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Chapter 3 
SINAI 
The period of  SINAI simply explained  
The third period of  the Old Testament is called SINAI because God delivers the Israelites out of  
Egypt in the Exodus and brings them to a place called Mount Sinai. Having been redeemed by God 
from slavery, the descendants of  Israel will become a great nation and a holy people. The LORD 
God calls his redeemed people to worship and serve him alone. God gives Moses the Ten 
Commandments at Mount Sinai and makes a covenant with the Israelites called the Mosaic 
covenant. The Israelites agree to keep God’s laws, which are the stipulations of  the covenant, and 
so they declare: “All the words that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be 
obedient” (Exod. 24:3). God on his part agrees to bless his people if  they obey his laws, but curse 
them if  they disobey them. In this period God also instructs Moses to build a tabernacle so that he 
might dwell with his people. However, while Moses is up on the mountain receiving God’s law, the 
Israelites build an idol in the form of  a golden calf  and worship it, thereby forsaking the LORD 
their God. But Moses intercedes on behalf  of  the people. God in his grace and mercy withholds his 
anger, revealing his character as “the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exod. 34:6-7). This becomes the defining moment in 
the life of  Israel—both in terms of  Israel’s idolatrous heart and the revelation of  God’s gracious 
character, which is identified with his name, Yahweh. The covenant is renewed due to God’s grace, 
and he continues to dwell with a stubborn and stiff-necked people. During this period the 
priesthood and sacrificial system are established in order that a holy God might dwell in the midst 
of  a rebellious people. Under the leadership of  Moses, the Israelites journey toward the promised 
land, but because of  their unbelief, entrance into the land is delayed for forty years. The people are 
judged, and as a consequence, they wander in the wilderness, living as nomads until the unbelieving 
generation dies out.  

Moses then expounds the law to the new generation on the plains of  Moab, as recorded in 
the book of  Deuteronomy. After the death of  Moses, Joshua becomes the new leader. He brings 
the Israelites into the promised land in further fulfillment of  God’s promise to Abraham. Yet 
instead of  being set apart from the nations, the Israelites join them in their worship of  idols. God 
raises up judges to deliver his people, but the cycle of  idolatry continues throughout this period. 
Even within this context of  repeated unfaithfulness, God is providentially at work through a family  
from the tribe of  Judah living in Bethlehem. Hope emerges from death and tragedy as Boaz marries 
Ruth and they bear a son named Obed, who is the ancestor of  King David. The period of  SINAI 
concludes, therefore, with kingship on the horizon.  

The dates for the period of  SINAI are 1450–1050 BC. The first date of  1450 BC marks the 
approximate date for the Exodus from Egypt (more precisely, 1446 BC, based on 1 Kgs. 6:1). 
According to this date, the pharaoh of  the Exodus would be identified as Amenhotep II (1450-1424 
BC), who reigned during Egypt’s eighteenth dynasty. The second date of  1050 BC marks the 
beginning of  the monarchy with Saul, Israel’s first king. Details about the period of  SINAI are given 
in the books of  Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, and Ruth. The key 
people are Moses and his brother Aaron, the Levites, Joshua, the judges, and Boaz and Ruth. 

Old Testament timeline 
As we learn about the period of  SINAI, it is important that you locate the picture of  the Ten 
Commandments on the timeline, which represents this period. The theological significance of  this 
picture is summarized on the back of  the timeline.  

Roadmap to the chapter  
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As with the previous two chapters, the paragraph headings are for the most part the same as the 
points on the timeline under the SINAI section. However, there are several subheadings in this 
chapter that are not included on the timeline since there is a significant amount of  material to be 
studied in the seven biblical books covered in this period. As we survey these books, it is important 
to mention at the outset that they are in chronological order (unlike many other books in the Old 
Testament). As you read through this chapter, keep the timeline in front of  you so that you have the 
“big picture” in view.  

Moses is God’s chosen leader 
In the book of  Genesis God had promised Abraham and his descendants the land of  Canaan as 
their inheritance, but the book of  Exodus begins with the Israelites enslaved in Egypt, living outside 
the promised land. They have been reduced to burdensome slave-labor, building the Egyptian cities 
of  Pithom and Raamses. Yet you may recall that God had already told Abraham that his 
descendants would live in a foreign land for four hundred years and that in the fourth generation 
they would return to the land (Gen. 15:13-16). In the opening chapters of  Exodus, the Israelites cry 
out to God because of  their bondage, and God hears their cry, remembering his covenant with 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exod. 2:24). The deliverance of  the Israelites from Egyptian slavery will 
come about, therefore, because God is keeping his promise to Abraham (Exod. 3:10-17; 6:2-8).  

