Dear Reader,

This week, we reach the turning point of Exodus. The children of Israel have
been set free. Egypt has been wiped out. Now what?

Our opening story reveals that although Israel is free, they’re still in bondage to
their slavish impulses, fears, and appetites. To keep them free will require
Yahweh’s great care, effort, and instruction, along with the obedience and
leadership of Moses.

The back half of Exodus includes a lot of rules. It’s called, “The Law” (or Torah).
This is likely where folks get the idea that the “Old Testament God” is a God of
rules and regulations, but the “New Testament God” is all about grace. Before
you jump to that conclusion, remember: God moved in close to His people and
delivered them from slavery without any performative action on their part. Israel
did nothing to deserve their deliverance. They cried out for help. That’s it. That



is all grace. God rescues them from their chains. But it’s no good to be rescued
if what’s inside of you only knows how to go back to Egypt.

It is through the Law, given in His intimate presence, that Yahweh

is forming Israel to become the people through whom He will make Himself
known and by whom He will bless the whole world. (Remember the promise to
Abraham?) The Law (at least initially) is a gift. Keep that in mind as you go!

Before you get started in this week’s reading, check out this Exodus |l
video from the Bible Project.

Happy Reading!




Hannah Buchanan
Pastor to Adults

P.S. If you worship in Cornerstone, next Sunday, March 7, we’ll worship
outdoors at 10:00 am. One service, cold or shine. We can’t wait to see you
there! (We’ll have chairs. You bring a blanket and whatever keeps you warm in
a thermos.)

About the Reading:

About a month after the froth settled over the Egyptians in the Sea of Reeds,
the people of Israel are camped in the wilderness and hungry:

And the whole congregation of the people of Israel grumbled against Moses
and Aaron in the wilderness, and the people of Israel said to them, “Would that
we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the
meat pots and ate bread to the full, for you have brought us out into this
wilderness to Kill this whole assembly with hunger.” (16:2-3)

In other words, “We’d rather be slaves than go without food. We wish God had
killed us in Egypt, not rescued us.”

In general, | try to offer empathy when people of the Bible do dumb things like
this. And maybe I’ve never been hungry enough to become delusional. But if |
were Moses (much less, God), I’d be fuming about now.

But God offers a solution, which will double as a test of their trust and
obedience.

“Wait, a test? God tests us?” you ask.

Yep! Remember, He intends for Israel to be His image-bearers in the world. He
can’t set them loose on the world in His name until they actually look and act
more like Him. They’re on a journey, and God'’s tests are His way of asking,
“Are we there yet?”

“But does God test us?” you reply.



Ah, a natural follow-up. Good question, Reader!

| don’t see why He wouldn’t. We are still His image-bearers in the world. In my
own life, I’'ve seen how He readies my soul before leading me into deeper
waters or greater responsibility. What about you?

Here’s the test:

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Behold, | am about to rain bread from heaven for
you, and the people shall go out and gather a day’s portion every day, that |
may test them, whether they will walk in my law or not. On the sixth day, when
they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather

daily.” (16: 4-5)

On the sixth day they gathered twice as much bread...and [Moses] said to them,
“Tomorrow is a day of solemn rest, a holy Sabbath to the Lord.” (16:23)

The test was also a gift — a day of rest, the Sabbath. In case you missed it, |
preached about Sabbath back in January, when we were reading “The
Ruthless Elimination of Hurry.” If you don’t currently practice the Sabbath or
you just think it’s old school or irrelevant, it’s not. It’s awesome, and practicing
it will change your life. Listen here.

What does this episode teach us about God’s character?
How do you think Israel did with the test?

In Chapter 17, Israel moves across the wilderness, “according to the
commandment of the Lord,” to a place where there is no water for the people
to drink. They grumble again.

“Give us water to drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you test the
Lord?” But the people thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled
against Moses and said, ‘Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and
our children and our livestock with thirst?” So Moses cried to the Lord, “What
shall | do with these people? They are almost ready to stone me.” (17:2-4)

Did you catch that? The people are testing God. The word is the exact same as
in 16:4, where God says He’s going to test His people. This is an intentional



contrast of Yahweh and the Israelites. While the Israelites fumble every test,
Yahweh is faithful. He does what He says He’s going to do. He makes a way
where none previously existed. It’s like Moses is saying, “Why are you testing
God when He has already, over and over, been faithful to you. Hasn’t He
already passed the test? Do you not trust His record? Oh, and also, who

are you to test God?”

