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Sam’s parents had laid down the rules: he had to get help with his addiction or else move out of 

the house. The violent behaviour, harshness towards others, and the drug-induced states of 

confusion was not only harming Sam but also the entire family. For Sam, the rules sounded 

unreasonable. “If you don’t want me, then fine! I’m leaving!” 

 

Sam’s brother Charlie, however, was always trying to obey the rules. But deep down, Charlie 

lived in fear that his parents didn’t love him. While he would keep the rules, in his heart he was 

fearful and feeling like he could never measure up. 

 

Every household needs rules. Without some agreed social code, homes and societies will fall 

apart. Rules are intended to set boundaries, keep order, and encourage well-being.  

 

When we last saw Israel, God had brought them out of the land of slavery, bringing them across 

the Red Sea and destroying the Egyptians who were chasing them. Now, as they go into the 

wilderness, Moses brings them back to Mount Sinai, the mountain where he first encountered the 

Lord in the burning bush. As Moses returns, God’s presence thunders and smokes from the 

mountain, and God calls Moses up to receive the covenant for Israel. While many have called this 

the Mosaic Covenant, this covenant was not made with Moses as an individual but with Israel as 

a nation. A people coming up out of slavery and being led to a new land, a new Eden, needed to 

know that God’s promises to Abraham would stand. So God gave Israel a covenant – 10 laws to 

show that they were committed to the Lord. 

 

Why do we need laws and rules? What are rules and laws supposed to do? Through Exodus 19-

20, we see three things that God has for us in his law. 

 

First, See the Character of God 

 

For many people, they think that the commands of God are a ladder to climb to get to God. In this 

way of thinking, people believe that being religious is about keeping certain rules and avoiding 

certain bad things. By obeying the commands, maybe God will be pleased with them and love 

them.  

 

But the character of God is revealed in these commands. Even before God lists out his 

commands, he says, “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Exod. 

20:1). In other words, the first thing we discover about God is that his commands are not intended 

to be used as a ladder that you’re to climb in order to get to him, but his gracious revelation of 

what he is like. 

 

God is gracious. He doesn’t give his commands to Egyptians, but to people who have been 

liberated from slavery. He doesn’t give his commands to people who are trying to be accepted, 

but to those who have been called “my people” (Exod. 3:7) and “my firstborn son” (Exod. 4:22-

23). His commands are good for everyone, and they are specifically for those who have 

experienced God’s liberating grace. 

 

As God’s people hear his commands, what they should hear is the character of God: 

- Why are you not to have other gods and images? Because you cannot capture or contain 

the beauty and glory of God. 

- Why are you to rest on the Sabbath? Because you cannot find rest apart from the God of 

rest. 
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- Why are you to honour your parents? Because God is your Father and the source of all 

authority. 

- Why shall you not commit adultery? Because God is faithful. 

- Why shall you not steal? Because God is generous and can be trusted to provide. 

- Why shall you not lie? Because God is wholly true. 

- Why shall you not covet? Because God wants you to find your contentment in him, not in 

stuff. 

 

In other words, the commands of God are God’s gracious revelation of his character. He is wholly 

good and there is no evil in him. He does not give arbitrary commands, but only that which would 

point out how good and gracious and holy he actually is. 

 

Second, Discover the Truth about your Heart 

 

But there is a problem for people who have known only slavery. As Israel comes out of Egypt, 

they have lived for generations as slaves. While Israel might have been delivered from Egypt, 

they are about to find out that there is a lot more Egypt in their hearts.  

 

As Moses prepares to go up the mountain to meet God, the Lord reminds the people that they 

have seen his faithfulness to his promises to Jacob (19:4) and that he is able to rescue his people 

out of slavery as he foretold to Abraham (Gen. 15:13; Exod. 19:4). What God expects is 

faithfulness to him – an allegiance of heart, soul, mind, and strength. 

 

As Moses reminds the people of God’s faithfulness and the condition of the covenant – that he 

requires their allegiance – the people respond by saying “All that the Lord has spoken we will do” 

(Exod. 19:8).  

 

As we will see next week, Israel’s overconfidence is misplaced. Israel might make the promise to 

be faithful, but they don’t realize that the taskmasters of Egypt have a strong grip on their hearts, 

even though those taskmasters have been drown in the sea. 

 

Rules, you see, reveal the heart. There is nothing bad about rules and commands. Commands 

reveal what the heart wants. If the sign says, “Wet paint, do not touch,” what are you tempted to 

do? (TOUCH!). If a parent says, “Make your bed,” there will probably be a different response 

than “Go play a game!”  

 

The law is good – if you use it lawfully (1 Tim. 1:8). But the problem is that people forget that 

the law is like train tracks – commands lead you to the character of God; they aren’t a ladder to 

earn the love of God. People tear up train tracks and try and make the tracks into a ladder to climb 

to get to God. What the law does over and over is reveal what’s really in your heart. Do you love 

the ways of God that you want to please him, or do you want the laws to be something that you 

can use to prove your own goodness? As Jesus’ brother James would say, the law is like a mirror. 

Some people look into this mirror and immediately forget what they have seen; others look into 

the mirror and discover that it shows healthy boundaries to protect us from going back to the 

taskmasters of Egypt (Jas. 1:24-25) 

 

The way that the law reveals our hearts is by calling us to love God and love others. The first four 

commands are longer and have the Lord’s name mentioned in them over and over. We are to be 

devoted to him, to love him with all of our being. And the way that we know that we love God is 
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seen by our love for others – the point of the last 6 commands. We cannot claim to love God if we 

do not love others! We are lying and deceiving ourselves!  

