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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Over the course of the past several weeks we have found the Israelites 

coming up against one obstacle after another.  They had to battle hunger.  

They had to battle thirst.  They had to battle enemies.  And time and time 

and time again we found that God provided for their needs.  He gave them 

manna from heaven and water from a rock.  And he gave them his presence 

to protect them, whether against the Egyptians or against the Amalekites.  

And all the while that God was doing this he was simultaneously forging his 

people into a worshiping community--teaching them on the one had that that 

they were weak and fragile and utterly dependent upon him and teaching 

them on the other that he was faithful and true and utterly to be trusted.   

 Well in our lesson tonight we have a change of circumstance but the 

lesson remains the same.  The change is found in this.  Tonight as Jethro and 

Moses meet for the first time in a long time, we find a leader of a 

neighbouring people, the Midianites, who is not interested in harming the 

Israelites or going to war against them, but who wishes instead to honour 

and praise their God for his wonderful redemption.  What remains constant 

is this.  God is still teaching his people how to worship him with their whole 

lives.  As we will see, in the words of wise counsel from Jethro the Israelites 
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will discover that to establish and maintain justice and righteousness among 

the people of God--to keep a godly walk--men who "fear God" are needed in 

positions of leadership.  The people of God need leaders of sound 

judgement, great reverence, true humility and personal holiness if they are to 

persevere in godliness and righteousness and in obedience and 

understanding before the Lord.  God's people can only flourish when such 

leaders are in their midst.  Let's turn to the lesson. 

 Now Jethro, the priest of Midian and father-in-law of Moses, 
heard of everything God had done for Moses and his people Israel, 
and how the Lord had brought Israel out of Egypt.  After Moses had 
sent away his wife Zipporah, his father-in-law Jethro received her and 
her two sons.  One son was named Gershom, for Moses said, "I have 
become an alien in a foreign land," and the other was named Eliezer, 
for he said, "My father's God was my helper; he saved me from the 
sword of Pharaoh." 

 The last time we ran into Jethro was in Exodus 4:18 where he gave 

Moses leave to return to Egypt with his family.  Since that time word had 

come to Jethro of the wonderful deliverance God had fashioned for his 

people.  It had come first from his daughter Zipporah, for although she had 

accompanied Moses to Egypt, as some point he sent her back home with his 

sons.  We don't know when this happened, only that it did.  I think that 

Moses probably sent them back home for their own protection when things 

began heating up in Egypt and the plagues began to fall.  As second, Jethro 
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would have heard reports from the various caravans that traveled through his 

land back and forth between Egypt and the territories to the north.   

 In any event, having heard of the deliverance at the Red Sea and the 

movement of Israel into the desert, Jethro went out to meet Moses.   

 Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, together with Moses' sons and 
wife, came to him in the desert, where he was camped near the 
mountain of God.  Jethro has sent word to him, "I, your father-in-law 
Jethro, am coming to you with your wife and her two sons."  So 
Moses went out to meet his father-in-law and bowed down and kissed 
him.   They greeted each other and then went into the tent. 

Jethro brings Moses' family to meet him at the "mountain of God."  This is 

not an accident or a coincidence.  It was part of God's plan.  You see, the 

mountain of God--Horeb, or Sinai as it is also called--is a very special place.  

It was here that God spoke to Moses at the burning bush and commissioned 

him to be the deliverer of his people.  And now that the Israelites are camped 

at Horeb, the fulfillment of God's promise is clear.  Listen to the promise that 

God gave to Moses at Horeb in Exodus 3:12: "When you have brought the 

people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain."  The water 

that gushed from the rock gushed here; the battle fought against the 

Amalekites was won on these slopes.  And finally, as we will soon see, it 

was here that God was to give the Law to Moses.   
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 This was holy ground indeed and that Moses and his family reunited 

here was a powerful and God-given reminder to the prophet of the 

faithfulness of his Lord.  Think about it.  Now, after one crisis has followed 

closely upon another, Moses finally has the chance to catch his breath and to 

ponder what has happened to him and his people.  As he is given an 

opportunity to look back and consider what has been going on in his life.  As 

he does this he finds himself in that exact place which is most sure to remind 

him of the trustworthiness and faithfulness of his God.  God, in tenderness 

and love, so arranged it that Moses might be encouraged and given strength 

to meet the challenges of the day.   