Again, God offers a solution. He instructs Moses to bring the elders of Israel as
witnesses, and, using the same staff with which he struck the Nile, to strike a
rock. Sure enough, he does, and water pours out, enough that the people can
drink. Yahweh is “jogging their memory,” reminding them of the wonders He
worked through the plagues in Egypt.

Side note: | wrote a verse on the whiteboard in my kitchen shortly after my
daughter turned three. It’s Psalm 145:8, which says, “The Lord is gracious and
compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love.” | want to be like this as a
parent when my daughter throws her fork or whines or does dumb stuff like the
Israelites in Exodus 17. God is so patient with us, don’t you think?

Then Israel faces war. For the first time, they go to battle, and God is with
them. These guys are total rookies, and still, they win! A few comments on this
story:

e Moses couldn’t hold up his arms with this own strength. He needed
help. This is a powerful metaphor for how we are intended to walk
through life as well. Who will hold up your arms in the battle when
you are weary?

o After the battle, the Lord tells Moses, “Write this as a memorial in a book
and recite it in the ears of Joshua, that | will utterly blot out the memory
of Amalek from under heaven” (17:14). This is the first mention of
recording “the Bible” that we have within the biblical text. The second
mention will come in Chapter 24. Together, these give us the idea that
Moses (or someone) was keeping a record of these events all along the
way.



e Moses builds an altar, which is basically a pillar of rocks that serves as a
place of remembrance for a significant event. He calls it, “The Lord is My
Banner.” What’s that about? Every nation has a flag, right? Some sign or
symbol of its identity and strength? Moses is saying that Yahweh is their
identity and strength. He is why they won the battle. Neither Moses nor
the fighting men could boast in their own strength as the reason for their
victory. What or who is your banner?

Last thought on Chapter 17: Stories like this make me wonder, “Wait! But what
about the Amalekites?! Does God really just blot out anyone who’s not in His
camp?”

| don’t actually know. But something we read in Genesis makes me think God
is at work in every culture, making himself known and inviting people to Him.
Check out Genesis 15:16, which says, “And they shall come back here in the
fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” He’s
talking to Abraham about when his great-grandchildren (Israel) will return to the
Promised Land. When | read this last fall, it opened to me the possibility that
God was working with the Amorites, offering mercy so they would turn to him
in about 400 years. And when they don’t turn, Israel comes in to take the
Promised Land. So, maybe the Amorites actually had a chance and didn’t take
it? What do you think about this idea?

Let’s move on to Chapter 18. Jethro is back! Jethro is Moses’ father-in-law, a
Priest of Midian. I’ve often wondered what influence Jethro had on Moses’
spiritual formation as a young Egyptian exile. How much did Jethro’s faith
influence Moses’ own awareness of God? Remember how Moses returned
from the burning bush to seek Jethro’s permission to leave? (Also, how could
you not like this guy, after watching this scene from The Prince of Egypt.)

Jethro brings Moses’ wife and sons to meet him; we’re not exactly clear on
when they last saw each other. Did Zipporah make it all the way to Egypt or
had Moses sent her back to her family after the weird circumcision episode in
4:24-267 Then the two men swap tales on how they’ve been, and Moses tells
Jethro of all that happened back in Egypt:



And Jethro rejoiced for all the good that the Lord had done in Israel, in that he
had delivered them out of the hand of the Egyptians. Jethro said, “Blessed by
the Lord, who has delivered you out of the hand of the Egyptians and out of the
hand of Pharaoh and has delivered the people from under the hand of the
Egyptians. Now I know that the Lord is greater than all gods because in this
affair they dealt arrogantly with the people.” And Jethro...brought a burnt
offering and sacrifices to God...” (18:9-12)

There’s that word know again! It’s pretty cool that we see it again here.
(Remember, this is the word Pharaoh uses when he says, “No, | don’t know
Yahweh and | won’t let these people go.” And then it’s used over and over
again to describe God’s purpose in the plagues — that Pharaoh, Egypt, and
Israel would know God.)

