
“IF YOU WILL OBEY MY VOICE”

I. Introduction

A. John Newton once wrote that “Ignorance of the nature and design 
of the law is at the bottom of most religious mistakes.” [Letters, 40]

1. There is plenty of evidence to support that assertion.

2. The fundamental problem with the Pharisees was their 
misuse of the law.

3. The issue that Paul had to confront in the churches of Galatia 
had to do with a misunderstanding about works of the law.

4. The Protestant Reformation took place because of a 
confusion of law and gospel.

5. And if you were to ask a random person today why they 
think they will go to heaven when they die, there is a good 
chance they would say something along the lines of how 
they have tried to be a good person.

6. The fact that the law is so often misunderstood makes it 
important for us to strive to have a proper understanding of 
its nature and design.

B. As we study the first part of Exodus 19 today, I want us to see three 
important things that these verses can teach us about the law of 
God.

1. First, we will see that God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt 
was not based on their law-keeping but upon God’s promise 
to Abraham.

2. Second, we will consider the meaning of the conditional 
covenant that God set up with Israel at Sinai.
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3. And third, we will think about what this passage can teach 
us about the purpose of the law.

II. God Remembered His Covenant with Abraham

A. When the people of Israel arrived at Mount Sinai, Moses went up 
the mountain to meet with God.

1. God then spoke with Moses and told him what to say to the 
people.

2. The first thing that Moses was to say was a reminder of what 
the Lord had done for the Israelites.

3. God told his people, “You yourselves have seen what I did 
to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and 
brought you to myself.”

4. Notice that before the Lord gives Israel his law, he reminds 
them of how he brought them out of bondage.

5. This is important, because it shows us that the law was not 
given in order to be a means by which Israel would earn 
their redemption.

6. They were redeemed before the law was given.

7. They already belonged to God.

8. Israel was already God’s firstborn son.

B. Back in chapter 2, we were told why God brought about this great 
deliverance for the people of Israel.  

1. He did it because he remembered his covenant with 
Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. (2:24)

2. God promised Abraham that his descendants would be 
made into a great nation, a nation that would be a source of 
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blessing to all the peoples of the earth.

3. God also promised Abraham that after his descendants 
suffered affliction in a land that was not their own for four 
hundred years he would deliver them and put them in 
possession of the land of Canaan.

4. By delivering the Israelites from the hand of Pharaoh, the 
Lord demonstrated his faithfulness to the covenant promises 
that he had given to Abraham.

!
C. It is important for us to understand that the covenant that God set 

up with Abraham was a covenant of promise.

1. It was not contingent upon Abraham’s performance in any 
way.

2. God took all the responsibility for fulfilling it.

3. This is made clear in Genesis 15, where it is only the Lord, in 
the form of a smoking pot and a flaming torch, who walks 
through the pieces of the animals that Abraham slaughtered.

4. The text tells us, “When the sun had gone down and it was 
dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed 
between these pieces.  On that day the LORD made a 
covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To your offspring I give this 
land.” (Gen. 15:17-18)

5. In the ancient world, treaties were often ratified by 
ceremonies of this nature.

6. In those ceremonies, both of the parties in the covenant 
would walk through the animal pieces.

7. In doing this, the parties were saying, ‘If I fail to uphold my 
end of this covenant, may I be made like these slaughtered 
animals.’
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8. The fact that God alone walked through the pieces of the 
animals was extremely important.

9. It signified that the Lord was assuming all of the 
responsibility for carrying the promise through to the end.

10. This would not be a joint effort.

11. It would be entirely the Lord’s doing.

D. The Abrahamic covenant was connected to the covenant of grace 
that God set up with Adam after the fall, the covenant in which 
God promised that the offspring of the woman would crush the 
head of the serpent.

1. The covenant with Abraham was the means by which the 
Lord advanced his plan of salvation at a particular point in 
history.

2. And the Abrahamic covenant was still in effect at the time of 
the exodus.

3. God brought Israel out of Egypt because he remembered his 
covenant with Abraham.

4. Moses and his fellow Israelites were beneficiaries of what 
God had promised over four hundred years earlier.

5. Their deliverance from Egypt was not brought about 
because of anything that they had done, but was entirely due 
to God’s gracious promise.

