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When we left the Storyline last week, God had just delivered the Hebrew people from a 
terrible evil.   For hundreds of years, the Israelites had labored under a succession of 
Pharaohs who increasingly exploited them as the cheap and disposable labor force with 
which to build the wealth of Egypt.  When a particularly ruthless Pharaoh decrees 
genocide to control the size of the Hebrew population, God raises up a leader named 
Moses to lead his chosen people out of bondage.  Tragically, the price of this 
deliverance is the shedding of innocent blood; but this sacrifice purchases the freedom 
of Israel and foreshadows the final sacrifice that the Lamb of God will one day make to 
release humanity from bondage to sin and death. 
 
When we pick up the storyline today, the people of Israel have been travelling along 
the far side of the Red Sea for three months.  Finally, they reach the base of the great 
mountain at the tip of the Sinai peninsula and encamp there.  Exodus 19:3 tells us: 
Then… the LORD called to [Moses] from the mountain and said, "This is what 
you are to say to… the people of Israel: 'You yourselves have seen what I did 
to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. 
Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you 
will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will 
be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words you 
are to speak to the Israelites." 
 

Two Big Ideas 
 

Now let me stop there for a moment and try to boil down what God is saying here to its 
simplest terms.  There are two big ideas here, and the FIRST idea is this: “Remember, 
how I have rescued you from evil.”  I got you out of Egypt.  I stopped the Egyptian 
armies from pursuing you.  I’ve carried you on wings of grace over these past months -
- feeding you, guiding you, preserving you out here in the wilderness.  I’ve delivered 
you out of the hands of a tyrant who only meant to harm you and brought you to 
myself who only means to help you.  In other words, don’t forget this past.  Remember 
where you came from. 
 
And then God drops the SECOND big idea and this idea is future-oriented:  “I did all this 
so that you would live for the good.”  I now mean for you to take this foundation of 
grace I’ve given you and live for the good.  I want you to obey me…  Not just now and 
then, when it seems expedient…  Not just when others around you are doing it… Not 
just the parts of my teaching that you like or agree with or find convenient.  I’m asking 
you to “obey me fully” – or as Jesus would one day say to his disciples in what we 
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call his Great Commission: I’m asking you to obey and to teach [new disciples] “to 
obey everything I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:20). 
 
Do this and you’ll be “my treasured possession,” the most valuable thing I have on 
this earth.  Live for good and “you will be for me a kingdom of priests.”  In other 
words, I’ll use you to help connect heaven and earth, for that’s the role that priests are 
meant to play.  It’s critical to note that the word “YOU” there is, in the original 
language, plural.  God is commissioning every one of his people to be a minister of the 
good.  “You will be for me… a holy nation,” says God.  The word “holy” means “set 
apart.”  It means qualitatively different from the normal, separate from the rest. 
 
Way down the Storyline, the Apostle Peter is going to reiterate this same theme in one 
of his letters.  “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called 
you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but 
now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now 
you have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in 
the world, to abstain from sinful desires… Live such good lives among the 
pagans that… they may see your good deeds and glorify God” (1 Peter 2:9-12). 
 
Do we hear the message here? Because of God’s mercy, you’ve been rescued from evil 
for good.  You’ve been brought out of the darkness in order to live according to the 
good, AND in order to lead others into the light of the good.  This is the calling God 
gives to his people.  It’s the vector of the prophecy that God made way back on the 
Storyline to Abraham in Genesis 22:18, “Through your offspring all nations on 
earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me." Can you see the consistent 
message? 
 

A Picture of the Good 
 
Exodus 19:7 suggests that, for a moment, the people of God did see this.  But God 
wanted to make very sure that they understood what he was calling for.  The story 
goes on and describes how God manifests his glory through a cataclysm of smoke and 
fire on the top of Mount Sinai – all aimed at showing the people that he is HOLY in 
capital letters and that he is to be taken seriously.   
 
