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

 Today we come to the part of the Bible that is called The Book of the 

Covenant.  This section runs from Exodus 20:22 to Exodus 23:33.  This 

section contains laws, but they are different from the Ten Commandments.  

Let me mention three ways in which this is so.  First, we find in Exodus 24:7 

that the laws and statutes that we are about to take up were written on 

parchment.  The Ten Commandments, on the other hand, were inscribed in 

stone.  Second, the laws in the Book of the Covenant were written down by 

the hand of Moses, but it was the finger God himself that etched the Ten 

Commandments on the tablets of stone.  You can think of it this way: God 

gave the Ten Commandments directly while Moses was the mediator of the 

ordinances found in the Book of the Covenant.  And third, we have this vital 

difference as well: The Ten Commandments hold true no matter where the 

place, what the time or who the people.  They are universal and binding 

upon everyone.  But the laws of the "Covenant Code," as these laws are 

sometimes called, are not universal and binding upon everyone.  They are 

descriptions of how the Ten Commandments were to be worked out with that 

specific people at that specific time in those specific circumstances.   
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 Let me give you an example of that.  There is a law in Exodus 22 that 

reads, "If a man steals an ox or a sheep and slaughters it or sells it, he must 

pay back five head of cattle for the ox and four sheep for the sheep."  That 

law is not universally binding.  Back when Ken Ruch had his sheep, if you 

were to steal one your penalty under the law of our land would not be to give 

him back four.  And it is not a sin that the penalty you face in Canada today 

is different from the penalty back then.  That being the case, you might ask, 

"But Ken, why are we bothering to study this part of the Bible, if it doesn't 

apply to our lives?"  Here is the answer: it does apply.  Or, more specifically, 

while the details of the laws may vary, there are common principles at work 

which do apply.  In the example I just gave you, in the nation of Israel in 

those days, a thief would have to make good on what he had stolen and add 

something extra for the trouble he had caused.  The principle involved is 

restoration--making good the damage you have done.  In our society, 

criminals should be required to make restitution for what they have stolen--

and add something extra for the trouble they have caused--so that the victim 

might be restored.  In fact, more and more today we are seeing orders of 

restitution being made.  This is a good, biblical concept that we had gotten 

away from. 
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 Let me say one more thing about this before we look at the lesson 

itself.  You don't have to go very far to find changes in these societal laws; 

you don't have to go all the way to the 20th century.  There are changes to be 

found within the writings of Moses himself.  In a little while we are going to 

take a look at this ordinance: "Make an altar of earth for me and sacrifice on 

it your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, you sheep and goats and you 

cattle.  Wherever I cause my name to be honoured, I will come to you and 

bless you."  Now if you were to look ahead to Deuteronomy 12:5 you would 

find these words: "But you are to seek the place the Lord your God will 

choose from among all your tribes to put his Name there for his dwellings.  

To that place you must go; there bring your burnt offerings and sacrifices, 

your tithes and special gifts…"  Do you see the difference?  In Exodus 20 

God is giving commands about worship as the Israelites moved from place 

to place throughout the desert.  In Deuteronomy, the people are getting ready 

to enter the Promised Land and settle down.  When they do there will be one 

central place of sacrifice.  Only at that one place will animals be offered up 

to God.  Ligon Duncan, a Presbyterian preacher from Mississippi, put it this 

way.  "God is a wise lawmaker and he takes into consideration the needs and 

the times and the places of his people.  So, the Ten [Commandments] give us 

the fundamental principles, the Book of the Covenant applies them to 

specific contexts." 
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 That being said by way of introduction, now let's turn to our lesson: 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, "Tell the Israelites this: 'You have 
seen for yourselves that I have spoken to you from heaven: Do not 
make any gods to be alongside me; do not make for yourselves gods 
of silver or gods of gold.'" 

Let me put this in context.  When Moses went down to Egypt upon God's 

command to confront Pharaoh, he ordered the king to let the Israelites go so 

that they might worship the One, True and living God.   When the Israelites 

go to Mount Sinai and received the Ten Commandments, the first 

commandments had to do with how God was to be worshiped.  He alone was 

to be worshiped and he was to be worshiped without being represented by 

idols of any kind.  Now here, at the beginning of the Book of the Covenant, 

as the people begin to learn how the commandments of God are to be 

applied to their lives, we find that once more the worship of God takes first 

place and centre stage.   