Moses’ testimony leads Jethro to know and worship God. This is the power of
story. When people hear your story, are they drawn to know and worship
God in deeper ways?

The next day, Moses goes on with business as usual. Jethro watches and calls
a time out! Read 18:13-27. What wisdom does Jethro offer that sets Moses
(and Israel) up for sustainability and success? He’s like the Jim Collins of the
ancient world. Are there any leadership principles you can apply to your
own life from this episode?

Jethro goes home. Moses carries on. And this is where the story shifts.

In Chapter 19, Israel makes it to Mt. Sinai, the mountain where Moses first
received his call from the burning bush.

Pause: Remember Exodus 3:11-12?

But Moses said to God, “Who am | that | should go to Pharaoh and bring the
children of Israel out of Egypt?” He said, “But | will be with you, and this shall
be the sign for you, that | have sent you: when you have brought the
people out of Egypt, you shall serve God on this mountain.”

The return to Mt. Sinai must have been a faith-raising moment for Moses, a
confirmation that God was indeed with him and for him.



Exodus 19:3-5 is one of the most beautiful and significant lines in all of
Scripture:

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.’”

Do you see God'’s purpose for Israel? To be His treasured possession and to
be for the world a kingdom of priests. Priests are the mediators between God
and man. They lead and serve in a way that points and connects people to
God. Again, God is blessing Israel so that through them, the world would be
blessed. If they obey God’s voice.

What is the connection between Israel’s obedience and their ability to live
into God’s purpose for them?

What is the connection between our obedience and our ability to live into
God’s purpose for our lives?

Does this make you think differently about any current patterns or habits
in your life?

Then God instructs Moses to “consecrate” the people. That word means to
“prepare” them or “get them ready” to be in the presence of God. This is a big
deal, and there are certain things they’ve got to do (and not do) to approach
the mountain.

I must admit though, verse 12 seems a little extreme: “Take care not to go up
into the mountain or touch the edge of it. Whoever touches the mountain shall
be put to death...” Is this a weird Wizard of Oz tactic? Or is something deeper
happening? Why do you think the people are instructed not to touch the
mountain or come close?



Once the people are prepared, the Lord speaks this iconic passage
from Chapter 20: The Ten Commandments. (The Bible Project has a great
video on the Ten Commandments and the role of The Law. Check it out here.)

The laws presented in Chapter 20 are the terms of the covenant God is laying
out to Israel. And all of it is grounded in God’s saving mercy. Listen to what He
says:

“Il am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make
for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above
or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall
not bow down to them or serve them, for | the Lord your God am a jealous
God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers of the children to the third and fourth
generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of
those who love me and keep my commandments.”

In other words: LEAVE EGYPT BEHIND YOU. YOU ARE MINE.

You may be thinking, “What’s with God being jealous? And isn’t it harsh to
punish kids and grandkids for what their great-grandparents did?”

Here’s what | think:

e When God says He is jealous, He means there is no competition. You
cannot belong to Yahweh with a mistress on the side. It just doesn’t
work. Because of who God is, you’re either all in or you’re out.
Remember how Egypt had a pantheon of gods? A god for the rain, for
the sun, for war, for love, etc.? God is saying, “That is not me. | AM. I'm
IT.”

o As for “visiting iniquity of the fathers of the children...” I’'m fairly
convinced God is referring to the natural fallout of sin. It’s fairly obvious
how our parental shortcomings harm our children and playout in their
emotional and spiritual development. Consider the impact of addiction
or adultery from one generation to the next. What he’s saying is, “Your
sin affects people you love, long after you die.”



Then we get to 20:7:

You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not
hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.

When | was a little girl, | started to throw around “Gee!” | remember my dad
telling me that “Gee!” was shortened for “Jesus!” and | shouldn’t say it
because we don’t take the Lord’s name in vain. Is that what you thought it
meant too? That we shouldn’t say, “Oh my G*d?”

