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Introduction 

Last Sunday’s chapter and this week’s form bookends around a central section of the book (Exodus 
19–24). In Exodus 19, God makes the Israelites a unique offer: review especially 19:4–6. And now 
in Exodus 24:1–11, the two parties sign the treaty/covenant that they’ve agreed to. 

In both chapters, the Israelites confidently announce their confidence in keeping their side of the 
deal. ‘We will do everything the LORD has said’ (19:8; 24:3, 7). Christians, too, are invited into a 
new covenant with God, a new treaty.  

So what is it that Israel was expected to obey? In turn, what light might this shed on how Christians 
ought to behave? 

Q1: Can you outline the major behaviours that mark Christians out as different from the world 
around us? (You might be able to spend 30–60 minutes on such a list!) 

Q2: To narrow it down: In 24:7 the Israelites are committing to obey ‘the Book of the Covenant’ 
that comprises Exodus 20–23. The executive summary at the start of that Book is what we call 
the Ten Commandments (20:1–17). Do you think the Ten Commandments are binding on us 
Christians in the same way they were binding on the Israelites? Can you explain your answer? 

 
Review 
In last week’s sermon, we saw that Israel was invited to become God’s ‘treasured possession’, ‘a 

kingdom of priests’ and ‘a holy nation’. Each phrase is crucial, but Israel’s behaviour is especially 
related to the last item. To be ‘holy’ means to be ‘God-worthy’. The tabernacle – God’s tent – is 
detailed in coming chapters (Exodus 25–40), and as one draws closer to God’s presence in the cen-
tre one progresses from the outer courtyard through the Holy Place and into the Most Holy Place. 
Likewise, people need to be increasingly holy – God-worthy – as they progress closer and closer to 
God’s presence. Adjust the old maxim: ‘Cleanliness holiness is next to godliness.’ 

When compared with the nations around them, Israel is already more holy – more God-worthy. So 
God obviously expects his people to demonstrate their God-worthiness in the ways that they be-
have. It seems almost unnecessary for God to spell it out: ‘Be holy, because I the LORD your God am 
holy’ (see Leviticus 11:44–45; 19:2; 20:7 and elsewhere). The Israelites, as it were, need to uphold 
the family reputation and live out the family values. 

Israel demonstrated their God-worthiness by living out the laws provided in the Book of the Cove-
nant and elsewhere in the Old Testament. Much of Exodus is still relevant today: recall last week 
how the special offer to Israel (Exodus 19:4–6) is extended also to Christians (1 Peter 2:4–10). So 
how should Christians respond to the Old Testament laws? 

This week’s sermon outlined four different positions that Christians commonly take when it comes 
to the ‘bindingness’ of the Ten Commandments and the other Old Testament laws. What can you 
remember of the four positions (and the hypothetical presenters who outlined them)? 

 
Explore the four positions 
The four positions, which we can label , move along a spectrum. The spectrum represents 
the balance we find between the relevance of the Old Testament and the emphases of the New 
Testament.  thinks that the Old Testament remains strongly binding on Christians, while  tends 
to see the Old Testament as entirely eclipsed by the New Testament. 



At , ‘John’ introduced a very conservative interpretation. Christians (like the Israelites) are still 
saved by grace. But the Old Testament laws still outline God’s ideals for all believers, if not for all 
humans. So we should do our best to obey most if not all of the Designer’s instructions! 

At the other extreme, , ‘Sandy’ suggested that God’s grace – and several clear New Testament 
teachings – absolve Christians from worrying about the Old Testament. Both Jesus and the Holy 
Spirit have cancelled the food laws (e.g. Mark 7:19; Acts 10:1–20). And the apostle Paul argues that  

special Jewish holidays and rituals are no longer necessary (e.g. Romans 14; Colossians 2:16). 

More common in many churches is , introduced to us by ‘Mary’. This acknowledges that the Old 
Covenant is (quite literally) an old treaty, an old contract. It’s binding on the Israelites – and not on 
us new-covenant, new-contract Christians. But all Scripture is God-breathed, and 2 Timothy 3:16 
is especially talking about the Old Testament! So how should we find the balance? One common 
interpretation suggests that we sort Old Testament laws into three categories: religious rules that 
instruct Israel’s ceremonial worship, national rules that govern their civic life together, and moral 
rules that dictate God-worthy behaviour. We Christians are then encouraged to disregard the first 
two categories: we do not worship God like the Jews did, and we aren’t a Jewish nation. We are 
obliged to maintain only the third category of general moral behaviour. 

Q3: Does this approach sound familiar to you? How well do you think it works? 

Q4: Try it out, first on the Sabbath commandment (Exod 20:8–11). Is the Sabbath a religious 
rule? Does it dictate Israel’s national behaviour and calendar? Or is it a moral demand for holy 
living? What about the death penalty for murderers (21:12–14): religious, national or moral? 

It can prove quite difficult to know how to categorise many laws. And, perhaps most importantly, 
nothing in the Old Testament or the New Testaments gives the slightest inkling that God ever had 
these categories in mind. The result is that we can arbitrarily want to keep some whole laws while 

completely disregarding others, and all this without much confidence in our choice of categories. 

That’s why  seems to carry a little more merit. It considers that every law has something to teach 
us. Every law gives us insights into God and his preferences. Every law can provide some revelation 
about God … even though any regulation that applied to Israel does not (on its own) apply to us. 

Q5: Try out this approach with Exodus 21:12–14. Whether or not the regulation applies today, 
what revelation about God can you discern from this paragraph? Try the same exercise with 
21:15–17. What do you think Christians might learn from these verses? 

 
Don’t forget the New Testament 
Even if we don’t judge the Old Testament laws to be binding on New Testament Christians, we have 
at least three things to remember. (1) The New Testament remains interested in how Christians 
behave. We are not abandoning holy living! The NT even takes God’s expectations of Israel’s holi-
ness and applies the same standards to Christians. Q6: How obedient are you to 1 Peter 1:13–16? 

(2) Indeed, Jesus seems to expect greater standards of holiness. Read Matthew 5:21–48, noting 
how Jesus upholds and amplifies what the Old Testament laws reveal about God’s preferences. Q7: 
How do you respond to the final verse here? 

(3) Of course, we’re only just scratching the surface. Immediately prior to this section in Matthew, 
in Matthew 5:17–20, Jesus talks about ‘fulfilling’ the Law (meaning more than just the Old Testa-

ment laws) and not ‘breaking’ even the smallest commandment. Yet Jesus himself does cancel the 
food laws (Mark 7:19). So don’t expect to have mastered every issue! 

Remember Romans 14–15. Some views of this week’s topic are theological stronger and others weaker. 

But the topic is sufficiently ‘disputable’ that it’s even more important to encourage our sibling Christians 

in their desire to honour God by the way they live than to win some academic battle at their expense. 


