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Getting Life and Ministry in Balance 
 

Exodus 18:13-27 

 

Everyone wants to have their life in balance. Sometimes, however, it 

feels like living life is like running full speed on a treadmill or having a 

lion by the tail. Today we will look at an incident in the life of Moses 

and see what lessons he learned about balancing his ministry and life, 

and hopefully we will see things that will help us have more balance in 

our own lives.  

 

I invite you to turn to Exodus 18:13-27 as we look at a message entitled, 

“Ministry and Life in Balance.” 

 

Before we begin let me paint a picture of the setting of this incident: 

 

- Moses has been leading the people through the wilderness 

following their exodus from Egypt 

- They had recently miraculously crossed the Red Sea where the 

Egyptian army had been destroyed 

- Exodus chapter fifteen records the song of Moses which included 

great rejoicing for what God had done for the Jews by delivering 

them from the hand of the Egyptians 

- Moses had led the people into the Wilderness of Shur (Ex 15) but 

soon the people began to complain and grumble about not having 

enough water 

- Moses then led the people to Elim (Ex 16) where there was water, 

but the people complained about not having adequate food. God 

provided manna and meat. 

- Moses then led the people to a new Rephedim (Ex 17) where again 

they complained about not having enough water. Again God 

provided. At Rephadim, the Amalakites came to fight against 

Israel and Israel prevailed and Moses had an altar built.  
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- It was after these events that Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law came to 

Moses with Moses’ wife and children, for Jethro had heard all the 

good that God had done for Moses and the Jews. 

 

Jethro was himself a priest of Midian. When he arrived at Moses’ 

location, Moses welcomed him, updated him on all God had done, and 

Jethro blessed God and offered sacrifices. 

 

This brings us to the place in Exodus where this message will focus. 

 

Moses’ good work 
13 

It came about the next day that Moses sat to judge the people, and the 

people stood about Moses from the morning until the evening. 

 

- Moses was the leader. He had led the people out of Egypt. God had 

used him to help part the Red Sea. He had gotten water from a 

rock. Even through the people complained, they still recognized 

Moses as the leader, so they came to him as their problem solver. 

- Having been in Egypt in captivity for some four hundred historians 

estimate that the population of the Jewish people was somewhere 

around two million people. No wonder Moses was sitting to judge 

the people and doing it from morning until evening!  

- Moses had a heart to help people and gave himself to the task. He 

sincerely believed that he was doing a great thing. 

-  Jethro who had just arrived the day before was observing Moses 

and the hordes of people who wanted his attention. 

 

Jethro’s questions 
14 

Now when Moses' father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the 

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

Why do you alone sit as judge and all the people stand about you from 

morning until evening?" 
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- Jethro, Moses father-in-law was an outsider and could look 

objectively at what was going on. He saw the multitude of people, 

and the fact that Moses was there from morning until evening. It is 

possible that Moses hardly had time to eat during the day.  

- Rather than criticizing Moses for what Moses was doing, he started 

by asking questions. He asked “What” and “Why.” What are you 

doing, and why are you doing it alone? 

- Asking questions is a very clear way to get information before 

jumping to conclusions. When we see someone doing something 

that is questionable, we would do well to ask questions before 

jumping to conclusions. 

 

Moses’ answer 
15 

Moses said to his father-in-law, "Because the people come to me to 

inquire of God. 
16 

"When they have a dispute, it comes to me, and I 

judge between a man and his neighbor and make known the statutes of 

God and His laws." 

 

- Moses may have been thinking to himself, “Well, Jethro, isn’t it 

obvious what’s going on? I’m an important person who God has 

put into leadership. It is only logical that these people need my 

great wisdom to better manage their lives.” 

- But instead of the above, Moses answered Jethro, and said, 

“People come to me to inquire of God. When they have a dispute it 

comes to me and I judge between neighbors and make known to 

them the statutes of God and His laws.” 

- In essence Moses was saying that he was doing a good thing of 

helping as many people as he could.  

 

Jethro’s constructive criticism 
17 

Moses' father-in-law said to him, "The thing that you are doing is not 

good. 
18 

"You will surely wear out, both yourself and these people who 

are with you, for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. 
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- Jethro cut it straight with Moses. It wasn’t that Moses was doing 

anything evil, he simply was doing a great thing in an inefficient 

way! 

- Not only would he wear himself out, but he would wear out the 

people? The fact that he would wear himself out was obvious 

enough, but how would he wear out the people? He would wear 

them out by making them wait forever in line to get help. The 

longer people have to wait, the more tired and agitated they get. By 

the time they finally get counsel, the first thing they may need to 

deal with is their own anger at the counselor for making them wait 

so long! Many stores try to have enough checkers to be able to 

keep the sales lines moving. There are few things as frustrating as 

standing in line for excessive amounts of time. 

 

Jethro’s counsel 
Notice not only gives Moses constructive criticism by pointing out the 

problem, he also gives Moses sound advice for how to solve the 

problem.  In this regard Jethro gives several bits of wise counsel. 