During this period, God raises up a man named Moses to lead the Israelites out of  Egypt 
(Exod. 2–3; cf. Acts 7:34-37). God performs supernatural signs and wonders through him (Exod. 4) 
and appoints him to confront Pharaoh (Exod. 4–10). Moses is to lead the Israelites out of  Egypt 
(Exod. 12–15), and God will give him the Ten Commandments at Sinai (Exod. 20). Moses is to 
mediate between God and Israel as God enters into a covenant with his people (Exod. 24). He also 
intercedes on behalf  of  Israel when they make an idol (Exod. 32–34). God gives Moses instructions 
about the tabernacle (Exod. 25–40), the priesthood, and the sacrificial system. He is the one who 
will lead the wilderness generation to the plains of  Moab where he expounds the law to the new 
generation prior to their entrance into the land. Most profoundly, Moses learns that the God who is 
with Israel is none other than the Creator God, Yahweh Elohim, who is “merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exod. 34:6-7). We will come to 
know the character of  the LORD God throughout the pages of  the Old Testament, for his grace 
will shine through these stories, even when we encounter Israel’s darkest days.  

God reveals his name to Moses: “I AM”  
God appears to Moses in the burning bush (Exod. 3), calling out to him: “Moses, Moses!” Moses is 
to take off  his shoes before he draws near because a holy God is present. God tells Moses that he 
has heard the cry of  his people and has given heed to their affliction. As a result, God says to 
Moses: “I have come down to deliver them” (Exod. 3:8). God sends Moses as his representative to 
speak to Pharaoh that he might let his people go. Moses is to lead the Israelites out of  Egypt. God 
is going to deliver his people from bondage and bring them to the land that he has promised—a 
good land, flowing with milk and honey (Exod. 3:8). Most importantly, God promises to be with 
Moses. Deliverance is assured, therefore, because of  the divine presence. Accordingly, the Exodus 
from Egypt will culminate in the Israelites worshiping at Mount Sinai (Exod. 3:12; 19:1-2).  

Yet if  Moses is to lead the people, he needs to know the identity of  the God who has sent 
him. At this time God reveals his name, “I AM WHO I AM” to Moses (Exod. 3:14). Moses is thus 
to tell the people that “I AM” has sent him. The name I AM is related to the personal name of  
God, Yahweh, which is known without the vowels as YHWH (called the Tetragrammaton, meaning 
“four letters,” referring to the four Hebrew letters used in the divine name, as in Exod. 3:16). The 
full significance of  the name Yahweh, which is usually translated in our English Bible as LORD 
(with capitals), will be revealed later in Exod. 34:6-7. Both forms of  the divine name, I AM and 
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Yahweh, are from the Hebrew verb “to be.” The God who is called I AM is none other than 
Yahweh Elohim, the God who brings the creation into existence (Gen. 1–2). He is the all-powerful 
Creator God who calls into being that which does not exist. He is the God who was, and is, and is 
to be. God tells Moses that I AM is sending him and that I AM will be with him. In Exod. 3, the 
living God reveals his identity and promises his covenantal presence to Moses and the Israelites, as 
he had done with Abraham and the patriarchs (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:13-14; 17:4; 26:3; 28:15). The 
significance of  the divine presence may be seen in the later prayer of  Moses: “If  your presence will 
not go with me, do not bring us up from here. For how shall it be known that I have found favor in 
your sight, I and your people? Is it not in your going with us, so that we are distinct, I and your 
people, from every other people on the face of  the earth?” (Exod. 33:15-16). 

Moses is given powers to perform attesting signs so that the people will believe that I AM 
has sent him (Exod. 4). Moses is to speak to Pharaoh, requesting that he let the people go so that 
they might serve their God. But Pharaoh will not let them go so quickly. He even questions why he 
should obey the God of  the Hebrews (Exod. 5:2). He does not know that Yahweh is God! But God 
will stretch out his hand, performing signs and wonders in Egypt in order to bring his “firstborn 
son” Israel out of  Egypt (Exod. 4:22-23). The prophet Hosea will later refer to this event, saying: 
“Out of  Egypt I called my son” (Hos. 11:1; cf. Matt. 2:15). So God will lead Israel out of  Egypt; he 
will be their God and they will be his people (Exod. 6:7). 

