THE SINAI COVENANT

Read Exodus 19 & 20, and Deuteronomy 5  These are two different versions of the Ten Commandments and the story of how they were given.

Exodus 19 is a theophany, a revelation of the Lord.  Discuss what the Lord reveals of himself in this scene.


Holiness:  the people are to consecrate themselves, wash their garments, abstain from sexual intercourse, stay off the mountain.


Power:  fire, trumpet blast, thunder, earthquake


Mystery or Inscutability:  dense cloud, smoke 

Exodus 20 contains the Decalogue, the ten commandments which form the core of the law handed down at Sinai.  (Notice that immediately following the Decalogue the giving of the law continues with further specifications concerning idolatry, slaves, violence, etc.)

It is very important to note that the preamble to the ten commandments (vs. 2) sets the law with the action that the Lord has already taken.  This is also the message of 19:3-6.  This reflects the historical situation.  Israel has already been rescued from the hands of the Egyptians and is on the way to the promised land.  The commandment are not give to earn the Lord’s love or as a condition for their rescued.  Their redemption from slavery in Egypt has already occurred.  Instead, the law is given as a way of living within the relationship which God has already established.  Cf. 19:5:  If you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples.

Deuteronomy 5 is another version of the giving of the Decalogue.  Notice here the tenderness of the Lord in expressing his desire that the people would always be so ready to obey his commands as they are now.  The commandments are given so that it “may go well” with the people and their children (v. 29).

It is important to note that most of the commandments are given in the negative [“you shall not”].  They are given as boundaries that may not be crossed.  However, within these boundaries there is a great deal of freedom for various ways of life.  Most of the  covenant is defined by defining what places on outside the covenant, not by defining the positive expectations of someone who lives in the covenant.

Finally, notice that in all of these stories the presence of the Lord and his words are  mediated.  That is, the people do not receive them directly but only through someone like Moses.  In the New Testament, we have another more perfect mediator, Jesus, the Son of God, who has brought God to humanity in his birth and humanity to God through his resurrection and ascension.

