At Mount Sanai

About 20 years ago I managed a loan on a condominium project at Hilton Head.  Progress on the property had stalled and a new marketing firm was brought it turn things around.  I met with the broker in charge who was trying to convince the owner to face the reality that the project was not going to produce the profits he had hoped for.  He was unusually candid about both the expected pace of sales and the price the units would bring.  Often real estate agents will present overly optimistic projections in hopes of winning the business.  They will tell the owner what they think he wants to hear.  This broker’s approach was the opposite, his motto was “under promise and over deliver”.  He said he did not want to commit to any goal he was not confident he could produce.  In our study of Exodus chapter 19, we see the Israelites over promising and under delivering.  

The chapter begins as the Israelites reach the desert of Sanai 2 months to the day form when they left Egypt.  They reached Mt. Sanai also known as Mt. Horeb where Moses had met God at the burning bush..  David Guzik described this mountain as resembling a huge pulpit, a sudden steep outcropping of mountain in the middle of a wilderness.  Moses went up Mt. Sanai and God told him to carry a message to the house of Jacob and Israel containing the following:

You have seen what I did when I brought you out of Egypt
If you obey me and keep my covenant
Out of all nations you will be my treasured possession
You will be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation

Moses relayed the message to the people and they all responded as one that they would do what God said.   God gave the people a 3 day notice to prepare for His appearance to them and Moses was told to consecrate them.  He also gave specific instructions that they were not to touch the mountain until they were signaled to come up.  Disobedience of that instruction was severe, whoever touched the mountain was to be put to death by stoning or shot with arrows so that no one would be defiled by touching the guilty person.  God descended to the top of Mt. Sanai then called Moses up with instructions to once again to return to the mountain with Aaron.  

This was a very noteworthy event since it is the only time I know of in the Bible where God appeared to a multitude in this fashion.  The occasion certainly warranted the dramatic fashion of God’s appearance since He was delivering the Ten Commandments along with additional laws the people were to follow in keeping God’s covenant.  Some writers have calculated that God’s appearance was 50 days from Passover which corresponds to the 50 days from Passover to the Feast of Weeks or also known as Pentecost (see Lev. 23:15).  

Some observations:

1. The acceptance of the Old Covenant was corporate, not individual.  The acceptance of the New Covenant is an individual decision based on a personal relationship with Jesus.
2. The Israelites accepted the covenant without knowing what it contained.  
3. The Israelites were overconfident in their ability to fulfill the requirements of the covenant.  They over promised and under delivered.
4. God promised that they would be his treasured possession out of all the nations so He may have desired that Israel would spread the Gospel throughout the world.  
5. God promised to make them a kingdom of priests.  The lesson we just studied in Sunday school touched on this.  The Jewish priests were all of the line of Levi while the royal line was from Judah.  With Jesus the lines merged (see Heb. Chapter 7 for a discussion of Melchizedek as the king of Salem and a priest of God most high).  The Israelites were not able to make a claim on this promise due to their disobedience.
6. We should be very careful with any oaths we swear to (see Judg. 11:30-40 and Matt. 5:33-37).
7. Salvation was not gained by observance of the law.  Hebrews 11 is known as the hall of fame of faith for a reason.  None of the people listed obtained righteousness through the law but rather by faith in God just as we are not saved by works but by grace.
