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Exodus|Liberation and the Mission of God 

God Unapproachable 
Exodus 19 
11.8.15 

 
 

Then God spoke all these words, saying, 2 "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the 

land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 3 "You shall have no other gods before Me. 4 "You shall 

not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath 

or in the water under the earth. 5 "You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your 

God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the 

fourth generations of those who hate Me, 6 but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those 

who love Me and keep My commandments. 7 "You shall not take the name of the LORD your God 

in vain, for the LORD will not leave him unpunished who takes His name in vain. 8 "Remember the 

sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 "Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 10 but the seventh 

day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your 

daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you. 
11 "For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and 

rested on the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and made it holy. 12 

"Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the 

LORD your God gives you. 13 "You shall not murder. 14 "You shall not commit adultery. 15 "You 

shall not steal. 16 "You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 17 "You shall not covet 

your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife or his male servant or his female 

servant or his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor." 18 All the people 

perceived the thunder and the lightning flashes and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain 

smoking; and when the people saw it, they trembled and stood at a distance. 19 Then they said to 

Moses, "Speak to us yourself and we will listen; but let not God speak to us, or we will die." 20 

Moses said to the people, "Do not be afraid; for God has come in order to test you, and in order 

that the fear of Him may remain with you, so that you may not sin." 21 So the people stood at a 

distance, while Moses approached the thick cloud where God was.   

 

 

We’ve been looking at The Book of Exodus on Sunday mornings.  

 

And we’ve come to that place where, AFTER the liberation has taken place, AFTER the 

Red Sea crossing and the manna and the miracle of water gushing from the Rock… the 

wanderers have come to the purpose of their wandering! They are not a great sailboat 

tied to a dock that has been cut from its moorings in order to drift… but they’ve been 

liberated to sail! They’ve been set free from slavery in order to meet God and be united 

to Him. 
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They’ve come to Mt. Sinai to meet God and even to be united to Him in a kind of 

wedding. It’s a theme unfolded through the whole Bible that the Church is God’s 

Beloved Bride. And HERE He begins to develop that very imagery. He wants her to 

Himself to be liberated from other suitors who want to use and abuse her – He’s jealous 

for her not because He’s insecure but because no other lover will actually LOVE her… 

She, Israel, the Church will be the start of God’s reclaiming and remaking the world that 

has fallen…and become broken by sin and death. 

   

They will remain at this wedding…this chapel in the wilderness…Mt. Sinai for a year. 

They will receive detailed instructions for a Bridal Suite, the Tabernacle (Exodus 25ff.) 

but before that…the Book of the Covenant…the Law, starting with these TEN WORDS, 

the Decalogue or Ten Commandments. 

 

This is maybe THE most famous passage in all the Hebrew Bible…Today we look at the 

WHOLE, not simply the individual commands (each could be a sermon) but we want to 

consider WHY?…What IS the purpose or USE of the LAW. And we’ll use a classic 

formulation (though in a different order), the “THREE USES OF THE LAW”: #1 – The Civil 

Use, #2 – The Tutorial Use and #3 – The Third Use – the Law on our hearts. 

 

What can we say about the Ten Commandments in ONE sermon that hasn’t been said a 

million times already? Books have been written on them; the classic way that ETHICS 

courses have been taught in seminaries was to look at each commandment. The 500+ 

page book used in my own education, An Introduction to Biblical Ethics by Robertson 

McQuilken followed this classical approach.  

 

Here, at Sinai, the Law is given, as a kind of matrimonial vow. God is demonstrating His 

own character in these Laws. He’s also giving His own people a way that is just and 

equitable that will keep the STRONG from ABUSING THE WEAK.  It’ll will be a way to 

preserve and promote harmony among a people who had experienced (if you’ll 

remember!) a good bit of family disharmony – Joseph and his contentious 

brothers…Jacob the Rascal and his brother. 

 

This was a family prone to disputes…and now that the family was extended…and broken 

up into various tribes…and wandering toward a homeland that would be divided among 

them…and there would be property arguments and clashes…and need for impartial 

resolution to frequent conflicts…WELL, the Law was a real gift to them. It keeps the 

peace. 
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It can be reduced to TWO – Love God and Love One’s Neighbor (both found in the Books 

of Moses, Dt. 6, Lev. 19). Those two laws can be expanded and defined by these Ten 

Words (which we read) and the Decalogue is then expanded into some 600 laws in the 

Hebrew Bible, some of which are “case laws”. 