It’s probably sage advice, but that’s not really what it means to take the Lord’s
name in vain. Carmen Joy Imes has a terrific book called, “Bearing God’s
Name.” If you don’t want to read the whole book, listen to this podcast
interview on the Bible Project. She argues that the verb we translated as “take”

actually means to bear or carry, to lift up and raise high. So, “Don’t “carry” the
Lord’s name in vain.”

Add to that the definition of “in vain,” which means futile, false or
inconsequential.” What is this commandment getting at?

Do not misrepresent God to the world. If you are going to carry the name of
Yahweh out into the world, do not do so in vain. Carry His name well; be an
accurate picture of Him to the world.

Do you see how different that is from, “Don’t say ‘OMG?’”

How many times in this year alone have you seen someone on TV or in print
who professes to follow Jesus do or say something that just makes you want
to weep?!

This is what it looks like to bear the Lord’s name in vain. But it’s not just those
big public figures who fall short.

| have had an HPUMC yard sign in my front yard since the pandemic began.
“Isolated, but Not Alone,” it says. A few months ago, | began to wonder, “Do
my neighbors, the ones reading this sign every day, actually feel like I've
helped them be less alone in all this?” The answer was, “No.”



The point is, when we profess to follow Jesus, we actually represent Him to a
hurting and broken world, desperate for His grace. When we do it well, we offer
hope. And when we fail, we are actively getting in the way of people
experiencing His love.

How well are you bearing God’s name?

As we wrap up this week’s reading, imagine living in a society that perfectly
honors each of the Ten Commandments. What would that be like? Which one
of these is the most challenging for you to uphold?

Next week we’re going to get into a /ot more laws. Pray for me as | prepare to
write next week’s email — for your own sake. Just remember, the Law was a
gift, a structure or framework intended to form these newly freed slaves into a
treasured possession, a beacon of hope for the wider world. And all of it
reflects something of the character of God.

So, as we turn the page into the second half of Exodus, what are you learning?
What have you enjoyed? What has made you scratch your head? I’d love to
hear, so just hit “Reply” with your thoughts!

Dig Deeper
Reflection Questions

Chapter 16:

1. How do you react to the idea that God “tests” His people, including you
and me? What kind of tests have you endured? How did you pass or
fail?

2. How does Israel respond to God’s test? Why do you think this one was
hard for them? What were they intended to learn through this particular
test?

3. What does the episode with the manna and the day of rest teach us
about God’s character?



Chapter 17:

1. Who in your life will hold up your arms when you are weary in the battle?
Do you have friends like this?

2. If you had a “banner,” what would it say? Who or what is your identity
and strength, the reason for your victory?

3. What do the episodes with the water and the battle against the
Amalekites teach us about God’s character?

Chapter 18:

1. When people hear your story, are they drawn to know and worship God
in deeper ways? Whose story have you heard that has helped you to
know and worship God in deeper ways?

2. Are there any leadership principles from Jethro’s insight you can apply
to your own life? How would applying these principles free you up to be
more available to God?

Chapter 19:

1. What is the connection between Israel’s obedience and their ability to
live into God’s purpose for them? What is the connection
between our obedience and our ability to live into God’s purpose for our
lives? Does this make you think differently about any current patterns or
habits in your life?

2. Why do you think the people are instructed not to touch the mountain or
come close?

3. lIsrael was formed to be a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” As

followers of Jesus, that’s our calling, too — to represent God to the
world. What does that look like today?

Chapter 20:



1. Imagine for a moment, living in a society that perfectly honors each of
the Ten Commandments. What would that be like? Which one of these
is the most challenging for you to uphold?

Resources

o Watch this Exodus Il video from the Bible Project.
e My colleague, Alex Johnston, wrote a piece on the Sabbath. Check it
out here.

e Here’s a sermon | preached on the Sabbath back in January.

o This is the podcast | mentioned with Carmen Joy Imes about what it

means to take God’s name in vain.
o This is the video from the Bible Project about The Law.

e Toletit all sink in, listen to this song by Andrew Peterson: s He
Worthy? It’s one of my all-time favorites, and | kept hearing the lyric,
“From every people and tribe, every nation and tongue, He has made us
a kingdom of priests to God to reign with the Son.” So good.






