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Exodus	13—40:	A	Nation	is	Born	
Objectives	of	this	lesson	

1. Explain how the law serves as the constitution of the nation and how it relates to the 
promises to Abraham. 

2. Compare the theological meaning of the tabernacle with both the garden of Eden and the 
incarnation of Jesus 

3. Compare and contrast the Mosaic covenant with the Abrahamic covenant 

Some	key	terms	
Harden, glory, suzerain, vassal, conditional covenant, tabernacle 

Exodus	1—18	continued:	God	redeems	a	people	for	himself		

Exodus	14—15:	God’s	rescue	of	Israel	from	the	Egyptians	
As God rescues his people through the Red Sea two troubling statements arise that we should 
address. Specifically, God says: 

4 I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will chase after them. I will gain honor because 
of Pharaoh and because of all his army, and the Egyptians will know that I am the 
LORD.” So, this is what they did. 

The first problem seems to be that the all-powerful God doesn’t seem to be playing fair as he 
forces Pharaoh against his will and then punishes him for making a decision, he apparently didn’t 
want to make in the first place! I think the best answer to this conundrum is that God doesn’t 
really force him against his will. The first reason is simply that Pharaoh’s heart is hardened 10 
times in the narrative and 5 times God hardens his heart and 5 times 
Pharaoh hardens his heart! So, the definition wouldn’t make sense 
that Pharaoh forced himself against his own will. The word harden 
often has the nuance of strengthen and is used this way of David 
when he was discouraged, “But David strengthened himself in the 
Lord his God” (1 Sam 30:6). David didn’t force himself against his 
own will but encouraged and strengthened himself to go forward 
with his plans. In the context of Exodus, I believe it means that God 
strengthens Pharaoh’s inner resolve to do what he was inclined to do 
in the first place, which was pursue the Israelites into the Red Sea.  

Consider the following very simple illustration. Two little boys conspire inside a grocery store to 
steal some chocolate bars at the checkout counter and then eat them in the parking lot together. 
The first boy reaches out, grabs his bar and proceeds to the rendezvous point. The second boy 
reaches out, but then notices a security camera, decides he doesn’t want to get in trouble, passes 
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on the bar and meets his friend and they split the candy bar together. Question: In this story how 
many thieves do we have? Answer: We have two. The second boy didn’t steal a bar but had no 
inner convictions against it and would have done so if the rewards had outweighed the 
consequences. We can strengthen his heart, though if we change one detail of the story. If he 
reaches out to grab the bar and sees the security camera, but notices that it is unplugged, then 
what will he do? He will, of course, give full expression of the thievery that’s in his heart and 
steal the biggest chocolate bar he can get away with. In this story we have strengthened his heart 
by taking away his fears, and we find out what is really in his heart.  

This is what God does to Pharaoh. He doesn’t force him against his own will; rather, the 
opposite—he allows his true intentions to be seen. Pharaoh desperately wanted to pursue Israel 
and destroy them, but because of his fear he would have held back. God takes away his fears so 
that he is strengthened or enabled to do what is down deep in his heart.  

The second troubling fact, though, is that the rationale given for God’s actions is that he will 
gain honor from it. This hardly seems fair! Is God really saying, “It’s OK to interfere like this 
because it will make me look good!” If you or I were to say such a thing it would really be 
selfish but with God, the situation really is different. God isn’t interested in the glory for some 
kind of ego-massaging reason that we might be—as though God needed our admiration in the 
first place! The point is that when the world hears what God can do it is always good for them 
because then they’re more likely to live in light of what is real. In fact, you already know the 
name of someone in the ancient world who actually benefited from this very event. She was a 
woman who otherwise would have likely continued in her pagan ways and totally missed the 
redemption to be found Yahweh, but because she heard of the power of God expressed in the 
destruction of the mightiest human force known to the world she put her faith in what was really 
real. How do I know? I’ve read the testimony that came directly from her mouth (Joshua 2:9–
11)! 