 

Think of how welcome these commands were in a lawless world…ruled only by the law 

of “tooth and claw” (Tennyson) where “might makes right”. This law was the basis for 

civility… Think of how welcome e.g. the Fourth Command must have been after they 

had lived as slaves working “24/7” (as we say) – NOW they can rest for a whole day…and 

they MUST adopt a rhythm to life that was somehow reflective of God Himself! 

 

The law against murder would be applied to reckless behavior when a farmer would 

allow his ox to roam around the neighborhood and injure someone… Without a law like 

that…a rich and careless farmer has no responsibility to care for the person he has 

injured. So…the Law ensures civility and keeps God’s people from devouring each other 

like animals. 

 

AND… YET the LAW…as good and beautiful as it is… (the longest chapter in the Bible is a 

song about how lovely and good the Law IS [Ps 119])…but as much as the Law instructs 

us like a light to our path (v.105)… it is not without its problems…not that there’s 

anything wrong with the Law (Rom 8.3; Heb 7.18) …but that there’s something IN 

us…that can’t fit or harmonize with the Law. 

 

For one thing…it seems to incite/stir up disobedience. We give the two-year-old the 

Law, “Don’t touch this!” and suddenly breaking that LAW is the only thing on her mind! 

She has to touch it! And it’s NOT only two-year-olds… tell the 60 year old patient that he 

must avoid sugar and all he can think about is ice cream. (Rom 7.8) 

 

And for another thing, we can seemingly DO the Law but not really be “into it”. Our 

actions can look very lawful but only mask a lawless heart…and THAT btw seems to be 

the real distinction in the Bible – it’s not a division of heart and mind it’s a distinction 

between heart and behavior. We can outwardly avoid violence but inwardly have a 

hateful heart…and a big smile on our face. And yet, not only did Jesus Christ apply the 

Law TO the heart in His inaugural speech (Sermon on the Mount) – “I say to you even if 

you hate or inwardly INSULT another person you have broke the 6th Word and 

committed murder in your heart…” (Mat. 5.22) BUT EVEN IN the Law as originally 

given…we can’t escape the heart because the 10th word, the command against coveting 

is ALL ABOUT the heart…about desire! 
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And it’s at this very point that Paul the Apostle said, “The LAW unraveled me…it 

haunted me… I was tormented by the idea that while I could conform OUTWARDLY to 

the Law…inwardly I could NOT control my desires…and if I am being judged by my 

desires…then…I am breaking ALL the commands all the time… because MY desires are 

often to look good…to avoid consequences…to get affirmation. 

 

AND we also see, in this law… that IF I am indeed (at the level of desire) breaking the 

laws…the real truth is…we really don’t break the Law so much as IT breaks US. Just like 

we don’t break the Law of gravity or inertia…if I jump off a building the law of gravity 

breaks ME. And these Ten Words, being expressions of God’s own nature…when we 

break them (as we do all the time…) THEY also break us... spiritually and psychologically 

we’re getting broken and fragmented. 

 

It’s a wonder any of us are sane …at all…maybe we’re NOT… 

 

And that brings us, in this classic formulation of the purposes/uses of the Law, to the 

tutorial use. Just as Sinai prompted the people to beg Moses, “Please! Keep doing what 

you're doing! Keep being our mediator! YOU TALK TO US…but don’t let God speak to us 

directly!” (v. 19)… In the same way, the Ten Words tutors us and prompts us to look for 

a Mediator. The Law exposes my inadequacies and leaves me crying for help! 

 

St. Paul who was undone by the Law against coveting also saw the Law as a constant 

reminder, “YOU can’t be good enough! You need a mediator! You need someone to 

OBEY in your place!” 

 

Here’s how Paul put it in his Letter to the Galatians: “But before faith (in Jesus Christ) 

came, we were kept in custody under the law…Therefore the Law has become our tutor 

to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith (in Him).” (Gal 3.23-24) 

 

The Law, as we saw a few weeks ago, is our “merciful impasse” (Paul Zahl). If we are 

courageous enough and honest enough to FACE it and let it do it’s work, it will convince 

us that we need a substitute, a Right Man, to represent us, to obey in our place. The Law 

diagnoses my problem as being FAR more serious than I thought! Adam was expelled 

from the Garden for one breach of the Law…so what about big hard-boiled sinners like 

US…who sin all the time? 