Yet Pharaoh refuses to grant Moses his request, in spite of  a series of  plagues that are 
unleashed against Egypt one by one (Exod. 7–11; cf. Ps. 105:26-38). As God sends plagues against 
Egypt, this underscores that he is making a holy distinction between the Egyptians and the 
Israelites. In the plague of  flies, God says: “I will set apart the land of  Goshen, where my people 
dwell, so that no swarms of  flies shall be there, that you may know that I am the LORD in the 
midst of  the earth” (Exod. 8:22). In the plague on the livestock, God says: “the LORD will make a 
distinction between the livestock of  Israel and the livestock of  Egypt, so that nothing of  all that 
belongs to the people of  Israel shall die” (Exod. 9:4). This same language is later used in Exod. 
33:16 to affirm that God’s presence differentiates his people in the world. In the climactic plague of  
the firstborn, God again says: “there shall be a great cry throughout all the land of  Egypt, such as 
there has never been, nor ever will be again. But not a dog shall growl against any of  the people of  
Israel, either man or beast, that you may know that the LORD makes a distinction between Egypt 
and Israel” (Exod. 11:6-7). That the Israelites are exempt from the plagues is not due to their 
goodness or righteousness, for their own history will show that they are indeed a rebellious and 
sinful people. Yet amidst God’s judgment against Egypt, the final plague will reveal how it is 
possible for a holy God to dwell with such a sinful people. 

God delivers his people in the Exodus  
Before the angel of  death is sent throughout Egypt, the Israelites are commanded to offer an 
unblemished lamb (Exod. 12:1-13). They are to place the blood of  a lamb above the doors of  their 
homes and eat the lamb’s flesh, along with bitter herbs and bread without leaven. On that very 
night, God will strike down the firstborn in all the land of  Egypt and judge the gods of  Egypt, but 
he will “pass over” those houses that have the blood of  a lamb on their doors. The importance of  
the Passover in the national life of  Israel is reinforced as God gives the following commands: “this 
day shall be for you a memorial day, and you shall keep it as a feast to the LORD; throughout your 
generations, as a statute forever” (Exod. 12:14). The Passover, which recalls the Exodus from 
Egypt, becomes the most important festival celebrated yearly in the covenant community. At this 
festival the Israelites commemorate their deliverance from Egyptian slavery (Exod. 13:1-16; Num. 
9:1-14). In fact, all three of  the major pilgrimage festivals recall the events surrounding the Exodus 
from Egypt: the Passover recalls the angel of  death “passing over” the Israelite homes; the Festival 
of  Weeks was later associated with the giving of  the law on Mount Sinai; and the Festival of  
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Tabernacles reminded the Israelites that they had lived in tents after the Exodus from Egypt. The 
yearly celebration of  the Passover in the Old Testament prepares God’s people to recognize Jesus 
Christ as “our Passover lamb” who is offered for the sins of  the whole world (John 1:29; 12:1; 13:1; 
1 Cor. 5:7). He will indeed lead a second Exodus from the bondage of  sin.  

At this moment in God’s plan of  redemption through history, the Israelites are to await their 
deliverance. Moses is to instruct God’s people to prepare their Passover lambs and put the blood on 
their doors, which they are to do “by faith” (Heb. 11:28). At midnight the LORD will strike every 
firstborn in Egypt, but he will pass over every house that has blood from an unblemished lamb on 
its door. When the final plague is unleashed, God will execute judgment against the gods of  Egypt, 
thereby demonstrating that he alone is the sovereign LORD (Exod. 12:12; cf. Gen. 15:14). With 
death in Pharaoh’s own household, he calls Moses and Aaron during the night and tells them to go 
and worship their God (Exod. 12:29-32). The Israelites leave in a hurry, taking their bread before it 
is leavened, as well as the silver and gold they had received from the Egyptians (Exod. 12:35-36; cf. 
Gen. 15:14; Ps. 105:37). The Israelites, along with a mixed multitude (Exod. 12:38), leave Egypt as 
they are led by the cloud of  God’s presence (Exod. 13:21-22). As we observed in the period of  
ABRAHAM, the LORD God has in view all the families of  the earth (Gen. 12:3). Exodus 12:38 is 
therefore an important verse, for when God redeems his people with an outstretched arm, a mixed 
multitude of  Egyptians join together with the physical descendants of  Abraham to become the 
nation of  Israel. Mission is central to the plan and purpose of  God.  