“I know the LORD is handing this land over to you. We are absolutely terrified of you, 
and all who live in the land are cringing before you. For we heard how the LORD dried 
up the water of the Red Sea before you when you left Egypt and how you annihilated the 
two Amorite kings, Sihon and Og, on the other side of the Jordan. When we heard the 
news we lost our courage and no one could even breathe for fear of you. For the LORD 
your God is God in heaven above and on earth below! 

Her name? Rahab! So we might paraphrase God’s statements in Exodus that God would 
strengthen Pharaoh to show his true colors and come after the people and even though this might 
mean immediate destruction for his army it would testify to the rest of the known world that 
Yahweh was the only name to really fear and that would lead to the salvation of many! When 
God receives the proper glory it always benefits people. 
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Exodus	19—24:	God	constitutes	his	people	into	a	nation	
through	a	Suzerain—Vassal	covenant		
In this section God finally does what he has been promising for over 400 years! 

What	is	a	Suzerain—vassal	covenant?	
Obviously, the words Suzerain and Vassal come from an ancient context. They are technical 
terms from the culture that everyone knew to designate the conquering nation (Suzerain) and the 
defeated nation (vassal). It’s not as though God has destructively conquered Israel, but he has 
rescued and redeemed (aka paid for) her in such a way that he now actually owns her. This is a 
pretty unique thing that has happened—that the God of the universe should act in such a way for 
a people—so He has to take steps to help people understand these events and what the next step 
in this relationship will look like. This is where the Suzerain / vassal 
picture comes into play. Israel (and all ancient, middle eastern 
people for that matter) understand that bi-lateral (2-sided) covenants 
are typical ways to outline expected behaviors between groups of 
people that will hopefully issue in productive and fruitful 
relationships. This covenant that God is about to make with his 
people is modeled after typical covenants of the day that would 
immediately speak to the people in terms they could understand. We have to learn about it 
through courses like this one, but the ancient Israelite would respond something like, “OK, now I 
get it. God is our sovereign and he will protect us, and we will follow his will and be loyal to him 
and our relationship will be a beneficial and long one.” God’s response? “Exactly.”  

We’ve called this a covenant, which is a good, general word, but in our culture when people 
establish covenants like this on a national basis, we would probably call it a constitution. A 
constitution is a binding covenant that forms a multitude of individual people into one nation. 
For example, consider the recipe for the American constitution. Take 13 colonies, sprinkle in a 
constitution, ratify it through a ceremony, and presto you have one nation. In the same way, God 
took 13 tribes, plus a constitution, plus a ratification ceremony, and the result was one nation—
Israel. So where is this constitution found? Basically it is the content of chapters 19—24 and 
when you read through those chapters you’ll also discover that this is the first comprehensive 
statement of what Israel also calls Torah or instruction or as we’ve normally but badly translated 
it, Law (but more on this word and its meaning in the next lesson). For now, let’s look closely at 
God’s offer of the constitution. 

Exodus	19:	God’s	offer	
4 ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' 
wings and brought you to myself. 5 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; 6 and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are 
the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel.” 
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The	conditions	
Given what God has said here would it be appropriate to add 
Exodus 19 to our “covenantal block”? Is this another in a line of 
unconditional promises? Actually, although this covenant does 
move us forward in God’s plan and is related to the covenants we’ve seen so far there is a 
significant distinction that can be boiled down to one word in the text above. Do you know 
which word that is? The word that we see in Exodus 19 that we haven’t seen before in any of the 
covenants in our block (Gen 3, 12, 15, 49) is the little word if.  

This is significant is because it 
introduces the idea of conditionality that 
has definitely not been a part of the 
covenant teaching so far. This separates 
this covenant into a different category. 
Whereas the “orange” covenants were 
one-sided, this one is two-sided, which 
means that the orange covenants only 
depended on one person—God—and 
the two-sided covenant depends on two parties: God and Israel. Obviously if Israel has a part to 
play it also means that Israel can fail and ultimately the agreement can fail. This is why we say 
that the orange covenants are unconditional, that is, God will not fail and there are no conditions 
for humans to meet, but this Suzerain-vassal covenant gives conditions for Israel to follow. 