Apparently, the Israelites were in danger of losing sight of this.  They’d experienced in 
recent times such immense blessings from God.  They’d been released from bondage in 
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Egypt, seen their enemies wiped out, had God lead them by pillars of cloud and fire, 
been fed manna and water in the desert.  Perhaps there was a danger that they’d start 
to view God as unconditionally on their side, or maybe employed as their own private 
tribal deity, or simply someone they could approach casually, like some people blithely 
speak of “the Big Man upstairs.”   
 
I submit to you that, from time to time, this world needs a cataclysmic shaking that 
humbles us and reminds us to look to God.  We need a trumpet blast that shakes us 
out of our smugness and calls us to remember the mercy and grace that has gotten us 
this far. And we need a vision of the holy and the good, to remind us what we’re called 
to live for.  The end of Exodus 19 says that God then provided that vision explicitly for 
the people of Israel.  God called Moses up onto the mountain and handed down to him 
what we know today as the Ten Commandments or what theologians call the 
Decalogue – the “Ten Words.”  Exodus chapter 20 lists them in detail.  They are 
emblazoned on the wall in our church’s Narthex.  Amy and I have them posted in our 
sons’ bathroom.  I hope all of us have read them this week and have this vision of the 
holy and the good written on our hearts.  
 
I’m well aware that the Ten Commandments are worthy of a whole series of messages 
in themselves.  I promise to offer that series one day.  Jesus’ most famous teaching – 
the Sermon on the Mount – was simply a commentary on the Ten Commandments.  But 
as this Storyline series is aimed at providing an overview of the great themes of the 
Bible let me dare to try to express them in ten words that may serve as a helpful 
summary of the major principles that are meant to guide us toward a life that is truly 
holy and good.  
 
The first word is WORSHIP.  God calls us to be uniquely committed to Him – to 
knowing and serving him.  Glorifying and enjoying Him is the central energizing and 
grounding purpose of our life and if we forget that, then we’ve forgotten whose we are, 
who we are, and what life is all about.  The second word is IMAGINATION.  Never let 
your concept of God harden into a convenient idol.  God has gifted human beings with 
a capacity to discover and know him, and this process is the greatest adventure of life.  
Don’t accept some paltry substitute for the glory of finding him.  The third word is 
REVERENCE.  Refuse to take lightly the name of God, or you’ll be blaspheming his 
essence, and his nature is the most beautiful reality in all the universe.  The fourth 
word is SABBATH, and it’s one that we’ve all but forgotten in America today. God has 
designed us to rest regularly in him in order to have our capacity for truly living as he 
intended re-created.  It’s the key to living in sanity.  The fifth word is HONOR. 



 

 

FROM EVIL FOR GOOD 
New Commands and a New Covenant 

Text:  Exodus 19-20, 24-25, 32-34, 40 
 
 

 
 

© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook / 10-12-08  4 

Recognize in humility your place in the chain of grace.  If we’re unable to acknowledge 
the debt we owe our father and mothers and other elders, how then will we ever be 
able to acknowledge the debt we owe to God? 
 
The sixth word is LIFE. Amidst this vast, cold, dark cosmos we inhabit, the miracle is 
life.  It is the staggering gift of God that must be preserved and protected and never 
taken wantonly.  Even the unborn life, the disfigured life, the impoverished life is 
precious to him.  Then there is the seventh word: FAITHFULNESS.  God is a 
covenant-keeper and he calls us to stick with our covenants and commitment and never 
to undermine another’s.  Eighth is the word, BOUNDARIES. It’s as simple as this: We 
must not take what isn’t ours.  It’s not just that we are not to steal in the obvious 
sense.  This commandment also extends, I think, to not taking more than our fair share 
from the environment, or from the corporation or organization we head up, or from the 
government funds that are linked to our grandchildren’s economic future.  Genesis 3 
reminds us that it was the failure to respect reasonable boundaries that turned the 
garden of creation into a jungle.  The ninth word is TRUTH.  We are called to speak 
what is, not what we’d like it to be or have heard that it might be.  We must remember 
that even a half-truth is a half-lie and a half-lie isn’t the truth at all.  And the tenth word 
is CONTENTMENT.  God calls us to see that envy eats us up, blinding us to the good 
that is all around us, leading us to mortgage ourselves to debt we can’t pay for things 
we don’t need to impress people we don’t really like.  Covetousness even wrecks our 
capacity for the very neighborliness that ensures that everyone has enough.  
 