6. It was a further outworking of the promise that God gave to 
mankind after the fall.

III. A Conditional Covenant

A. After reminding Israel of the deliverance that God had worked for 
them, Moses then set up a conditional covenant with them.
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1. The Lord instructed Moses to say, “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.”

2. The key word in all of this is the word “if.”

3. “If” is a tiny word, but it makes a world of difference.

4. When a child is told, ‘If you finish your dinner in a timely 
manner, you may have ice cream for dessert’, the prospect of 
having ice cream hangs on the condition that is set down by 
that little word ‘if.’

5. If the condition isn’t met, then the ice cream will not be 
served.

6. In the same way, Israel’s national status as God’s “treasured 
possession among all peoples” depended on their fulfillment 
of the condition that was specified by the ‘if’ in verse 5.

7. If they obey God, then they will be a kingdom of priests and 
a holy nation.

8. It was a conditional covenant.

B. We do not even have to read to the end of the book of Exodus 
before we see that the Israelites failed to uphold the condition of 
this covenant.

1. While Moses was up on Mount Sinai, the people down 
below were busy making a golden calf and worshipping it.

2. The rest of the Old Testament tells the same sad story again 
and again.

3. Israel did not obey God.
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4. They did not keep the covenant.

5. As a result, they did not retain their status as God’s 
treasured possession among all peoples.

6. The Babylonian conquest brought an end to Israel as a 
theocracy, the earthly nation that served as a picture of the 
kingdom of God.  

7. It is true that a remnant returned from exile and rebuilt the 
temple, but Israel never again existed as an independent 
nation under the reign of a king from the line of David.

C. Israel failed to meet the condition that was set forth in the covenant 
that was set up at Sinai.

1. Yet listen to what the Lord says to his exiled people in Isaiah 
61:  “you shall be called the priests of the LORD.” 

2. This is the same promise that God makes here in Exodus 19, 
but there is one important difference.

3. If you read that promise in the broader context in Isaiah 61, 
you will see that the condition is removed.

4. It is pure promise.

5. It is a gift that God will freely bestow upon his people.

6. Isaiah says that God will cover his people “with the robe of 
righteousness” and that he will cause “righteousness and 
praise to sprout up before all the nations.” (Isa. 61:10-11)

7. He tells God’s people, “nations shall come to your light, and 
kings to the brightness of your rising.” (Isa. 60:3)

8. These glorious promises are fulfilled in the New Testament.
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9. We see this in Revelation 1:6, where it says that Christ “made 
us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father".”

10. We also see it in 1 Peter 2:9, which says, “you are a chosen 
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own 
possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”

11. What was conditionally promised in Exodus 19 is freely 
bestowed upon the church in fulfillment of what God 
promised through Isaiah.

12. What was initially promised conditionally was eventually 
given to God’s people in spite of their failure to keep the law.

D. In order to make sense of this, we need to understand the 
relationship between the Abrahamic covenant and the Sinai 
covenant.

1. As I said earlier, God’s earlier covenant with Abraham was 
the basis of what he did for Israel at the time of the exodus.

2. He brought them out of Egypt because of his faithfulness to 
the covenant of promise that he had set up with Abraham.

3. That prior covenant was still in effect.

4. The later covenant at Sinai did not annul the previous one 
and make God’s promise void.

5. As Paul says in Galatians 3, “the law, which came 430 years 
afterward, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by 
God, so as to make the promise void.  For if the inheritance 
comes by law, it no longer comes by promise; but God gave 
it to Abraham by promise.” (Gal. 3:17-18)

6. God did not set up the covenant at Sinai in order to change 
the rules for how his people would obtain their inheritance.
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7. He set it up as a new way of administering his covenant of 
grace at that particular point in redemptive history.

8. The Sinai covenant was ultimately an administration of the 
covenant of grace.

9. It taught God’s people that they could only be saved by 
relying upon God’s gracious promise to provide for the 
forgiveness of their sins.

10. This is why the sacrificial system was such a central feature 
of the Sinai covenant.

E. That being said, there is no getting around the fact that there was a 
works-element in the Sinai covenant.

1. We see this very clearly here in Exodus 19.

2. God made Israel’s status as a holy nation contingent on a 
certain level of national obedience to his law.

3. But the conditional element in this covenant is not pertaining 
to redemption.

4. God has already redeemed them.

5. He has done so on the basis of the promise he gave to 
Abraham.

6. The way to understand the conditional part of the Sinai 
covenant is to realize that the Sinai covenant was of a 
provisional nature.