For a moment let’s take a step back and ask where this whole program of God is going. If we’ve 
enjoyed unconditional covenants up to this point and now, we’re taking on a conditional 
covenant does that mean that we’re taking a step backwards or that God is stepping back from 
his amazing grace and unconditional covenants? What exactly is the relationship between this 
new covenant (the Law) and the ones which we’ve already seen? Was Israel foolish to have 
agreed to such a risky proposition? Let me describe it like this: 

• Q: Does the Law (Constitution) nullify God’s previous promises or make them 
conditional? 

• A: NO! God will still unconditionally fulfill his promise to Abraham; the Law doesn’t 
change this. 
 

• Q: What is the relationship between the two then? 
• A: The Law simply serves as a thermometer (vs a thermostat) for each generation’s 

relationship to the Abrahamic promises. For example, by their obedience to the Law each 

? 
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generation demonstrates their faith in God’s promises to Abraham; by disobedience they 
demonstrate unbelief. 
  

• Q: How does the Law relate to their salvation? 
• A: The Law does not make one righteous; it only evidences righteousness. Only faith in 

the promises makes one righteous. 

I hope this doesn’t sound foreign to you because God is working here exactly as he does in the 
New Testament as well. Perhaps it would be easier if we related this in New Testament terms. 
Consider the wording of one of the most succinct passages on salvation in the book of Ephesians 
(2:8-10). 

8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, 
it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s 
handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for 
us to do. 

Notice that several important words are used in close connection here. When the Bible uses the 
word grace you are almost always correct in thinking of God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense 
GRACE). Usually such “cute” summaries sacrifice accuracy for memorability but this one 
couldn’t be better. God’s goodness to mankind is always ultimately based on the sacrifice of 
Jesus both in the Old and New Testaments. In the Old Testament God simply dispensed grace 
“on credit” so to speak (Romans 3:25-26) 
based on the sacrifice that Jesus would 
make in the future. We can consider this 
the foundational basis of salvation. While 
God’s grace is the first and most 
important step it is also necessary that 
individuals respond in faith to God’s 
promise, so I’ll call faith the means of 
salvation. When a person genuinely believes in God’s grace then the miracle of regeneration 
happens, and God gives new life which results in a different kind of life that results in genuinely 
good works (Eph 2:10) and I’ll call that evidence in our chart. Notice that these are distinguished 
from the works in verse 9. The difference is that human effort or obedience has nothing to do 
with the means of salvation but is always the result of salvation. If someone is trying to “work” 
in order to get saved, then they’re actually trying to replace faith with works and make them the 
means! When we are saved this new life produces the desire and capability to live differently. 
Paul says the same thing in Philippians 2:12-13: 

 12 Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but 
now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and 
trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good 
purpose. 
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Notice again the proximity of the idea of works in a good way, as evidence, not the means of our 
salvation. So, if we can take all of this teaching back to Exodus 19, we’ll see that it fits perfectly 
with what God is doing with ancient Israel. The law does not come as an alternative way to 
salvation as though God ever intended that people should do anything other than believe to 
become his friends; rather, it is a guideline, showing Israel how they can live out this newfound 
redemption that came to them through their faith in his promises (and with this generation that 
was most specifically shown in the redemption of the Passover, Exodus 12). These works can 
look like the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5) in any time period or if we want to choose a few 
things that are conditioned by time, then we could say in the Old Testament one evidenced faith 
by being circumcised (Gen 17; Rom 4) or in the New Testament a new way to evidence this faith 
was to be baptized (Matt 28). Either way, these things function as evidences of the salvation 
which has already been acquired by faith in God’s grace. 

So, if you’ve been tracking with me do you know in which level on the chart (basis, means, 
evidence) the promises (orange covenants) and the law (constitution) would naturally fit? Think 
about it, then look on the last page of these notes to find out. 