When Pharaoh hears that the Israelites have fled, he and his army change their mind and 
pursue the people. When the Israelites see the Egyptians coming, they are terrified; they even tell 
Moses that it would have been better for them to have remained in Egypt (Exod. 14:12)! But Moses 
tells them not to fear, for God will deliver them. God himself  is the mighty warrior in their midst, 
and he will fight on their behalf. He urges the people: “Fear not, stand firm, and see the salvation of  
the LORD, which he will work for you today” (Exod. 14:13). The Egyptians will know that the 
LORD is God when he demonstrates his sovereign power over the nations and their gods (Exod. 
14:18). As the Israelites approach the Red Sea (identified as the Sea of  Reeds in Hebrew), Moses 
stretches out his hand and the waters part. By faith the Israelites pass by the water on either side, 
walking on dry ground. As the Egyptians pursue them, Moses stretches out his hand over the sea 
again and the waters return, covering the Egyptians. When the Israelites see all this, they believe in 
the LORD and in his servant Moses (Exod. 14:31; cf. Ps. 106:12). The Israelites then sing a song to 
the LORD, who has delivered them from their enemy. They rejoice in the LORD, “for he has 
triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider he has thrown into the sea” (Exod. 15:1). The divine 
warrior accomplishes deliverance for his people (Exod. 15:1-18). God reigns in the midst of  the 
earth forever and ever (Exod. 15:18). This event comes to be known as the Exodus from Egypt. 

Old Testament timeline 
You may want to take a moment to locate the picture of  Moses parting the sea, which represents 
this wonderful deliverance God accomplishes for his people. The theological significance of  this 
picture is summarized on the back of  the timeline.  

The Mosaic covenant  
Several chapters are devoted to the Mosaic covenant (Exod. 19–24). After much grumbling along 
the way (Exod. 15–18), the Israelites arrive in the wilderness of  Sinai three months later in 
fulfillment of  God’s promise to Moses (Exod. 19:1; cf. Exod. 3:12). They camp at a mountain called 
Mount Sinai, which is where the Ten Commandments are given, as well as many other laws 
recorded in Exodus and Leviticus. The Israelites stay in Sinai for over a year (Num. 9:1; 10:11-12), 
and all the events described in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers 1–9 take place at Sinai. When the 
Israelites arrive at Sinai, God instructs Moses to speak these words to the people: “If  you will 
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indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all 
peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of  priests and a holy 
nation” (Exod. 19:5-6). When the people hear these words, they respond by saying together: “All 
that the LORD has spoken we will do!” (Exod. 19:8; cf. 1 Pet. 2:9). God’s people are to be holy, set 
apart from the nations because they are in covenant relationship with a holy God. The laws in 
Leviticus explain in great detail what the regulations are concerning holiness. 

The centrality of  the Ten Commandments 
God gives Moses the Ten Commandments (also called the Ten Words or the Decalogue) at Mount 
Sinai (Exod. 20:1-17; cf. Deut. 5:7-21; Acts 7:38). According to ancient treaty conventions, a great 
king would identify himself  and his benevolent actions on behalf  of  his subjects at the outset of  a 
treaty. This is commonly referred to as the historical prologue. Similarly, God identifies himself  
prior to giving the stipulations of  the covenant, saying: “I am the LORD your God, who brought 
you out of  the land of  Egypt, out of  the house of  slavery” (Exod. 20:2). God is giving commands 
to those who already know him—he is the LORD their God, and he is the one who has brought 
them out of  Egypt. On the basis of  this relationship, God now outlines the stipulations according 
to an ancient treaty pattern, giving the Ten Commandments that are to be obeyed by the covenant 
people. You may even want to read through the Ten Commandments in Exod. 20 if  you have not 
already done so. 

The Ten Commandments are foundational for the entire Old Testament; they provide a 
revelation of  the character of  God as well as the basic moral framework that defines how God’s 
people are to live in covenant relationship with him. God will write the Ten Commandments on two 
tablets of  stone and give them to Moses (Exod. 24:12; 31:18; 32:15-16), thereby underscoring their 
importance for the covenant community. The singular “you” in each commandment emphasizes 
that every member of  the covenant community is required to keep God’s laws. Many other laws and 
statutes are given throughout the Torah (a term that refers to the first five books of  the Bible and is 
the Hebrew word for “law, teaching”); these laws are an integral part of  the Mosaic covenant. The 
two principles governing the law are love of  God (Deut. 6:4-5) and love of  one’s neighbor (Lev. 
19:9-18, 33-37), with the foremost being love of  the one true God. All other laws in the Mosaic 
covenant are an outworking of  these two commands (Matt. 22:37-40; Rom. 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14). The 
Law of  Moses was perceived as surpassing all other laws in excellence and righteousness (Neh. 9:13; 
Pss. 19:7-11; 119; Rom. 7:12). As Moses would later tell the new generation: “Keep them and do 
them, for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of  the peoples, who, when 
they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding 
people.’” (Deut. 4:6). He asks further: “For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as 
the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation is there, that has 
statutes and rules so righteous as all this law that I set before you today?” (Deut. 4:6-8). 