 

And yet, what we discover as we seek to love others is that love is hard, that the pull of slavery 

and Egypt is still strong in our hearts, and we are more enslaved to sin than we ever could have 

realized. 

 

Experience the Freedom of God 

 

Realizing who God is – his character of goodness, graciousness, faithfulness, and holiness – and 

realizing how much of Egypt, slavery, and sin is still in us means that we must remember that 

God first sets us free to be his children and live to reflect his character. 

 

What is striking about God’s commands listed in Exodus 20 is that they are all spoken in the 

singular. God does not say, “You all shall not murder;” rather, he says “You (singular) shall not 

murder.” It is as though God is saying to each person that this command must be personal. 

 

As much as the commands are to be individually lived to experience freedom, there is another 

reason God speaks in the singular. We have to go back to Exodus 4. There, God is sending Moses 

back to Egypt, out of the wilderness, and telling him to speak to Pharaoh that Israel must be set 

free to serve the Lord. But it is what God says in 4:22-23 that is so interesting: “Then you shall 

say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, ‘‘Let my son go 

that he may serve me.’’” 

 

The reason God gives his commands to an individual is because Israel is God’s Son. God had 

promised Eve a son who would crush the head of the serpent. God had promised Abraham a son 

who would inherit blessing and land. And Israel is that son. Israel is a new Adam, and these 

commands are words designed to form the son into the image of the Father. 

 

God had called Israel to be committed to his covenant, to follow him and obey him, because they 

were to be a kingdom of priests (Exod. 19:6). As a kingdom of priests, they would learn God’s 

character, obey God’s commands, and mediate God’s presence to the world.  

 

In a world dominated by injustice, violence, envy, workaholism, theft, disrespect, lies, and 

cheating, people are not free. But when God’s son would follow his commands, living in love and 

justice, walking in peace, contentment, rest, trust, respect, truth, and fidelity, they would display 

the character of the liberating God to a world that isn’t free. 

 

See the Glory of Christ 

 

But Israel, God’s son, couldn’t even hear the commands and listen to the Father’s voice; they 

were terrified of a God who spoke with thunder and lightning, with smoke and trumpets (Exod. 

20:18). So instead of this firstborn son listening to the voice of their Father, they said to Moses, 

“You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die” (Exod. 20:19). 

And Moses would say to the people, “Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of 

him may be before you, that you may not sin” (Exod. 20:20). But this son would fail over and 

over. 

 

But there is hope. God would have a son who would do what Israel failed to do. He would be 

tempted in every way as we are, yet never sin (Heb. 4:15). As God’s chosen Son, he would hear 
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the voice of heaven that said, “This is my son, whom I love; in him I am well pleased” (Mk. 

1:11). Out of that acceptance, he would obey perfectly, fulfilling the law and showing that he was 

the most free person who ever lived (Jn. 14:31). 

 

The law is like train tracks – they are intended to lead us to Christ. Not a ladder to climb to God 

to prove that our good deeds are more than our bad deeds, but a track that shows that there is no 

power in our engine to get us to God. For this reason, Paul could say that the law was a guardian 

for Israel. God gave Israel the Law to preserve for himself a people who would bring about the 

perfect Son – Jesus Christ.  

 

When we come to Christ, the Son of God, he gives us the power in our engine – the same Spirit 

that enabled the Son to have perfect fellowship with God is the Spirit who indwells us. And by 

that same Spirit he writes the law not on tablets of stone, but upon our hearts (2 Cor. 3:7-8). And 

when he writes the law upon our hearts, our desires change. We do not hear the command as a 

word of condemnation, but as a word of enablement. The law of the Spirit of life sets us free from 

the law of sin and death. What the law couldn’t do – make us holy – God did by sending his own 

Son so that the righteous requirements of the law might be fulfilled in us (Rom. 8:1-4). 

 

And when we believe that God has given us his Spirit, we can fulfill the law. Faith fulfills the 

law. But how? Faith understands that we are not made right with God by climbing a ladder and 

gaining his approval by what we do, but by trusting in the Son of God who perfectly obeyed the 

Law. When we trust in God’s approval of us – his forgiveness of our sin and hearing the word 

that vindicates us – you are my beloved – then we are filled with his Spirit of love. That love 

moves our hearts to love others. And as we love others, we exceed what the law ever demanded 

us. We show love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-

control – and against these things there is no law. We are not under God’s Old Testament law any 

longer, but instead we are in Christ. And when we are in Christ, God has given us a new heart 

that desires his ways. So then God’s commands are not burdensome (1 John 5), but our delight. 

They are not rules that stifle our joy, but are the law of liberty (Jas. 1:25). And when we fail to 

obey our father, the commands drive us back to Christ, the One who perfectly obeyed the law and 

is purging Egypt and sin and slavery out of our flesh and forming us to be the beloved sons of 

promise. 

 

So we are not under the covenant of Israel at Mount Sinai. We are given hearts that exceed that 

Old Testament law. We aren’t bound by food laws and ceremonial laws – we are bound to Christ. 

The goal of the OT laws was to bring about the perfect Son, to lead us to him, and to love him.  

 

And now that the Son is here, why would you go back to Egypt? Or as Paul will say in Galatians 

5:1, “For freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a 

yoke of slavery.” 

 

When Sam and Charlie believed how much their parents loved them, the rules at home didn’t 

seem so oppressive any longer. They saw how their home worked with harmony and peace as 

they lived in the rules. And they knew the security of the love that their parents had for them – 

not because they obeyed the rules, but because they were sons.  