The	purpose	
The reason why God is forming this 
group of people into a nation is so that 
they can corporately live out the kind of 
life which testifies to life in Eden, that 
is, the way life is supposed to be lived in 
a community that loves God, people and 
their calling on the earth. Ok, so it’s 
harder than it looks, but that’s the idea. 
It is particularly this idea of mission that 
is highlighted in 19:6 when God says, 
“you will be to me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.” As we’ve already seen this is a call to serve as a testimony to the world and 
especially a mediating nation that lives out and channels God’s ways to the rest of the world. In 
particular they will be the channel for the Seed and bless the world with news about him.  

The	people’s	response	
The response of the people is immediate, and I think admirable: 

7 So Moses came and summoned the elders of Israel. He set before them all these words 
that the Lord had commanded him, 8 and all the people answered together, “All that the 
Lord has commanded we will do!” So Moses brought the words of the people back to the 
Lord. 

It’s not as though God isn’t appreciative; quite the opposite, but what happens next is that God 
takes them deeper into the covenant. The people have just made an initial affirmation of the 

Nation

Other Nations,
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covenant, but God now says in effect, “If you really want to do this, let’s make sure you know 
what you’re getting in to so that your agreement will be completely informed. I don’t want 
anyone saying, ‘I didn’t know what I was doing.’” So, in the next 4 chapters God spells out a 
very good sampling of the kinds of behaviors that he will expect from a covenant people—the 
kind of life that will show love of God and neighbors and serve as an example to the world of 
how life can be lived. 

Exodus	20—24:	The	Essence	and	Ratification	of	the	Covenant	
 In chapter 20 we have the first listing of the ten commands (the second listing is in 
Deuteronomy 5), which are the initial summary of the covenant. In the remaining chapters we 
see various rules that are intended to give a sampling of the kind of life God is looking for 
including how to treat servants in a just way, how to compensate for personal injuries, the fair 
treatment of animals and property, moral and ceremonial laws, religious laws dealing with 
Sabbaths and feasts, and most importantly assurances of God’s presence with the people. 

Now it is time (24:1-18) for the official ceremony where the covenant is ratified and there are 
three components: blood, meal and writing.  

Blood	
Exodus 24:3–8 says, 

3 Moses came and told the people all the words of the Lord and all the rules.[a] And all the 
people answered with one voice and said, “All the words that the Lord has spoken we 
will do.” 4 And Moses wrote down all the words of the Lord. He rose early in the morning 
and built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars, according to the twelve 
tribes of Israel. 5 And he sent young men of the people of Israel, who offered burnt 
offerings and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the Lord. 6 And Moses took half of the 
blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he threw against the altar. 7 Then he took 
the Book of the Covenant and read it in the hearing of the people. And they said, “All 
that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient.” 8 And Moses took the 
blood and threw it on the people and said, “Behold the blood of the covenant that 
the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words.” 

At least two things are noteworthy here: 1) the phrase Book of the Covenant probably refers to 
the section we just covered (Exodus 19-23) which outlines the covenant and 2) the blood is 
splashed on the people. Imagine what this might have felt like if you had been there! Moses 
effectively takes a large paintbrush (hyssop) dips it in the blood and chucks it 
onto the people as far as he can reach! Do you think they enjoyed the ceremony? 
The purpose of the splashing of blood on people is similar to the ceremony we 
encountered in Genesis 15 where the blood of the animals reminded the people 
of the cost (of their own blood) of not fulfilling the obligations of the covenant. This would have 
been a very sobering moment of commitment to say the least.  

😳 
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Meal	
Exodus 24:9–11 says, 

9 Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went 
up, 10 and they saw the God of Israel. There was under his feet as it were a pavement 
of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. 11 And he did not lay his hand on the 
chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank. 