 Now there are three things in particular I want to say about the lesson 

tonight, three things that have application not only for those ancient people 

but for us as well.  Here is the first.  The worship of God's people is to be 

Word-based.  It is to be centered on the Word of God.  This focus on the 

Word of God was true for them and it remains true for us today.  Look at 
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verse 22 again.  It says, "You have seen for yourselves that I have spoken to 

you from heaven."  It seems to be a strange way to put it.  He didn't say, 

"You have heard for yourselves that I have spoken."  He said, "You have 

seen for yourselves that I have spoken."  Why did God put it this way?  To 

emphasize that when he appeared to them, he did not appear visibly.  He did 

not come to them in bodily form, so as to be seen with the eye.  He appeared 

through the spoken word so as to be heard with the ear.  They have seen 

God's choice of self revelation with their own eyes.  In this law God is 

drawing their attention to how he makes himself known.  He makes himself 

known through his word.   

 This is a lesson the Apostle Paul knew.  Listen to what he has to say 

about the importance and centrality of the word of God, the gospel of Jesus 

Christ: 

 I am not ashamed to the gospel, because it is the power of God 
for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for 
the Gentile.  For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a 
righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: 
"The righteous will live by faith." 

 So do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of 
me, his prisoner.  But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the 
power of God, who has saved us and called us to a holy life--not 
because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and 
grace….   
 And of this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and 
a teacher.  That is why I am suffering as I am.  Yet I am not ashamed, 
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because I know whom I have believed and am convinced that he is 
able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.   
 What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching 
with faith and love in Christ Jesus.  Guard the good deposit that was 
entrusted to you--guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in 
you. 

 Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.  
How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And 
how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And 
how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can 
they preach unless they are sent?  As it is written, "How beautiful are 
the feet of those who bring good news." 

There are many in the church today who have forgotten this.  In some places 

sermons have been dropped and short, five minute messages are given 

instead.  In some places sermons have been replaced by skits or dramas of 

some kind.  Sometime, because sermons are thought to be out of date or too 

difficult, they are augmented by fancy PowerPoint presentations and all sorts 

of audiovisual enhancements.  All of these techniques are foolishness.  They 

will not cause the church to grow in numbers or in holiness.  All techniques 

for church growth will fail.  The church doesn't grow by techniques.  It 

grows by the power of the Holy Spirit who causes dead hearts to come to 

life.  There is no other way.  Unless the Holy Spirit decides in his sovereign 

grace to apply the merit of Christ to an unbelieving heart, there will be no 

new Christians, no church growth.  And the Holy Spirit has decided, for his 

own reasons, for the most part, to work through the preaching of the church 
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and the witnessing of her people.  Faith comes through hearing, is the Bible's 

message and we do well to honour it with our worship.     

 John MacArthur is the pastor/teacher of a large church in California.  

Someone once asked him his secret of congregational growth.  How had he 

done it?  How had he taken his church from very small beginnings and made 

it into a vibrant community of faith?  He answered, "We did it by 

emphasizing biblical preaching and biblical teaching."   The man who asked 

the question responded, "No, no, no.  Tell me the real answer.  What did you 

do?"  This man thought that church growth was accomplished by following a 

plan with five steps or ten steps--have the right size of parking lot, play the 

right sort of music, cater to the felt needs of the constituency, make the 

worship service entertaining and so on.  None of these things will grow the 

church.  Now you might end up with a lot of people coming together on a 

Sunday morning.  But it won't be the church.  The church is found where the 

Holy Spirit gathers people around the Word of God, that they might hear his 

command to believe, repent and follow him or perish.  If this isn't 

happening, the church is simply a social club. 

