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

 We have a wonderful passage this evening as we come to Exodus 19 

and it has taken us well more than a year to get here.  It was back in 

November of 2002 that we began this Old Testament study with Joseph and 

his brothers, brothers who sold him into slavery in Egypt.  But if it took us 

almost two years to get from there to the foot of Mount Sinai, we have to 

remember that it took Israel some 430 years.  That is how long they had 

been in Egypt, and for most of that time, for some 400 years of it, they had 

been slaves.  But God heard the cries of his people.  He set out to redeem 

them.  And that is what he did.  He brought them out of that house of 

bondage.  But he did more than simply rescue them.  He rescued them for a 

purpose.  He brought them out of Egypt so that they might come to his holy 

mountain and worship him.   

 Now there were many bumps along the way.  Moses was a reluctant 

deliverer.  He didn’t want to go.  And when he showed up, the people 

weren't particularly enthusiastic.  And, as we have seen over the course of 

the past several weeks, when they journey from the Red Sea south to Sinai, 

they grumbled and complained and at times thought longingly of the old 

days in Egypt.  But nevertheless, time and time again God rescued them, 
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providing for their physical needs and teaching them spiritual truths they 

needed to learn at the same time.  And now, just as he has promised, they 

have arrived so they might worship him as he requires. 

 Let's turn to the lesson, reading the first two verses: 

 In the third month after the Israelites left Egypt--on the very 
day--they came to the Desert of Sinai.  As they set out from Rephidim, 
they entered the Desert of Sinai, and Israel camped there in the desert 
in front of the mountain. 

In the first verse, we are given a timeline.  It is now the first day of the third 

month after their escape through the Red Sea.  Since Israel was on a lunar 

calendar, it is approximately fifty days from the Passover.  That is the origin, 

by the way, of the timing of Pentecost, a feast that was celebrated fifty days 

after Passover.  As Israel encountered God some 50 days after Passover and 

began the process of receiving the Law of God, so did the church encounter 

God some 50 days after our Lord's Passover--his crucifixion and 

resurrection--in order to receive the Holy Spirit.  In any event, we are 50 

days out from the Red Sea.   

 While the first verse gives us the timing, the second verse gives us the 

geography.  The people are in Sinai now.  They have traveled south from 

Suez, into the Desert of Shur and through the Desert of Sin.  They have 
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passed through Mara, Massah and Meribah, passed through the wilderness 

of Rephedim, and at last have encamped at Horeb.  They were to be there for 

eleven months.  Now eleven months is not a long time, when you consider 

that the Israelites spent some forty years in the desert before entering the 

Promised Land.  But while not a long time, it was their most important time.  

From these eleven months we get the rest of the Book of Exodus, all of the 

Book of Leviticus and the Book of Numbers, from the first chapter through 

to the tenth.  There is something very important going on at this mountain.  

God wants us to know it and understand it.  What is about to unfold is the 

giving of the Law.   

 Now there is probably no more misunderstood doctrine of the church 

than its teaching about the law.  There are some who say, "We are saved by 

works.  I am trying to live a good life.  I figure that in the end, if the good 

outweighs the bad, I'll be okay.  God will let me enter his heaven."  Folks 

who say this usually aren't Christians in any more than a cultural sense.  

They may celebrate Christmas by giving gifts and having a turkey for supper 

with all the trimmings.  They may watch Ben Hur on television when Easter 

rolls around.  But that is as deep as their religion goes.  This sort of 

understanding is as wrong as can be and those who hold to it are not saved.  
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Let me be clear: if they do not repent they will go to hell.  Beloved, you do 

not want to rest your eternal destiny on what you yourself have done.   

 There are others who say, "No.  We are not saved by works alone.  To 

think we are is ridiculous.  We need something more than that.  We are saved 

by faith and works.  We need to believe in the work of Christ.  If Christ 

hadn't come to sacrifice his life for us, standing in our place at Calvary, we 

could never be saved.  But that sacrifice of Christ, while necessary for our 

salvation, is not sufficient for our salvation.  To that sacrifice we must add 

our own obedience.  I am saved by my faith and my prayers, my Bible 

reading, my church attendance, my tithing and my acts of charity."  The 

Swiss theologian Karl Barth once said that the little word "and" was the 

most blasphemous word in the Bible.  He meant that maintaining that 

anything had to be added to the work of Christ for our salvation was an utter 

repudiation of God's grace and an attempt to steal his glory.  Beloved, again, 

let me be clear.  If you hold that to be saved you must trust, not in Christ 

alone, but in Christ and your own works, you will be forever lost.  Our God 

is a jealous God and he will not let his glory be robbed by anyone.  He will 

have it all.   