 We have here an interlude of sweet refreshment and rest.  Have you 

known such seasons?  Perhaps things have been piling up on you.  It's one 

thing after another.  You can feel yourself wearing down.  And then the Lord 

comes to you.  A word from the Bible speaks to you with special force and 

the Holy Spirit illumines your mind to understand and humbles your heart to 

receive.  A psalm gives you encouragement and strength.  A friend bears 

witness to you of God's faithfulness.  And when that happens, you see all 

your trials in a new light and you find out once more that the Lord was 

speaking true when he said that his yoke was easy and his burden light and 

that, as he tells us through the Apostle Paul, the sufferings of this present life 
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are not worth comparing to the glory which is to come.  It was such a season 

for Moses. 

 When Moses met Jethro he told him everything that had taken place in 

Egypt and along the road to Mount Horeb.  Jethro got the details straight 

from the horse's mouth.  And when he learned the details from Moses, Jethro 

praise the Lord God lavishly: 

 Jethro was delight to hear about all the good things the Lord 
had done for Israel in rescuing them from the hand of the Egyptians.  
He said, "Praise be to the Lord, who rescued you from the hand of the 
Egyptians and of Pharaoh, and who rescued the people from the hand 
of the Egyptians.  Now I know that the LORD is greater than all other 
gods, for he did this to those who had treated Israel arrogantly."  Then 
Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and other 
sacrifices to God, and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat 
bread with Moses' father-in-law in the presence of God. 

Let me point out three things.  First of all, we have here Jethro's confession 

of faith.  He blesses the Lord as greater than all other gods.  And when 

Jethro does this, he uses God's covenant name--Jehovah--I AM--the name 

that God revealed to Moses at the burning bush.  We have here a Midianite 

calling upon the personal name of the Lord.  Now this may be the moment 

of Jethro's conversion or it may be a time when his faith became more sure, 

but in any event it seems clear that he has become a believer.  And the 

promise made by God to Abraham in Genesis 12:2-3 is partially fulfilled: 
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 I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will 
make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those 
who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples 
on earth will be blessed through you.       

You will be a blessing.  That promises has been fulfilled.  All peoples on 

earth will be blessed through you.  That promise is being fulfilled as the 

gospel in reaching out to people of every nation, tribe and tongue. 

 The second thing to note is this.  After Jethro confesses that Jehovah is 

greater than any other "god" he gives his reason for so thinking: "for he did 

this to those who had treated Israel arrogantly."  Who are "those" who had 

treated Israel arrogantly?  It is not the Egyptians.  It is the Egyptian gods that 

Jethro is referring to.  The real God brought judgement and disgrace upon 

the gods of Egypt, making them a laughingstock and making a spectacular 

show of their uselessness for all to see.  Remember: each of the plagues we 

saw was an attack by God upon some false Egyptian deity--the Nile River 

god, the frog god of fertility, the sun-god and so on.  This is how the Lord 

put it: 

 On that same night [of Passover] I will pass through Egypt and 
strike down every firstborn--both men and animals--and I will bring 
judgement upon all the gods of Egypt.  I am the Lord. 

 The third thing to notice about this passage is the worship and the 

meal that follow the meeting.  Jethro made a burnt offering.  Then he made 

other sacrifices.  Then he sat down and had a meal with Aaron, Moses and 
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the elders of Israel.  These sacrifices were expressions of joy, thankfulness 

and devotion.  The burnt offering was a symbol of devotion to God and 

communion with him.  The other sacrifices were a matter of thanksgiving.  

Animals would be sacrificed and then they would be eaten at a feast held in 

honour of God.  It says that they came together to "eat bread."  The word 

bread here is like the word for our daily bread when we pray the Lord's 

Prayer.  It indicates food in general.   

 Now you may be wondering, "What is the world is a Midianite priest 

doing, even if he is a believer, making sacrifices to the Lord?"  What we are 

seeing is the making of a covenant between Israel and Midian.  Some sort of 

mutual peace treaty is being worked out and signed on to.  We find the same 

elements in Genesis 31 where Jacob and his father-in-law Laban make a 

covenant not to harm each other.  In Genesis 31:54 we read, "He [Jacob] 

offered a sacrifice there in the hill country and invited his relatives for a 

meal.  After they had eaten, they spent the night there."  The same elements--

the sacrifices, the meal--are found here too.  Where there is faith in God you 

will find the bond of peace. 