 The second and a closely related thing to note is this.  The Word-

centered worship we offer to God is not to be done through the use of 

images.  Look at verse 23 again.  It says, "Do not make any gods to be 
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alongside me; do not make for yourselves gods of silver or gods of gold."  In 

that one sentence the first two commandments are summed up.  No other 

gods; no images to worship the one, true God.  Our worship of God is not to 

be associated with visual forms.  We are not to copy the pagan nations at 

worship, no matter how magnificent their idols might appear, no matter how 

accomplished their craftsmanship.  We are to bind ourselves to the Word of 

God.  This is why the Reformers criticized the use of images in worship in 

their day.  This is why Reformed churches today tend to be rather plain.  The 

focus is on the Word.  The only two dramas--the only two visual aids we 

have--are baptism and the Lord's Supper.   

 The third thing to be said tonight has to do with the final verses in our 

lesson.  Let me read them: 

 Make an altar of earth for me and sacrifice on it your burnt 
offerings and fellowship offerings, you sheep and goats and your 
cattle.  Wherever I cause my name to be honoured, I will come to you 
and bless you.  If you make an altar of stones for me, do not build it 
with dressed stones, for you will defile it if you use a tool on it.  And 
do not go up to my altar on steps, lest your nakedness be exposed on 
it. 

When we worship God, we are meeting with God.  I read this definition of 

worship last week.  "The worship of God involves, at its heart, meeting with 

God to praise and to thank him and to receive his blessing."  Worship with 

God, then, has to do with coming into fellowship with him.  Now, how are 
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we to do that, given that we are sinners?  There is only one way.  We must 

come though faith in the shed blood of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God who 

was sacrificed for us and for our salvation.  In the Old Testament era it 

happened this way: the saints believed and looked forward to the coming 

Messiah who would give his life for his people.  In the New Testament it 

happens this way: the saints believe and look back to the Messiah who came 

and gave his life for the salvation of many.   

 Now note this: in our lesson we find that God allows for the building 

of two different kinds of altars for the presentation of sacrifices.  One type 

he calls for is made of earth; the other he allows is made of uncut stone.  The 

altars are to be utterly simple.  Why?  To teach the people that it doesn't 

matter what the altar looks like; what matters is the sacrifice that is placed on 

the altar.  Does the altar point to the sacrifice of Christ, or does it point to the 

handiwork of man.  Pagans had beautiful altars.  Archaeologists have found 

some in the ancient world.  They were made with dressed stones.  They were 

intricately carved.  King Ahaz of Judah (II Kings 16) was so enamored of an 

altar he saw in a pagan temple in Damascus that he copied it and had it 

installed in the Temple in Jerusalem.  In doing this he sinned greatly against 

the Lord.  You see, even though their altars were beautiful, they were 

worshiping the wrong god in the wrong way.  Things go so bad that a 
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common pagan practice was to use "sacred prostitutes," trying through the 

sexual act to bring forth fertility for their crops and livestock.  That is why 

God prohibits nakedness in his worship.  No: What is important in our 

worship is not the artistic expression we bring, but the sacrifice of Jesus 

Christ and nothing is to detract from that focus.  Nothing else, you see, can 

save us and bring us into fellowship with God. 

 Let me put it this way: Worship is about God first and foremost.  It is 

about praise and glory and thanksgiving rendered to him for all his mercies 

to us.  It's all about him; it's not about us.  But here is the paradox.  The more 

our worship is God centered, the more exclusively we look to him, listen to 

him, obey him and follow him, the more we ourselves are blessed and 

comforted.  God says in verse 24, "Wherever I cause my name to be 

honoured, I will come to you and bless you."  God is saying, "Beloved, I will 

cause my name to be honoured; I will be worshiped and glorified.  And you 

are to worship as I command.  Hear my word.  Lift up your hearts to Jesus.  

When you do this, I will meet with you.  I will be with you.  I will bless you.  

I will fulfill my promise: I will be your God and you will be my people."    

 There is a wonderful hymn of William Cowper that speaks of the Lord 

meeting with his people. 

 11



Jesus, where'er thy people meet 
There they behold thy mercy seat; 

Where'er they seek thee thou are found 
And every place is hallowed ground. 

For thou within no walls confined 
Inhabitest the humble mind 

Such ever bring thee where they come  
And going take thee to their home. 

Lord, we are few, but thou art near 
Nor short thine arm, nor deaf thine ear 
O rend the heavens come quickly down 
And make a thousand hearts thine own. 

In Christ's name.  AMEN.
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