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This week, our Vacation Bible School children will be learning the story from Exodus of how 

God saved the people of Israel from oppression in Egypt as Moses led them through the waters 

of the Red Sea towards freedom. After Pharaoh’s army was swallowed up in the waters of the 

Red Sea while the Israelites walked ahead on dry ground, Moses and the people celebrated their 

deliverance as they entered into the wilderness on their way to promised land. 

  

In the wilderness, God gives the Law through Moses in the Ten Commandments, which follows 

our lesson this morning two chapters later. It is in the wilderness that God instructs the people 

how to be the beloved community as Moses and Aaron lead the people. Yet, even leaders like 

Moses need some help from time to time. 

  

Our lesson today begins just after Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro, has come to visit him. Jethro is a 

priest in Midian and has been caring for Moses’ wife, Zipporah, and their two children. In the 

preceding verses, Moses recounts for Jethro the miracles that God has done to deliver the people 

from their bondage in Egypt. Now that the people are free, Jethro has come to return Zipporah 

and their sons to Moses as he continues to lead the people in the years ahead. 

  

An experienced leader among his own people, Jethro notices the hard work in which Moses is 

engaged as a leader. Jethro offers some words of wisdom and advice as Moses is just beginning 

this journey through the wilderness with the people of God. Listen to the story of this encounter 

between the leader of God’s people and his own father-in-law as told in Exodus 18:13-27: 

 

The next day Moses sat as judge for the people, while the people stood around 

him from morning until evening. When Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was 

doing for the people, he said, “What is this that you are doing for the people? 

Why do you sit alone, while all the people stand around you from morning until 

evening?” 

 

Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because the people come to me to inquire of 

God. When they have a dispute, they come to me and I decide between one 
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person and another, and I make known to them the statutes and instructions of 

God.” 

 

Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good. You will 

surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too 

heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. Now listen to me. I will give you counsel, 

and God be with you! You should represent the people before God, and you 

should bring their cases before God; teach them the statutes and instructions and 

make known to them the way they are to go and the things they are to do. You 

should also look for able men among all the people, men who fear God, are 

trustworthy, and hate dishonest gain; set such men over them as officers over 

thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. Let them sit as judges for the people at all 

times; let them bring every important case to you, but decide every minor case 

themselves. So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. If 

you do this, and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all 

these people will go to their home in peace.” 
 

So Moses listened to his father-in-law and did all that he had said. Moses chose 

able men from all Israel and appointed them as heads over the people, as officers 

over thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. And they judged the people at all 

times; hard cases they brought to Moses, but any minor case they decided 

themselves. Then Moses let his father-in-law depart, and he went off to his own 

country. 

 

* * * * * 

 

As school lets out for the summer and there are several new drivers out on the roads, I’m 

reminded of the time when I started driving several years ago. It’s almost like it was yesterday 

that my dad’s youngest sister took me out to learn how to drive her car. It was a manual 

transmission. I stalled that thing at every corner of the two-mile drive that we took until we both 

finally gave up. I think it took me another 15 years before I learned how to drive a stick. 

 

Later my father took me out driving in the family van. I can still hear him saying, “Son, you’re 

too close on the right. Get over to your left. You can judge that side better.” I was thankful for 

the advice, except that he said it over and over again. I can remember wanting to pull over and 

just let him do the driving after he used an elevated voice, “Elbert, get over to your left! You’re 

going to run up the curb!” 

 

Finally, another aunt came to my rescue and taught me how to drive. Thank God she had an 

automatic transmission. She was patient and gentle with her corrections. She didn’t get overly 

excited. Before I knew it, she had me out on the road driving safely, navigating turns, avoiding 

the curbs, and staying centered in my lane. 

 

Even still, however, I had not yet learned how to drive…at least not by our family’s standards.  

The real test for any young driver in our family was to make the annual vacation trek down to the 

land of our ancestors in the foothills of the Smoky Mountains in middle Tennessee. It was there 



3 

 

that all the younger drivers in our family would really learn how to drive on the winding, narrow, 

hairpin-turn-filled mountain roads where the front end of your car could meet the back end of 

your car on the same curve. 

 

Every July, we’d gather up two to four carloads of extended family members for the trip to visit 

our kinfolk. In the days well before cell phones, we had CB radios to keep in touch with one 

another in the caravan, or convoy, whatever you might call it. My father’s vehicle would often 

take the lead while I would ride with my grandparents. That year, however, my grandfather 

handed me the keys and invited me to drive. It was such an honor that he asked me. 

 

Once we got out on the road, my father would get going up to speed and soon was doing 5 to 10 

miles an hour over the speed limit. Before we knew it, he was pulling away from us. So I would 

push a little bit further down on the gas pedal so that I could catch up. My grandfather would 

eventually turn to me and say, “So what’s your hurry, Son? We’ve got a long way to go and we 

won’t get there for a while. Let your dad get there first.” So I would let off the accelerator and 

Dad would start pulling away again. 

 

It wasn’t long, though, until Dad would call back to me on the CB, asking where I was because 

he couldn’t see me anymore. As I would speed up again to catch up, my grandfather would turn 

to me again and say, “What’s your hurry?” Friends, on this Father’s Day, can you see the 

predicament that I was in; caught between my grandfather and my father? 