Worship no other gods but the LORD God 
The Ten Commandments summarize the content of  the law and reveal the righteous and holy 
character of  the LORD God. They also clearly define the obligations of  a covenant people who are 
called to “be holy, for I am holy” (Lev. 11:44). The Law of  Moses defines the national character of  
a people created to reflect the glory of  God to the nations around them. The first two 
commandments are at the very heart of  God’s covenant relationship with his people and are central 
to the entire Old Testament. God tells the Israelites that they are to have no other gods before him
—theirs is to be an exclusive relationship, for the LORD alone is their God. God reveals himself  as 
a jealous God who will not tolerate any rivals. Since there is only one God (Deut. 6:4), nothing 
within the creation, such as the moon, the sun, or the stars, is to be worshiped. The second 
commandment strictly prohibits the Israelites from making an idol or worshiping it. In contrast to 
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the ancient worldview of  polytheism, the Old Testament repeatedly makes the claim that these so-
called gods are mere idols, the work of  man’s hands (Pss. 96:4-5; 115:3-8). Yet as we journey 
through the Old Testament, we will learn that idolatry becomes the central problem of  God’s 
people, for they will repeatedly worship idols that they themselves have made, instead of  the LORD 
their God.  

While the first two commandments specifically address the issue of  idolatry, every 
commandment calls Israel into an exclusive covenantal relationship with the LORD God. For 
example, the Israelites are invited to rest on the Sabbath day to reflect that God is both their 
Creator and Redeemer (Exod. 20:11; Deut. 5:15); he will work and provide for those who wait for 
him. The Israelites are instructed to honor their father and mother, for God is their heavenly Father, 
worthy to be loved and honored. God’s people are not to murder, for God is the LORD of  life and 
jealously guards the life of  those made in his image. God’s people are prohibited from bearing false 
witness, for he is a God who speaks truth and his testimony is certain. Every commandment thus 
underscores Israel’s exclusive covenantal relationship with the LORD. We will be returning to the 
Ten Commandments throughout our study of  the Old Testament, so you need to be familiar with 
them and know where they are located in the Bible (Exod. 20:1-17; Deut. 5:7-21). 

The Israelites agree to obey God’s laws 
Moses is chosen by God to mediate between God and Israel in their covenant relationship. This 
means that instead of  God drawing near and speaking directly to his people, which is a terrifying 
prospect (Exod. 19:18-25; cf. Heb. 12:18-21), God speaks through Moses as the covenant mediator. 
In the full course of  our study we will learn that Jesus is the mediator of  a new covenant (John 1:17; 
Heb. 8:6; 9:15; 12:24; 1 Tim. 2:5). As mediator, Moses makes known to the people all the laws that 
God has given him, and all the people answer: “All the words that the LORD has spoken we will 
do!” (Exod. 24:3). Moses writes down all the words that God has spoken and builds an altar for 
sacrificing animals at the foot of  Mount Sinai. This is what happens next with the blood from the 
animals: 

Moses took half  of  the blood and put it in basins, and half  of  the blood he threw 
against the altar. Then he took the Book of  the Covenant and read it in the hearing 
of  the people. And they said, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will 
be obedient.” And Moses took the blood and threw it on the people and said, 
“Behold the blood of  the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance 
with all these words.” (Exod. 24:6-8) 

This is the formal covenant-making ceremony of  the Mosaic covenant. We have already noted that 
covenants commonly involve cutting an animal, which underscores the importance of  blood in 
covenant ceremonies (Heb. 9:18-22). Some fifteen hundred years later, another covenant will be 
made—also with blood. It will not be made with the blood of  an animal, however, but with 
something far more precious (Matt. 26:28; Heb. 9:11-20). So blood is important in legally binding 
covenants (Exod. 24:8; cf. Heb. 9:18). When Moses sprinkles blood on the people, they are thereby 
entering into a solemn and binding covenant with the LORD God. 