 In the first part or our lesson Jethro went out to meet Moses at the 

Mountain of God.  In the second part Jethro met him, confessed his faith in 
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God, and made some sort of arrangement for peace between their two 

peoples.  In the third and final part of our lesson, Jethro offers Moses sage 

advice.  Let's look at it:  

 The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the 
people, and they stood around him from morning till evening.  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?" 

Moses was the lone judicial authority over Israel.  He sat in the seat of 

judgement and the people came to him to have their cases determined.  They 

"stood around him from morning till evening" because there were so many 

disputes to settle.   

 Jethro didn't think much of this arrangement.  Now it is not that Jethro 

thinks that Moses has misappropriated power; he recognizes his son-in-law's 

position of authority and its legitimacy.  The problem is that Moses is 

carrying too great a burden on his own.  You see, everybody comes to Moses 

to "seek God's will" and to settle their disputes--and with as great a company 

as there is in Israel, there are a lot of disputes that need to be settled.  Jethro 

sees that Moses needs help and so he offers some wise words.  First he tells 

Moses of the danger.  "What you are doing is not good.  You and these 

people who come to you will only wear yourselves out.  The work is too 
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heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone."  First, Moses, who is already 

eighty years old, will get worn out.  Second the Israelites, who will have to 

endure delay after delay in the adjudication of their cases, will get worn 

down as well.  Justice will grind to a halt if nothing is done to redress 

wrongs; worse, anarchy might break out if people think they have to take 

matters into their own hands.   

 After citing the danger, Jethro offers his solution:  

 Listen now to me and I will give you some advice, and may 
God be with you.  You must be God's representative before God and 
bring their disputes to him.  Teach them the decrees and laws, and 
show them the way to live and the duties they are to perform.  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.  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.  
If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to stand the 
strain and all these people will go home satisfied. 

Let me make a couple of points here.  First, it is clear that Jethro was a 

Presbyterian.  In the Presbyterian system there is a board of elders.  On the 

Board or Session there is a teaching elder, who is the preacher and there are 

ruling elders, who are responsible for church discipline and the spiritual well 

being of the flock.  It is clear here that Moses is the teaching elder.  It is his 

responsibility to teach his people the decrees and the laws of God.  It is his 
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job to show them how to live and what their duties and responsibilities are.  

But it is not enough that the will and ways of God for his people are taught.  

The lessons of God must be put into practice and lived out.  It is the job of 

the ruling elders to see that the law is implemented and established.  We see 

the beginnings of that system of church government starting here.  Now it is 

not an exact parallel to be sure.  There are differences.  Moses will still rule 

on difficult cases.  But it is essentially the same thing in the church today.  

The Lord wants the law announced to his people and worked out in their 

lives.  He wants to see them discipled in the truth so that the truth is known, 

obeyed and honoured among his people.   

 The second point is this.  Look at the qualities and characteristics of 

the men Moses is to choose.  They must be capable or, as one translation 

puts it, "men of character".  They are to be people of integrity and virtue.  

They are to fear God.  "Fear of God" is a Hebrew term that means "a 

reverence that leads to obedience."  They are to be trustworthy and haters of 

dishonest gain--haters of injustice.  The officials--the word can be translated 

as "leaders" or "judges" are to be capable, devout, incorruptible and virtuous 

men of devotion, duty and responsibility.  It is clear that they must lead not 

only with their words but by their deeds as well.  They are to be examples 

and encouragements for their people to follow.   

 11



 That was some 3,500 years ago; the need for such leadership within 

the church today remains the same.  It is only when church pastors, elders 

and deacons are righteous and reverent that the people of God can be 

expected to flourish.  The members of your consistory pray for those under 

their care regularly and often and I know that you pray for your pastor, for 

your elders and your deacons.  On behalf of the consistory let me tell you 

how grateful we are for your intercessions on our behalf.  We have been 

given grave responsibilities and we know that on our own we could never 

meet them.  We stand in need of God's help and blessing.  Let us pray for 

one another with zeal that God might make of us a church that is loving, 

faithful, worshipful and true, a church that gives him alone the glory and 

praise.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.
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