 

Limit your focus 
19 

"Now listen to me: I will give you counsel, and God be with you. You 

be the people's representative before God, and you bring the disputes to 

God, 

 

It wasn’t that Moses needed to stop serving. He was the leader, he 

needed to serve in a key role. He simply needed to limit his focus. His 

role needed to shift from being primary counselor, to being primary 

intercessor – the people’s representative before God. If Moses prayed to 

God that God would give wisdom to all the counselors, the counseling 

sessions would go much more smoothly. That’s good advice for all of 

us. Start any task with prayer for God’s help. 

 

Train the people 
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20 
then teach them the statutes and the laws, and make known to them the 

way in which they are to walk and the work they are to do. 

 

Secondly, Jethro advised Moses not to horde his knowledge of statutes 

and laws, but instead to teach others those statutues, so they could help 

carry the load in a wise way. Simply put, Moses needed to train more 

leaders. At first this might take more time, but in the long run it would 

pay great dividends to have extra judges and counselors. 

 

The old adage holds true, “When you are up to your neck in alligators, it 

is hard to remember that your mission was to drain the swamp. But 

unless you drain the swamp, you will never be able to deal with the 

alligators.  

 

It may have seemed to Moses that there would never be enough time to 

train more leaders because of his great counseling load, but he would 

need to put the load on hold knowing that trained leaders would 

eventually be able to handle a much greater counseling load than Moses 

ever could by himself. 

 

Delegate authority to qualified people 
21 

"Furthermore, you shall select out of all the people able men who fear 

God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place 

these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of 

tens. 
22 

"Let them judge the people at all times; and let it be that every 

major dispute they will bring to you, but every minor dispute they 

themselves will judge. 

 

The third bit of advice to Moses involved the people to be trained and 

appointed. Moses was to delegate authority to qualified people, people 

who feared God, who were men of truth, and who hated (not just 

disliked) dishonest gain. These people would be selected out of all the 

people to be leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. 

They would judge the people, and if they couldn’t solve the problem by 
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the time it got to the highest level, they were to bring the problem to 

Moses. Again, the understanding would be that first you try to solve the 

problem at the ten level, then at the fifty level, then and the hundred 

level, then at the thousand level… and only then if it still couldn’t be 

solved, was it to be brought to Moses. 

 

Anticipate a good result 

So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. 
23 

"If 

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

endure, and all these people also will go to their place in peace." 

 

Jethro told Moses that if Moses followed his suggestions, that: 

 

- It will be easier because of sharing the burden 

- Moses would endure 

- Problems would get solved 

- There would be peace 

 

Moses’ response 
24 

So Moses listened to his father-in-law and did all that he had said. 
25 

Moses chose able men out of all Israel and made them heads over the 

people, leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. 
26 

They 

judged the people at all times; the difficult dispute they would bring to 

Moses, but every minor dispute they themselves would judge.
 27 

Then 

Moses bade his father-in-law farewell, and he went his way into his own 

land. 

 

- Moses listened and did what had been suggested to him 

o He chose able men 

o He made them heads over 1000s, 100s, 50s and 10s 

o They judged the people at all times 

o They brought the difficult disputes to Moses 

- Moses bid his father-in-law farewell 
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And they lived happily ever after? Right? Wrong! But in this instance 

Moses had learned valuable lessons that would help him greatly in his 

ministry to God’s people. 

Application 
So what can we learn from this for ourselves? Let me give you just a few 

principles  

 

 

Some important principles 

 
- There can be times we are doing too much and not even know it    

In that regard some people have a tendency to over-commit 
themselves, but there are others who under-commit themselves.  

- Sometimes it takes another person to show us our need              
In Moses’ case it was his father-in-law who pointed out his need 
to change. In our case it might be our spouse or a friend who 
might say, “I think you are running too hard,” or conversely, “Your 
not doing enough.” I personally would rather burn out for God 
than rust out! Their criticism may not be that we are doing the 
wrong thing, but perhaps doing the right thing in the wrong way. 

- It is easy not to want to give away any of our tasks or authority         
We may feel that no one can do things as well as we can. In some 
cases we may be right, but we still need to delegate tasks when 
we can. At home we can delegate chores to the children. We can 
teach them to clean, do dishes, wash clothes, fold clothes…  At 
church we can share ministry. We try to do that through team 
teaching and teaching one month on and one month off. 

- We need to humble ourselves and make appropriate changes            
so we can endure and the people we want to help can have their 
needs met. 

 
To apply these things we need to ask some questions: 
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Questions to ask ourselves regarding work or ministry 

- Am I trying to do everything myself? 
- What specifically could I delegate? 
- What are the things I cannot delegate? 
- Am I training people to help bear the burden? 
- Is there a new structure that would help us minister/work better? 

 
Questions to ask regarding my home life 

- Am I spending regular quality time with my spouse and children? 
- Am I willing to ask my spouse to assess my life balance?  
- Am I training my own children in life skills and chores? 

 
Questions to ask regarding my personal life 

- Do I take enough time for myself? 
- Do I take time to exercise regularly? If not, what do I need to do? 
- Do I eat a healthy balanced diet? 

 
Conclusion 
Balancing the Christian life is a matter of living smarter and allowing 
God to set our schedules! Sometimes it can be summed up with the 
words, “Eliminate and concentrate.” Eliminate some of the chaff and 
focus on the wheat. May God help all of us. 
 
 