The second means of ratification was a meal between the two parties of the covenant, namely the 
people (represented by their leaders) and God. In the middle east a meal is a common and 
powerful signal of communion (i.e., unity in community) and therefore serves a clear signal of 
agreement with the terms of the covenant. This is an interesting scene where God actually shows 
up for a meal. The apostle John clarifies that no one has ever seen God (the father apparently) 
but that the only begotten has (always) revealed him (John 1:18). We can’t be certain but it 
seems as if this person who eats the meal with the leadership is Jesus before he takes on human 
form in more permanent way at Bethlehem. Wish I could have seen that—I think. 

Writing	
Exodus 24:12–13 says, 

12 The Lord said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain and wait there, that I may 
give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I have written for 
their instruction.” 13 So Moses rose with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went up into the 
mountain of God. 

The final means of ratification was writing out the summary of the covenant (the 10 commands) 
on slabs of stone just so there was no confusion about 
what was being required in the same way that we “get it 
in writing” today. Moses doesn’t make it back from the 
mountain for 40 days but that’s another story and not 
important for our purposes here. With these three things 
the covenant is officially ratified, kind of like the 
memorable and official ratification of another famous 
corporate document!  

Reflections	
Before we finish the rest of Exodus, I’d like to take a small rabbit trail to listen to some New 
Testament echoes of this scene. Obviously, we’re jumping ahead a bit, but I think we’ve all 
heard about the New Covenant and are aware that the New Covenant replaces the Old Covenant, 
which is the constitution we’ve just been talking about. One interesting fact is the similarity in 
ratification between the two covenants. Both, it turns out, are ratified by blood, meal and writing. 
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Luke 22:20 says, 

And in the same way he took the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup that is 
poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood. 

Luke 22:14-15 says,  

Now when the hour came, Jesus took his place at the table and the apostles joined him. 
And he said to them, “I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I 
suffer. 

Hebrews 8:10 says,  

“For this is the new covenant that I will establish. I will put my laws in their minds and I 
will inscribe them on their hearts. And I will be their God and they will be my people 

These two covenants are ratified in the same way, but even as we compare the details, we can see 
how much better the new is than the old. First, the blood threat is just as clear—someone still has 
to die—but notice that it isn’t the Israelite whose blood is required; it’s God’s. Jesus is the one 
whose blood is offered to pay for the breach of the covenant. Old covenant: we sin, we pay. New 
covenant: we sin, he pays.  

Second, notice that the last supper in the upper room at Jerusalem is much more intimate than the 
meal on top of Mt. Sinai. God was distant and transcendent, separated by an ethereal barrier, but 
in the upper room John reclines with his head on Jesus’ chest in a very intimate, even immanent 
way. And this is why he’s known as Immanuel. 

Third and finally, notice that the law isn’t written externally on stones, but internally on hearts. 
This symbolizes that all people in this new covenant will have their hearts changed and be 
motivated from the inside out to love and follow the law. This is the kind of thing that will 
ensure the goals of the covenant are achieved! 

None of this means that the Old Covenant was a bad idea—just that it points forward to progress 
in God’s revelation that would only be realized much further in human history! 

Exodus	25—40:	God	moves	in	
This, the third and final major section of Exodus, reveals the ultimate result of the nation-
forming process—God comes close and settles in among his people. 

The	purpose	&	content	of	the	section	
In some ways the content of this section can act like a camouflage covering that hides something 
important. It doesn’t seem important, blends in with the landscape, and causes most observers to 
just move on to something else seemingly more urgent. Frankly, it seems to be just about the 
furniture and construction of the tabernacle so . . .  well . . . maybe it’s time to check my text 
messages again, if you know what I mean.  The truth, however, is that the people who were 
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constructing this “furniture” were pretty excited about it. They weren’t building a house; they 
were building the house of God! The God of the universe was preparing to pitch his tent right 
along with theirs! No other nation could boast of such a treasure and distinction.  

I’d also like to go into 
some detail about the 
very first piece of 
“furniture,” the Ark of 
the Covenant. The ark 
was really a wooden 
box about 2 feet by 4 
feet and 2 feet high and 
covered in gold. The 
stone tablets with the 10 
commands were stored 
inside the ark. The cover was called the mercy seat or atonement lid and held two golden angels 
(cherubim) on either side. God promised that his presence would be there between the two 
cherubim.  