Old Testament timeline 
The picture that represents this covenant on the timeline is a person signing a legal document, 
which is a reminder that God’s people commit to the terms of  the covenant. You may want to take 
a moment to locate this picture; its theological significance is summarized on the back of  the 
timeline. 
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The blessings and curses of  the Mosaic covenant  
Other important information about the Mosaic covenant is given in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. 
We have already noted that the Mosaic covenant has stipulations. These are the terms of  the 
covenant relationship that the Israelites are required to keep. But what happens if  the Israelites do 
not obey God’s laws? This leads us to the topic of  blessings and curses. God makes a legally 
binding agreement with the Israelites in the Mosaic covenant, committing himself  to bless Israel if  
they obey his laws but curse them if  they disobey them. This underscores that God’s blessings upon 
Israel are contingent upon their obedience to his laws. The Israelites agree to this covenant 
arrangement, demonstrated in their words of  commitment: “All that the LORD has spoken we will 
do!” Yet if  the Israelites do not obey his commandments and statutes, God promises to send his 
curses upon them. The blessings and curses of  the Mosaic covenant are recorded in Lev. 26 and in 
Deut. 11 and 27–29. They are foundational for the redemptive story of  the entire Bible. You may 
want to open your Bible to Lev. 26. 

Moses reminds the people that they are not to make for themselves idols or to set up any 
images (v. 1). They are required to keep the Sabbath and have due respect for God’s sanctuary (v. 2). 
The conditional clause comes next, when God says: “If you walk in My statutes and observe my 
commandments and do them, then . . .” (v. 3). A list of  blessings is then given that describes what 
will happen to Israel if  they obey God’s laws. The blessings include benefits such as sufficient rain, 
peace in the land, victory over their enemies, abundance of  produce, and God’s presence. These are 
the blessings that God will bestow upon the Israelites if they obey him. If  the Israelites do not obey 
God’s laws, the following warning is given: “If  you will not listen to me and will not do all these 
commandments, if  you spurn my statutes, and if  your soul abhors my rules, so that you will not do 
all my commandments, but break my covenant, then I will do this to you” (Lev. 26:14-16). What 
follows is a list of  curses—things that God will do to the Israelites if  they do not obey his laws. 
Notice that the covenant is broken through disobedience to God’s law (Lev. 26:15). This concept 
will become very important when we learn about the prophets. You simply need to be aware at this 
point that the Mosaic covenant can be broken through disobedience to God’s laws. As you read 
through the curses, you will notice that the list of  curses is much longer than the list of  blessings. 
This long list comes as a sober warning to the Israelites, letting them know exactly what will happen 
to them if  they do not obey God! I would encourage you to read the list in its entirety (Lev. 
26:14-39). 

The curses include various punishments, such as being defeated by enemies, absence of  rain, 
the land not yielding its produce, wild animals eating their children, the sword and pestilence, 
shortage of  food, parents eating their offspring due to starvation, being scattered among the 
nations, the land becoming desolate, and the list continues. This is how God will punish the 
Israelites if  they do not obey his laws. But there is also hope that if  they confess their sins when 
they are in the land of  their enemies, God will remember his covenant with “Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob” (Lev. 26:40-45). God’s remembering his covenant with the patriarchs underscores that he has 
committed himself  to fulfill his promises. Thus, even when his people fail to keep his laws, this does 
not nullify God’s prior promises to Abraham. We will return to this important passage in Lev. 26 
later, but for now we will look at the list of  blessings and curses in Deuteronomy that Moses 
proclaims to the next generation. 

The blessings and curses in Deuteronomy  
There are several lists of  blessings and curses in the book of  Deuteronomy, which are worth 
reading along with Lev. 26 since they are an important part of  the Mosaic covenant (Deut. 11; 27–
28). As the Israelites are about to enter into the promised land (after the previous generation dies in 
the wilderness, as recorded in Numbers), Moses warns the next generation in no uncertain terms: 
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If  you will indeed obey my commandments that I command you today, to love the 
LORD your God, and to serve him with all your heart and with all your soul, he will 
give the rain for your land in its season . . . Take care lest your heart be deceived, and 
you turn aside and serve other gods and worship them; then the anger of  the LORD 
will be kindled against you, and he will shut up the heavens, so that there will be no 
rain, and the land will yield no fruit, and you will perish quickly off  the good land that 
the LORD is giving you. You shall therefore lay up these words of  mine in your heart 
and in your soul. (Deut. 11:13-18) 

In this first list in Deut. 11, Moses outlines the blessings that will come upon Israel if  they obey 
God’s laws and the curses that will afflict them if  they do not.  

