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“The Covenant at Sinai” 
21 July 2019: 6th Sunday after Pentecost  

Salado UMC—Salado, Texas 76571 
Preaching Text: Exodus 24:1-12 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++  

“Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God” (Benjamin Franklin—1706 - 1790). 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

 
Hear the day’s lesson: 

 
24 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Come up to the Lord, you and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and 
seventy of Israel’s elders, and worship from a distance. 2 Only Moses may come near to the 
Lord. The others shouldn’t come near, while the people shouldn’t come up with him at all.” 
 
3 Moses came and told the people all the Lord’s words and all the case laws. All the people 
answered in unison, “Everything that the Lord has said we will do.” 4 Moses then wrote down 
all the Lord’s words. He got up early in the morning and built an altar at the foot of the 
mountain. He set up twelve sacred stone pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel. 5 He appointed 
certain young Israelite men to offer entirely burned offerings and slaughter oxen as well-
being sacrifices to the Lord. 6 Moses took half of the blood and put it in large bowls. The other 
half of the blood he threw against the altar. 7 Then he took the covenant scroll and read it out 
loud for the people to hear. They responded, “Everything that the Lord has said we will do, 
and we will obey.” 
 
8 Moses then took the blood and threw it over the people. Moses said, “This is the blood of the 
covenant that the Lord now makes with you on the basis of all these words.” 
 
9 Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel went up, 10 and they 
saw Israel’s God. Under God’s feet there was what looked like a floor of lapis-lazuli tiles, 
dazzlingly pure like the sky. 11 God didn’t harm the Israelite leaders, though they looked at 
God, and they ate and drank. 
 
12 The Lord said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain and wait there. I’ll give you the 
stone tablets with the instructions and the commandments that I’ve written in order to teach 
them” (Exodus 24:1-12). 

 
Our theme for the next two weeks refers to the notion of covenant. Covenant is a 

loaded biblical word. Covenant is vital to grasping the faith of both Jews and 
Christians. Yet, often we judge covenant as an ancient word having little to do with 
our modern world. Nothing could be more untrue. 
 Covenant is such an important and even current word, that we give it an 
assortment of names—promise, pact, oath, bargain, agreement, arrangement, 
understanding, or pledge. Certainly, these synonyms for covenant have different 
shades of meaning, but the concept is still alive and well  
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 The following example is not political, but rather how modern is the word 
covenant. Donald J. Trump, the current president of the United States, wrote a book 
published in October 2015. The title: Trump: The Art of the Deal. In a way, it is an 
account of how business people cut deals or cut covenants. Business folks make or 
cut deals all the time. No doubt, these “deals” were of ancient origin. Certainly, like all 
social patterns, the “art of the deal” has evolved over a long time. 
 In the ancient world there were varied and sundry covenants. Sometimes those 
entering into the agreements call them treaties. In Genesis 15 we read about an odd 
and mysterious closing of a deal between God and Abram. Instead of a handshake or 
signing a document like we often do today, Yahweh had another method to close the 
deal. Yahweh instructed Abram to cut some animals in half. Then Abram was to place 
them on the ground, leaving room to walk between the carcasses. Then we read (verses 

17 and 19): “After the sun had set and darkness had deepened, a smoking vessel with a 
fiery flame passed between the split-open animals. That day the Lord cut a covenant 
with Abram: ‘To your descendants I give this land, from Egypt’s river to the great 
Euphrates . . . .’ ” This odd ritual is akin to Yahweh saying, “if you break our pact, 
may the same happen to you as happened to these animals—do you understand?” 
 In the ancient world, and among the many kinds of covenants that functioned in 
earlier times, the biblical covenant we find most often is known by a technical term: a 
pact of a suzerain-vassal type. This type of biblical covenant and all involving Yahweh 
are obviously between God’s greatness and a lesser status of human beings. 

In Exodus 24:3-8 Moses addresses “the people” and at the end of Moses’ speech, 
“the people answered in unison, ‘Everything that the Lord has said we will do.’ ” 
Observe that the text which tells readers “All the people.” Their unity suggests their 
fervor for affirming what Yahweh suggests. Yet, we also note that soon this people 
called Hebrews will shatter the accord they now proclaim so enthusiastically. We will 
read about the Golden Calf incident in a succeeding chapter (Exodus 32). 
 Upon the altar, young Israelites prepared sacrifices to the Lord. From the 
sacrificed oxen, Moses puts some of the drained blood into bowls or basins (NRSV). 
Blood is the life-force for creation. It is such an important word that it appears in the 
CEB version of our Bible 407 times (including apocrypha), while “grace” appears 132 times 
and “justice” 202 times! Blood symbolizes unity between Yahweh and the people. As 
blood makes life possible, so too does blood seal the covenant between Yahweh and 
Israel. The blood tossed on the altar and on the people bind the two parties—one 
divine, the other human—in a “life or death” pact. 
 After Moses reads from the scroll, perhaps the substance reported in Exodus 20:1 
to 23:33, the people again respond. Thus, in our lesson the writer narrates that the 
people confirm the covenant twice (see verses 3 and 7). In the second affirmation, the writer 
adds “we will obey.” 
 Our lesson this morning gives Christians a hint of remembrance of the New 
Testament communion rituals. Clearly not identical, but considering the blood of the 
oxen, God’s promises, and the meal eaten by “Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, 
and seventy elders of Israel,” then we can see parallels between this scene and the 
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eucharist or “meal of thanks.” These Hebrew leaders “eat and drink.” We could say 
that the scene depicts a two-part ratification ceremonial worship of the covenant 
between Israel and Yahweh. One part of the ritual is the throwing or sprinkling of the 
blood on the altar and then on the people. The second part of the ritual is the sacred 
meal shared by above named Hebrew leaders. Although the covenant is heavenly, 
similar to communion, the elements of this covenant ratification are common earthly 
elements—blood and food.  
 Human beings often celebrate festive or solemn occasions with a meal. Many 
couples get engaged over a meal. Meals form the pivot of most weddings (see: Matthew 22:1; 

Luke 14:8; John 2:1 ff.). When it is time for the parents to meet the intended, the get-
together often occurs during a meal. The core of most churches resides around the 
“covered dish—fellowship dinner.” When we want to comfort people, we often carry 
food to the house of the bereaved. 
 For faithful Jews and Christians, all meals are meals of thanksgiving. For this 
reason, meals often are part of the best times of our lives. Yet, we all know people who 
see neither need nor desire to thank God, nor anyone else for that matter. The story of 
H. A. Ironside’s experience in a crowded restaurant may edify some of us. Just as 
Ironside was about to begin his meal, a man approached and asked if he could join 
him. Ironside invited him to have a seat. Then, as was his custom, Ironside bowed his 
head for table grace. When he opened his eyes, the other man asked, “Do you have a 
headache?” 
Ironside replied, “No, I don’t.” 
The other man asked, “Well, is there something wrong with your food?”   
Ironside replied, “No, I was simply thanking God as I always do before I eat.” 
The man said, “Oh, you’re one of those, are you? Well, I want you to know I never give 
thanks. I earn my money by the sweat of my brow and I don’t have to give thanks to 
anybody when I eat. I just start right in!” 
Ironside said, “Yes, you’re just like my dog. That’s what he does too!” 
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