7. It was never intended to last forever.

8. It was focused on the national destiny of Israel in Canaan, a 
land that typified the heavenly, perfected state of God’s 
people.  
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9. The Sinai covenant told the people that if they obeyed, they 
would remain in Canaan as a kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation.

10. If they kept God’s law, they would be a nation that enjoyed 
right of access to God’s presence and that interceded on 
behalf of others.

IV. The Purpose of the Law

A. When the people heard the words that Moses spoke when he came 
down from the mountain, this was their response:  “All that the 
LORD has spoken we will do.”

1. This might sound like the right thing to say in this situation.

2. But there was a problem with this response.

3. Israel failed to follow through with what they said.

4. The fact that they said this demonstrated how little they 
understood about their sinful hearts.

5. Like Peter when he insisted that he would die before he 
would deny Jesus, the Israelites did not know their own 
weakness.

6. They thought they were righteous.

7. They thought that they could keep all of God’s 
commandments.

8. God gave them the law to teach them that they were terribly 
wrong about this.

9. He gave the law to show them how far they fell short of 
yielding the obedience that his perfect law requires.

10. In the words of Edward Fisher, God gave Israel the law “to 
make them see the terms under which they stood, that so 
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they might be brought out of themselves, and expect nothing 
from the law, in relation to life, but all from Christ… it was 
needful that the Lord should deal with them after such a 
manner to drive them out of themselves, and from all 
confidence in the works of the law; that so, by faith in Christ, 
they might obtain righteousness and life” [The Marrow of 
Modern Divinity, 85]

11. This is the point that Paul is making in Galatians 3 when he 
says that the law was “added because of transgressions” and 
served as “our guardian until Christ came, in order that we 
may be justified by faith.”

12. The law shows us that we are destitute of the kind of 
righteousness that is required in order to be justified before 
God. 

13. This is why Paul says in Romans 10 that “Christ is the end of 
the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.”

B. This does not mean that the law no longer has any place in the lives 
of God’s people.

1. Though believers are not under the law as the means by 
which we obtain God’s blessing, the law still serves as our 
rule of life.

2. This is made clear by what the apostle Peter says in his first 
epistle about the church being a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation.

3. God has not extended his mercy to us so that we can indulge 
in sin.

4. Peter says that God has saved us “to be a holy priesthood, to 
offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ.” (1 Pet. 2:5)

5. Peter says, “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to 
abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war 
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against your soul.  Keep your conduct among the Gentiles 
honorable.” (1 Pet. 2:11-12)

6. We do need to follow God’s law.

7. As Christians, we accept the law as a rule of life from the 
hand of Christ our Mediator.

8. We strive, in reliance upon Christ, to yield to God’s law a 
sincere, though always imperfect, obedience.

V. Conclusion

A. It can make all the difference in the world whether or not we put 
something to its proper use.

1. Painkillers can be a tremendous help to people when they 
are used according to the directions of responsible 
physicians.

2. But the very same drugs can be a source of untold misery 
when they are abused.

B. It is so important that we understand how to use the law of God 
properly.

1. As Paul says in his first letter to Timothy, “we know that the 
law is good, if one uses it lawfully.” (1 Tim. 1:8)

2. We must not view the law as the means by which we can 
gain acceptance with God.

3. That is an unlawful use of the law.

4. It is legalism.

5. At the same time, we must not think that Christ’s fulfillment 
of the law on our behalf means that we are no longer 
obligated to follow the law.
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6. That too is an unlawful use of the law.

7. It is antinomianism.

C. John Newton suggests three ways in which the Christian should 
use the law lawfully.

1. First, we use the law lawfully when we look to it as a mirror 
in which we can see the glory of God.

2. The law reveals God’s righteous character.

3. Second, we use the law lawfully when we consult it as the 
rule to regulate our thoughts and our conduct.

4. The law shows us how to live.

5. And third, we use the law lawfully when we evaluate 
ourselves against it and are humbled by how far we fall 
short of it.

6. The law drives us outside of ourselves to Jesus Christ.

7. May God grant us grace, that we might neither misuse nor 
despise his law, but instead use it in the manner in which he 
intends.