The second list is the most extensive, and is found in Deut. 27–28. When the Israelites cross 
the Jordan, they are to write down all the words of  the law (Deut. 27:1-10). Moses charges them 
again to obey the LORD their God. He then gives them a list of  curses that are to be proclaimed 
out loud on Mount Ebal (Deut. 27:11-26). The people are to say, for example: “Cursed be the man 
who makes a carved or cast metal image, an abomination to the LORD” (v. 15), and all the people 
are to reply: “Amen!” Remember that the second commandment prohibited making idols (Exod. 
20:4). Now we learn that the person who does such a thing will be under a divine curse. The list 
concludes with a final summary statement: “Cursed be anyone who does not confirm the words of  
this law by doing them” (v. 26). This means that failure to obey God’s laws will place an Israelite 
under the curse of  God. The people agree to these terms, responding once again with “Amen!” 
Notice also that the curses are to be spoken out loud so that everyone is aware of  the terms of  the 
covenant relationship (Deut. 27:11-26; cf. Josh. 8:30-35).  

The prophet Jeremiah quotes the final curse in Deut. 27:26 about eight hundred years later 
when announcing God’s judgment against the southern kingdom for their disobedience (Jer. 11:3). 
As we journey through the Old Testament, we will discover that although God’s people agree to 
keep his laws, their history shows that they repeatedly fail to obey them. God’s judgment will come 
upon Israel in the north in 722 BC and upon Judah in the south in 586 BC for their covenant 
unfaithfulness.  

The Apostle Paul, some six hundred years after Jeremiah, also quotes Deut. 27:26, explaining 
that those who are under the law are under a curse (Gal. 3:10). The implication is that the law brings 
God’s wrath because God’s people are unable to obey it (Rom. 1:18-3:20). In the larger redemptive 
plan of  God, the curse upon Israel for their failure to keep God’s law will call into question God’s 
mission to bless the nations through them. Yet in spite of  their apparent failure, God’s promise to 
bless the nations will surely be fulfilled. It will be accomplished through the Messiah, Israel’s 
representative, whose obedience and atoning work on the cross will provide the way for God’s 
blessing to the nations to be realized. We will learn more about the curses of  the covenant 
throughout the period of  KINGS, but for now you may want to underline Deut. 27:26 in your 
Bible since it is an important verse for the redemptive story of  the entire Bible.   

A list of  blessings is given in Deut. 28:1-14. Moses begins by saying: “If  you faithfully obey 
the voice of  the LORD your God, being careful to do all his commandments . . . all these blessings 
shall come upon you and overtake you, if  you obey the voice of  the LORD your God” (Deut. 
28:1-2). The list of  blessings is similar to what we have seen in Lev. 26, including victory over 
enemies, blessings on produce, rain in season, and abundance. This means that if  the Israelites obey 
God, he will establish them as a holy people, but the following conditional statement is also made: 
“But if  you will not obey the voice of  the LORD your God or be careful to do all his 
commandments and his statutes that I command you today, then all these curses shall come upon 
you and overtake you” (Deut. 28:15).  
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As in Lev. 26, there is a long list of  curses in Deut. 28, but this time it is even longer than the 
previous list, beginning in verse 15 and continuing all the way until verse 68! Some examples of  the 
curses in Deut. 28 include pestilence, fever, inflammation (vv. 21-22), boils (vv. 27, 35), tumors (v. 
27), madness, blindness (vv. 28-29), hunger, thirst, nakedness (v. 48), plagues, chronic sickness, 
diseases (vv. 59-61), no rain (vv. 23-24), enemies will have victory over Israel (vv. 25, 49-52), lack of  
burial, the dead bodies of  the Israelites will be devoured by birds of  prey and beasts (v. 26), others 
will eat Israel’s produce (vv. 30-31, 33, 51), animals will devour Israel’s produce (vv. 38-39, 42), 
others will take Israel’s children (vv. 32, 41), they will be exiled to a foreign land (vv. 36, 41, 64), 
Israel will become a horror, proverb, and a byword (v. 37), Israel will serve their enemies with an 
iron yoke on their neck (v. 48), they will eat their offspring during the siege because of  starvation 
(vv. 53-57), they will be left few in number (v. 62), and God will scatter Israel among the nations (v. 
64). As you can see, this is an extensive list! 

Similar curses are known in other ancient treaty documents. Moses warns the Israelites, 
saying: “All these curses shall come upon you and pursue you and overtake you till you are 
destroyed, because you did not obey the voice of  the LORD your God, to keep his commandments 
and his statutes that he commanded you” (Deut. 28:45). I would encourage you to read through 
Deut. 28. It is foundational for our study of  God’s plan of  redemption in the Old Testament.  