 

“God, have mercy on me the sinner!” (Luke 18.13).  
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Martin Luther saw that if we break the 1st Word we break every other. If we don’t put 

God first…if we don’t depend on HIM for our right standing…if we are relying on our 

efforts, our goodness, our morals, our respectability INSTEAD of God…if we put our 

obedience before God’s grace…then every act of obedience is just a way to fortify our 

own righteousness and thus reject God’s grace. It’s ONLY as we trust in God’s grace that 

we put Him before ourselves…If I somehow think that my obedience makes God like 

me…then I am implicitly putting myself before Him. My obedience becomes an act of 

mistrust against God and His grace – BECAUSE His grace is insufficient and NOT FIRST 

and not enough! 

 

So there it is…the Law itself teaches that the Law is not going to get us right with God. 

The Law can diagnose us and awakens in us a thirst and a need for someone to save 

me…and it calls me to put God before all else, by TRUSTING in God’s grace and not 

making MY moral effort the god I trust! 

 

And this is seen so clearly at the Bible’s end when John looks behind the curtain…a 

scene in heaven that has St. John weeping in despair because there’s no one who 

qualifies to open the way to God, no one who has kept the Law…And then John sees 

ONE like a Lamb, “and one of the elders said to me, ‘Stop weeping; behold, the Lion that 

is from the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has overcome so as to open the book and 

its seven seals.’ And I saw between the throne (with the four living creatures) and the 

elders a Lamb standing, as if slain… And He came and took the book out of the right 

hand of Him who sat on the throne. When He had taken the book, the four living 

creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb…And they sang a new 

song, saying, ‘Worthy are You to take the book and to break its seals; for You were slain, 

and purchased for God with Your blood people from every tribe and tongue and people 

and nation.’” (Rev 5.5-9) 

 

And as we are fixated on the obedience of this Final and Perfect Mediator, Jesus Christ, 

who obeys like a Lion and who suffers for OUR disobedience like a Lamb –as we trust 

Him we are putting God first. 

 

It’s by receiving the grace of God as our salvation that we begin to keep the 1st Word. 

 

It’s as Jesus Christ’s obedience ON MY BEHALF is received and as it becomes the basis 

for my identity and my significance and value – that’s putting God first. THEN I can begin 

to obey, NOT to get God’s attention, NOT to get Him off my back, NOT to convince 
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myself that I’m better than those “bad” people…NOT as a cowering slave but as a 

confident son! 

 

HE is the reason God likes me. HE is the reason I can feel good about myself. HE is the 

One who kept the Book of the Covenant…fulfilled all the commands…and always with 

His whole heart and all His desires perfectly in harmony with His Father. He obeyed in 

my place – I am credited with His obedience! 

 

When I get assured of this and believe it…then the Law becomes something different. 

The obligations become what I want to do. I want to love God with all my heart, soul, 

mind and strength. I want to love my neighbor. I want to live in that beautiful rhythm of 

work and rest. God writes His will on my desires! 

 

The Law is written on my heart…the Spirit of God is inwardly convincing me that THIS is 

my destiny. In some sense, I’m already THERE…I’m somehow seated with Christ in 

heaven, perfectly loving, perfectly at harmony with the will of God…not only because I 

have to but because it’s who I am. 

 

The Ten Commandments are a description of a good life…when YOU pursue this way of 

life, you will quickly see that YOU FALL SHORT…that you never keep any of them the way 

you should and that YOU NEED a Mediator, a Savior.  

 

And when YOU see Jesus Christ for the Savior He is and trust Him…you begin this 

pattern…despairing (like John) of your lame attempts… but also seeking to walk in the 

way of love and repenting as you go… “Lord, I see who I am …an adopted child of God, 

represented by Jesus Christ…I want to walk as He walked…like a son! And ONE DAY I 

WILL walk as He walked…but TODAY, help me step in that direction. Thy Kingdom Come, 

Thy Will Be Done. Amen.  

 