 

When we would finally arrive in the foothills of the Smoky Mountains, my grandfather would 

then say, “Now don’t go too fast. Take the time to enjoy the beauty of this area. What’s your 

hurry?” Whenever my father would start to pull away, my grandfather would assure me, “You’ll 

have plenty of time to catch up. Just look out and enjoy what God has created for you in this 

moment.” Encouraging me to appreciate the beauty of my surroundings, my grandfather helped 

me to find a pace that was necessary for driving the winding roads of the mountains. Even better 

yet, he was always right. We always caught up to my father, even if Dad had to wait a little bit 

for us. And our brakes didn’t become overheated, either. 

 

In our scripture lesson today, Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro, has just brought back Moses’ wife 

and their two children from Jethro’s home in Midian. Moses had left them in Jethro’s care as he 

led the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt. The waters of the Red Sea were parted and those 

waters drowned out the army of Pharaoh as the people walked through to their freedom on dry 

ground. God had performed miracles through Moses as they escaped the injustices of Pharaoh.  

They are now journeying through the wilderness to the promised land as Jethro comes for a visit 

with his son-in-law. 

 

After Moses tells Jethro about what God had done to bring them thus far on the journey, Jethro 

notices something about Moses. He sees that Moses is now spending night and day trying to help 

the newly-freed Israelites settle their disputes among themselves. Everyone is coming to Moses 

with every little dispute that they have.  Freed from the hand of their oppressor in Egypt, they are 

still learning what it means to live as a faithful community with one another. In trying to keep the 

peace, Moses spends countless hours as the mediator between them. 
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His father-in-law, Jethro, a shepherd and a priest in the land of Midian, knows that this is too 

much work for one man. After all, he has just brought back his own daughter, Zipporah, and his 

grandchildren, to live with Moses again. If Moses keeps on like this, he’ll never have the time to 

be both husband to Zipporah and father to their children. 

 

With age and wisdom behind him from his own leadership experiences among the Midianites, 

Jethro suggests that Moses teach the people about how God wants them to live in the blessed 

community of faith and then appoint some trusted folks to serve as mediators on his behalf. In 

fact, Jethro suggests that Moses appoint these people as leaders over thousands, hundreds, fifties, 

and tens. Jethro is giving Moses an organizational chart for the administration of the Israelite 

people when it comes to settling their disputes among them. He tells Moses to let the trusted 

leaders decide most of the cases and only to bring the major cases to him. In that way, Moses 

could lighten his workload. With the help of others, Moses could more efficiently and effectively 

care for the needs within the newly-freed community of Israelites. 

 

Moses was so caught up in caring for the needs of everyone else within his community that he 

missed that he needed to slow down and take care of himself. He could remember the miracles 

that God had done, but he didn’t have the time to pause and live in the moment. Living in this 

community and leading these people would take a lot of work; work that he could not do on his 

own. 

 

How many of you know Moses’ experience this morning? Life can be so busy at times that it just 

flies by and you don’t have a minute to appreciate the miracles of the moment. Before you know 

it, you are off to the next thing that needs to be done because no one else will do it. In fact, even 

if they are standing around waiting to do it, you’d spend more time telling someone how to do 

what needs to be done than doing it yourself. Friends, it’s so easy to get caught up in the daily 

grind that we miss out on an appreciation of all that God accomplishes through us, isn’t it? We 

understand Moses’ story, don’t we? 

 

I wonder, however, if this story is simply a lesson in self-care any more than my driving lessons 

with my grandfather were simply about learning how to slow down and appreciate what was 

around me. Surely self-care is important for Moses, but could it be that there is something more 

that is missed if Moses passes by the opportunity to share the burden of leadership? 

 

Walter Brueggemann, in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, suggests that while God 

doesn’t speak directly to Moses in this passage as God does elsewhere in Exodus, God is still 

concerned with what happens here.1 When Moses first reunites with Jethro in the preceding 

verses, Moses remembers what great things God has done to save the people. Moses recounts the 

miracles of God’s grace. Brueggemann notes that biblical faith is not simply the stories of the 

miraculous rescue by God, but “It is also about the hard, sustained work of nurturing and 

practicing the daily passion of healing and restoring, and the daily rejection of dishonest gain.”2 

 

God is not only about rescuing the people from the grave injustice of their bondage in Egypt, but 

also from the injustices that they might commit against one another as they learn anew how to 

live as a faithful community. Brueggemann indicates that the justice that God seeks to establish 

among the people is not a simple retributive justice where penalty is equal to the crime, but an 
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“Exodus justice,” a compensatory justice that “gives to the needy and the disadvantaged well 

beyond what is deserved.” In this type of justice, widows and orphans are given not what they 

deserve, but what is needed for a “viable human existence.”1 

 

Brueggemann notes that this “serious justice” that God seeks “requires imaginative, unending 

interpretation.”2 Moses doesn’t need to be the absolute authority, but rather needs others to serve 

with him in this great work to imagine the life to which God calls the people. Moses is handing 

out Torah before the Ten Commandments are given, but what is needed most is the type of 

mercy, grace and justice that can only come when the burden is shared and Moses is rested, 

renewed, and ready to lead with the imagination of what the “blessed community” could really 

be as they begin their life together. 

 

When I slowed down long enough to appreciate the beauty of the foothills of the Smoky 

Mountains, I soon learned how to drive in such a way as to navigate the hairpin turns and narrow 

roads with steep drop offs that made the area so beautiful. 

 

In our lives, when, like Moses, we pause to see the beauty of the journey to which God calls us, 

we lead from a different place. We’re able to imagine more fully God’s invitation to us as the 

blessed community. When we allow others to share the burden of leading, recognizing their gifts 

and graces for ministry, we see and live more completely as that blessed community. We, too, 

learn to navigate the turns of life together with others in the beauty of a world that God has given 

to us. 
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