in verse 10 to Go to the people and consecrate them. To
consecrate something is to make it holy. It is another word for sanctify. It means
preparing something to be in God’s presence. Intimacy and dirt are not sinful, but there
are special times where we refrain from even good things that are not wrong and we
enjoy in order to focus on God and being close to him. Approaching God involves prayer,
but many of our prayer have almost no preparation and thought behind them. This is
teaching us there are times where that prayer should involve a special significance put
on coming into God’s presence as well as a denial of things that focus on the self (even
if not inherently wrong) so that we can focus on God. This posture and way to approach
God was so important to their understanding of who he was that he said that if anyone
violated the space around the mountain, even once they had washed and obeyed in their
actions, they would be killed by either stoning or being shot with an arrow if they
crossed a boundary onto the mountain. Is this harsh? The Bible says that what every
single one of deserves who has ever been created is death. Romans 6:23 says, the
wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our
Lord. By delivering them from Egypt, God had poured out his grace and mercy on them.
By allowing the people to experiencing any of his presence literally in front of their eyes,
he is showing his grace, but also their inability without preparation to come before him.
So, if they failed to obey and tried to come closer than he allowed, he is completely
within his right as a holy God who gets to determine the rules that His people, his family,
those who can enter his presence or his uchi have to follow to judge them when they
break those rules. That judgement would be to simply give them what all of us deserve
in the first place. Why the animals? Because as humans we are responsible to God for
his creatures. He placed us over his creation, including animals. So if his people failed to
keep their animals from crossing the boundary, the penalty was given to the animal, but
the fault ultimately lay with the owner.

Once the preparations were made, on the third day, God showed up! Read verses 16-
20. '°On the morning of the third day there were thunders and lightnings and a thick
cloud on the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast, so that all the people in the
camp trembled. " Then Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God, and
they took their stand at the foot of the mountain. '* Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in
smoke because the LORD had descended on it in fire. The smoke of it went up like the
smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled greatly. '* And as the sound of the
trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him in

thunder. ® The LORD came down on Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain. And

the LORD called Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up. Picture this



scene: God’s presence descends on the mountain, shaking the whole area like a volcano
without lava and a thunderstorm without destruction. Then, above the thunder and
lightning, a trumpet sounds announcing the arrival of the King of the universe. And over
it all, God’s voice calls Moses up the mountain. Can you imagine seeing this take place
and considering your place in this universe? Just like in the events of Genesis 11 at the
tower of Babel where humanity tried to reach God with the tallest thing they could
engineer, God had to come down because he was so much greater and bigger than
those humans were. Now at mountain, one of the tallest places in that area of the world,
God again comes down. This time not to judge, but to offer hope through a covenant
that would point to the final covenant that brings lasting peace to all who come to God
on his terms of faith and obedience.

And that focus on obedience is again where God’s words take us as this chapter ends
and sets the stage for the giving of the terms of the covenant, the ten commandments.
Look at verse 21-25. ?' And the LORD said to Moses, “Go down and warn the people, lest
they break through to the LORD to look and many of them perish. ?? Also let the priests
who come near to the LORD consecrate themselves, lest the LORD break out against
them.” 2 And Moses said to the LORD, “The people cannot come up to Mount Sinai, for
you yourself warned us, saying, ‘Set limits around the mountain and consecrate

it.”” 2 And the LORD said to him, “Go down, and come up bringing Aaron with you. But do
not let the priests and the people break through to come up to the LORD, lest he break
out against them.” ® So Moses went down to the people and told them. What sets the
stage for the giving of the law establishing this covenant is God’s holiness. That aspect
of God will become more and more clear as we go through the rest of this book. And our
response to that holiness can only be obedience and worship. Failure to do this, would
result in judgement. Even the action of trying to get closer to God on the mountain,
which many might think was a good thing, was rebellion against the holy standards God
had set for interacting with him. And God’s response to their breaking out in rebellion
would be God breaking out against them in judgement. The more we look at this
covenant, the more we see God’s holiness and should become accutely aware of our
own sinfulness. But it should also lead us to worship at the feet of God’s grace, because
this covenant points to a better covenant that provides the rightousness we need to
enter God’s presence as priests, as his people, as his adopted children. In that New
Covenant, Jesus comes and lives as the only human to ever perfectly keep this Mosaic
Covenant and perfectly glorify God. Then that perfect man, who was only that, because
he was completely God, went to a cross and took the punishment of death that was
rightfully ours. He rose from the dead, and for those who repent of their sins and accept
Jesus as their Lord and Savior, trusting that his death was for them, they are granted
his righteousness. That is the only righteousness and holiness that will let us enter into
God’s presence. It’s not mine, it’s not yours, it’s Jesus’s righteousness. Are you clothed
not in the clean clothes of Israel, but in the righteousness of Jesus Christ? Those
clothes let you go with Moses into the presence of God and experience the joy of
fellowship in the glory of your creator. Let’s pray.