 There are still others who say, "Away with works.  We are saved by 

grace alone through faith alone.  God reaches down and saves me and my 
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obedience is not required.  Works have nothing to do with me anymore.  

Christ is my justification and my sanctification.  It’s all in him.  In fact, it is 

so much in him that I can live in any way I please.  The Law no longer has 

any hold on me.  It just doesn't apply."  Beloved, there are people who call 

themselves Christians who actually believe that.  They think that they can be 

saved in their trespasses and sins.  They think that without holiness they will 

be able to see the Lord and will be received by him in mercy.  But that is not 

true.  The Bible expressly denies it.  If you think that you can remain the 

Lord of your life and be saved at the same time, you are wrong.  You will 

perish. 

 Now, in order that we not make the mistake of thinking that we are 

saved by our works on the one hand, or that works don't matter at all on the 

other, God takes time to put his Law into its proper context.  That's what we 

find in the remaining verses of our lesson: 

 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: 'You yourselves 
have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings 
and brought you to myself.  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, you will be for me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation.'  These are the words you are to speak to the 
Israelites." 
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Moses climbs the mountain.  God speaks to him.  God gives him a message 

for the Israelites.  He tells them that they are to remember three things.  First 

of all, they are to remember what God did to the Egyptians.  They are to 

remember the judgement God rendered upon them.  They are to remember 

the plagues that culminated in the Passover of the angel of death.  They are 

to remember the destruction of the armies of Egypt at the Red Sea.  They are 

to remember these things so that they will never forget that they were not 

able to save themselves from slavery.  Egypt was just too strong.  Israel was 

bound in chains that they could not break.  They were to remember their 

dependence and their need, their helplessness and their inability.  They could 

do nothing but cry out because of their miserable estate.   

 Next, the Israelites are to remember that God carried them out of 

Egypt on eagles' wings.  While they could not rescue themselves, God could 

and did.  Ligon Duncan put it this way: 

 Remind them of the divine deliverance.  They didn't rally 
together, engage in 40 years of terrorism which unsettled the Egyptian 
government, form their own army, overthrow Pharaoh and launch out 
in a military expedition into the wilderness.  I delivered them.  They 
had very little to do with it.  At the Red Sea, I told them to stand still 
and watch…. In the wilderness they wouldn't have survived unless I 
had provided food and water and spared them from their enemies.  So 
remind them of their divine deliverance.  Remind them that they did 
not earn this deliverance.  Remind them that they did not gain this 
deliverance.  Remind them that… I bore them on eagles' wings. 
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Beloved, this is grace.  It was not because Israel deserved to be rescued that 

God came to them.  It was not because of their faithfulness.  It was not 

because they refused to be rebellious.  Quite the opposite.  Moses says in 

Deuteronomy 9:23, 24, "You rebelled against the command of the Lord your 

God.  You did not trust him or obey him.  You have been rebellious against 

the Lord ever since I have known you."  No.  It was not for anything they 

had done.  It was simply because of his grace, his own good pleasure.   

 The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the 
face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession.  The Lord 
did not set his affection you and you and choose you because you 
were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of 
all peoples.  But it was because the Lord loved you … 

He loved them because he loved them. 

 The next thing that God tells Moses to remind the people of is his 

drawing of them to himself.  God has spoken of his divine judgement, his 

divine deliverance and now he speaks of his divine drawing.  "I carried you 

on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.  It reminds me of the words of 

Jesus, recorded in John's Gospel and spoken by our Lord after his triumphal 

entry into Jerusalem: "But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw 

all men to myself."  Again, this points out the depths of grace that are freely 

given to God's own.  We have been talking about this in our Sunday School 

class.  The topic lately has been divine deliverance and we made the point 
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that deliverance was always relative.  That is, a person is never simply 

delivered.  He is always delivered from something to something.  Israel was 

saved from slavery in Egypt to service for God.  They were saved from 

death to life, from darkness to light.  God delivered them from Pharaoh and 

brought them to himself, drawing them with cords of love and grace.    

 To understand the law that God is about to deliver, then, we must 

understand that it is given in the context of grace.  God has already rescued 

them.  They do not have to obey so that God will deal with them graciously.  

He has already done so.  He already loves them.  When we get to Exodus 20 

and the Ten Commandments we will be reminded of this again when we 

hear these words: "And God spoke all these words: 'I am the Lord your God, 

who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.'"  He has already 

rescued them.  There is simply no idea of salvation by works in God's 

covenant dealings with Israel.  It is grace, through and through.   