Is there more to the meaning of the Ten Commandments than this?  Is there even 
more to God’s holy vision of the good?  Of course there is.  But if we could start just 
here, with this definition of “good”… If we elected officials on the basis of their 
commitment to these virtues… If the heads of companies and organizations made their 
resource decisions on the basis of these values… if we instructed our children and lived 
ourselves on the basis of this vision… Would this world look the way it does today?   
 

Radical Holiness 
 
It seems to me that, like the Israelites before us, we are always looking for a bailout.  
We’re always looking for some higher power to rescue us FROM the evils that beset us 
or that we’ve brought upon ourselves.  Sometimes, I suppose, this is part of the way 
that the redeeming grace of God works.  But that grace also works in another way.  
Sometimes God uses calamities and cataclysms and crises of various kinds to call us 
back to basics.  He meets us in the middle of dark circumstances with the light of his 
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law.  In the midst of the death we’ve drawn for ourselves, he writes his words of life to 
us – reminding us that we are called to be a SANCTIFIED people – a radically holy 
people.  This mission is so important that, if necessary, God will discipline us painfully to 
renew our commitment to it. 
 
Exodus 32 says that When Moses and Joshua came down from Mount Sinai with the 
Ten Commandments, they found that God’s people had utterly forsaken his law.  They’d 
forgotten the God who brought them out of darkness in Egypt and made for themselves 
an idol out of gold, bowing and sacrificing to it.  Moses first pled with God for the 
forgiveness of his people, but when he saw with his own eyes what his people had 
done, Moses threw the stone tablets at them, smashing them to smithereens.  He then 
led a bloody purge, killing 3000 of the apostates.  Only the tribe of Levi had 
remembered that God had called Israel to be a holy nation, a company of royal priests, 
and with this remnant, Moses began rebuilding the spiritual life of Israel again.   
 
With the Levites, Moses followed God’s instructions and constructed a tabernacle – a 
mobile, tented house of worship --where God would meet with Moses.  In it was placed 
an ornate wooden ark, designed to hold a second copy of the Ten Commandments, 
because God had not given up on placing his vision for life in the midst of his people.  
In the tabernacle, they also put some special plates for bread, some containers for the 
wine offerings, and a golden lampstand.  All of these symbolic objects are going to get 
mentioned at other times down the storyline and take on even deeper meaning.  God 
then instructed Moses to take the remaining people of Israel and set out from Sinai 
across the wilderness.  Whenever the cloud of his presence descended, the Israelites 
would stop.  When the cloud lifted and went before them, they would travel on their 
way, marching toward the land that God had promised their father, Abraham. 
 
Our journey continues too.  God has not given up on his people.  He has not stopped 
offering to us the Words of Life. But if we think that he will keep rescuing us from evil 
while we keep forgetting that he does so, only so that we’ll rededicate ourselves to 
pursuing the good, then there may well be even harder times coming.  Maybe it is time 
for some of God’s royal priests to look at their own lives and get on their knees and 
pray that these times will prove more than enough. 
 
Great God of Israel and of the Church, we thank you that you are the God of mercy, the 
God of second chances, the God of new beginnings.  Confessing that you are also a 
God of Holiness, we beg your forgiveness for all the ways we have bowed to the golden 
calf and to all the other idolatries of our age.  Restore in us a clean heart, renew in us a 
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right spirit.  Enkindle in us, your Church, a passion to obey your commandments, to be 
that holy nation, that royal priesthood you have called us to be.  Through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.  Amen. 
 
 
Study Guide Link: http://www.cc-ob.org/pdf/10-12-08StorylineStudyGuide.pdf 

Sermon Verses & Map: http://www.cc-ob.org/pdf/10-12-08StorylinePPT.pdf 

 

 