What does this all symbolize? Remember that the figure of cherubim symbolized the angelic 
enforcer or protector. To an ancient Israelite this would look like a throne where an ancient king 
would sit surrounded by his bodyguards. Although God wouldn’t actually need bodyguards it 
helps convey the point that this is actually the throne of God who has come to dwell and rule in 
the midst of his people and that’s why it is the first and most important piece of “furniture” 
mentioned (Exod 25). The lid is called the atonement lid because this is where blood would be 
sprinkled by the High Priest. The idea is that as God, above the ark, would look down he would 
be reminded of how the blood covered (atoned) for the breaking of the law (the stone tablets 
inside). You can see again, why this is much more than just furniture to the interested Israelite! 

Exodus	32:	An	ominous	foreshadowing	
Halfway through the discussion of the tabernacle we find the story of the golden calf, which 
Aaron made.  It seems that the people grew impatient that Moses hadn’t returned from the 
mountain where he had gone to receive the 10 commands on the stone tablets. 

4 And he received the gold from their hand and fashioned it with a graving tool and made 
a golden calf. And they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of 
the land of Egypt!” 

 5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it. And Aaron made a proclamation and 
said, “Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord.” 6 And they rose up early the next day and 
offered burnt offerings and brought peace offerings. And the people sat down to eat and 
drink and rose up to play. 

26
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 7 And the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, for your people, whom you brought up out of 
the land of Egypt, have corrupted themselves. 

When Moses saw how the people had betrayed God, he became angry and destroyed the special 
tablets he had just received. Notice the emphasis they receive in the story: 

15 Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain with the two tablets of the 
testimony in his hand, tablets that were written on both sides; on the front and on the 
back they were written. 16 The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the 
writing of God, engraved on the tablets. 17 When Joshua heard the noise of the people as 
they shouted, he said to Moses, “There is a noise of war in the camp.” 18 But he said, “It 
is not the sound of shouting for victory, or the sound of the cry of defeat, but the sound of 
singing that I hear.” 

 19 And as soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, Moses' anger 
burned hot, and he threw the tablets out of his hands and broke them at the foot of the 
mountain. 

Moses’ destruction of the tablets emphasizes the horrendous nature of Israel’s sin. By breaking 
the very first command even before Moses got down from the mountain, it is they who have 
broken the covenant to pieces. In God’s grace he offers to rewrite the commands as Moses goes 
back up the mountain afterwards, but this is a pretty discouraging story when you reflect on it. 
They couldn’t even keep the covenant until Moses returned so what do you think will happen to 
them in the future? We might compare it to a newly married couple who can’t get along during 
the first month. If all they do is fight on their honeymoon, how long would you think the 
marriage would last? So even though everyone is excited about the new development of God’s 
covenant and dwelling with the nation there is also an uneasy feeling about how long it will last. 

Exodus	40:	Moving	day	
Despite the bumps along the way by the time we finish the book the Israelites have finished 
God’s house, and everything was in place for God to move in. The last verses of the book record 
the fitting climax. 

34 Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the 
tabernacle. 35 And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud 
settled on it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. 36 Throughout all their 
journeys, whenever the cloud was taken up from over the tabernacle, the people of Israel 
would set out. 37 But if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out till the day 
that it was taken up. 38 For the cloud of the Lord was on the tabernacle by day, and fire 
was in it by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel throughout all their journeys. 

God has moved in with his people and the goal of the book has been realized.  

• In chapters 1—18 God won and rescued his bride from Egypt 
• In 19—24 he marries (enters into a 2-sided covenant) her 
• In 25—40 he moves in and lives with his bride 
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What could be better? Hmmm. 

And one more thing. Does it seem strange to you that God has gone to all this work to move into 
the neighborhood, but Moses can’t even get in the house? Strange, isn’t it? 

 

Answer to the question on page 6, “Where do the law and promises fit?” 
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