 Now, because that is the case, does it mean that those who disregard 

the law of God altogether are right after all?  Are we to sing, "Free from the 

law, of happy condition, I can sin all I want and still have remission?"  The 

answer to that is absolutely not.  Look at the two concluding verses of our 

lesson: 
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 "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 mind, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation."  These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites. 

Now this certainly sounds as if Moses were saying, "If you want to be 

saved--if you want to be God's elect--you must first obey his commands; 

then and only then will you be saved."  But we have just heard that it is by 

grace alone that we are saved.  So what is going on here?  This is very 

important.  You must understand this if you are to properly understand the 

function of the Law of God.  Your works--your obedience to the Law of 

God--is not meritorious.  It does not earn you salvation.  Salvation is too 

great a reality to be earned by anything we do.  But while works have no 

earning power, they are nevertheless necessary.  They are not meritorious but 

they are necessary.   

 You see, we cannot be saved in our sins; we can only be saved from 

our sins.  Here is another way to say it.  We cannot be saved and at the same 

time stay the same.  If we are saved by God's grace, we will also be 

transformed by God's grace.  His deliverance changes us from the inside.  

He gives us a new heart.  And if he gives us a new heart, we will begin to do 

new things.  The things that before we loved we will no longer have the 

heart for.  And the things that before we despised, we will now, with our new 
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hearts, find ourselves attracted to.  Drawn to.  If your new life doesn't bring 

you new obedience, you haven't received the new life in the first place.  And 

the good works that you do--works of faith, obedience, love and charity--

simply confirm God's gracious dealings with you.   

 Paul deals with this in a wonderful way in his Letter to the Ephesians.  

In Ephesians 2 he writes, "For it is by grace you have been saved, through 

faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--not by works, so 

that no one can boast."  Salvation is by grace, not works.  It is clear as a bell.  

Now here is Paul's very next sentence.  "For we are God's workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for 

us to do."  There you have it.  We are saved by grace so that we might do the 

good works God has prepared for us to do.  Remember how grace is relative.  

We are saved from death to life.  The same is true here.  We are saved from 

doing works of unrighteousness so that we might do works of righteousness.  

Those works will be in the life of every true Christian, to one degree or 

another.  They haven't made him a Christian.  God did that.  But he will do 

them.  Moses is not saying, "Keep the Law and I will make you to be 

something you aren't yet."  He is saying, "Keep the law and you will indeed 

be what I have made you to be." 

 11



 Let me illustrate this with an example taken from our worship service.  

Quite often we recite the Law of God in the morning service.  Now there are 

two ways to do this.  You can read the Ten Commandments before you have 

the confession of sin or you can read them after the confession of sin.  If you 

read the Ten Commandments before the confession of sin you are saying one 

thing.  If you read the same commandments after the confession, you are 

saying another.  This is the difference.  If you read the Ten Commandments 

before the confession of sin, you are acknowledging that you cannot keep 

them.  You have before you the law of God.  You are required to keep the 

law perfectly.  You find you cannot.  So you must go to God to confess your 

sin and ask for his forgiving grace.  This is called the evangelical use of the 

law; Paul says it is the law acting as a schoolteacher to drive us to Christ.  In 

saying this Paul is picturing a teacher with a big switch chasing the students 

to Jesus where they might find refuge. 

 Now, if you say the Ten Commandments after the confession of sin, 

you are doing something else.  You have already confessed your sin.  You 

have already been forgiven.  The law no longer convicts you, because your 

conviction and condemnation have been taken away by Christ, who stands in 

your place.  So what is the purpose of the law in this case?  The purpose of 

the law in this case is to guide us into right living--into a life that consists of 
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good, God-honouring works.  For those not saved, the Law is a threat that 

drives them to Christ.  For those who are saved, the Law is a signpost to 

holy living and good works.   

   God had delivered Israel.  He had brought her to his holy mountain.  

He delivered the law to Israel that his people might learn how to live a godly 

life, pleasing to him and a blessing to them.  He gave them the law that they 

might be forged into a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation."  Now, what 

was true of Israel is true of the church today.  We have the law for the same 

reason--first to convict us of sin and second to point us to godly living that 

we might do the things that God has chosen in advance for us to do.  This is 

how Peter sums it up: 

 But 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.  Once you were 
not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not 
received mercy, but not you have received mercy.   
 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to 
abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.  Live such 
good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing 
wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he 
visits us.   

Calvin put it this way.  "We are not our own.  We belong to God.  Therefore, 

let us live for him and die for him."  
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