Old Testament timeline 
The curses we have just reviewed are represented on the Old Testament timeline by a bird of  prey. 
This vulture reminds us that one of  the curses of  the Mosaic covenant is that the dead bodies of  
Israel will be food for the birds of  the sky. You may want to take a moment to locate this picture 
under the section on SINAI, but since it occurs several times on the timeline, it would be helpful 
for you to locate the other occurrences of  this picture. This will help you grasp the larger 
redemptive narrative of  the Old Testament. The theological significance of  this picture is 
summarized on the back of  the timeline. 

Understanding the Mosaic covenant theologically  
It is important to take a few moments to consider the significance of  the Mosaic covenant. From 
this period onward, it is the governing covenant arrangement that continues until the time of  Jesus. 
If  you look at your Old Testament timeline for a moment, consider that this covenant continues to 
be effective until the end of  the timeline, continuing even into the New Testament period. It will 
finally be fulfilled at the cross, when Jesus both fully obeys its requirements (which Israel fails to do) 
and takes upon himself  the curse of  the covenant, thereby fully satisfying the wrath of  God. The 
law under the Mosaic covenant defines how the Israelites are to behave in relationship with a holy 
God, but also in the larger redemptive story it will expose the true nature of  Israel (and also human 
nature), for God’s people will repeatedly fail to keep his laws. Rather than the law being a means of  
blessing, it leads the Israelites to the knowledge of  sin, for they will experience firsthand God’s 
wrath for their rebellion and disobedience. The law exposes that God’s people rebel against their 
Creator and fail to acknowledge him as God. They continually break his commandments, thereby 
showing that they are unable to attain righteousness by means of  the law. Rather than causing God’s 
name to be known and blessed among the nations, Israel’s disobedience causes God’s name to be 
dishonored.  

Furthermore—and this point is not to be missed—the story of  Israel in the Old Testament 
shows that God’s people are just like Adam in the Garden of  Eden who disobeyed God’s 
commandment and served the creature rather than his Creator. The problem with Israel is that 
Adam is in them. We will see firsthand in the stories of  Israel that their sin is displayed on a national 
scale, for while Adam disobeyed one command, the Israelites will repeatedly disobey God’s 
commands, generation after generation. When the final days of  the southern kingdom draw to an 
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end in 586 BC, the prophets announce that God’s people are committing abominations that are 
even worse than the nations around them. We will discover that God’s holy and righteous law, which 
is given to a group of  human beings called Israel, profoundly exposes the human heart, showing 
that human beings are unable to live according to God’s holy and righteous standards. For this 
reason, the Apostle Paul many years later will conclude that “none is righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 
3:10), and that “all have fallen short of  the glory of  God” (Rom. 3:23).  

In the full course of  our study we will discover that both Jew and Gentile will be declared 
guilty before a holy God because of  their sin. The solution to the human heart is coming, however; 
it is found in the life, death, and resurrection of  the Messiah. Jesus will accomplish nothing less 
than a glorious new creation, when human beings will receive a new heart and God’s Spirit will 
dwell in them—then God’s people will live according to his ways. They will all know him and his 
laws will no longer be written on tablets of  stone, but on the human heart. 

God’s people make an idol, but the LORD is gracious 
While Moses is up on the mountain receiving God’s law, something else takes place at the foot of  
the mountain that has both profound and lasting implications for the story of  God’s people in the 
Old Testament. While Moses is still on the mountain, the Israelites assemble around Aaron, the 
brother of  Moses, and tell him to “make us gods who shall go before us. As for this Moses, the 
man who brought us up out of  the land of  Egypt, we do not know what has become of  
him” (Exod. 32:1). Just a short time ago they had entered into a covenant with God, stating that 
they would be obedient to his laws. They had heard the words spoken by Moses: “You shall have no 
other gods before me” (Exod. 20:3) and “You shall not make for yourself  a carved image” (Exod. 
20:4). Upon hearing the words of  the covenant, the Israelites had said: “All that the LORD has 
spoken we will do, and we will be obedient” (Exod. 24:7). Could they have forgotten their 
commitment so quickly? Maybe Aaron will set them straight, for he has been appointed Moses’ 
mouthpiece (Exod. 4:14-16, 27-30) and God has used him to perform signs and wonders (Exod. 7–
11). 

Instead of  reminding the Israelites of  God’s law (“You shall have no other gods before 
me”), Aaron instructs them to take off  their gold rings and bring them to him! We find out that 
Aaron is just like all other human beings, since he himself  is beset with weakness (see Heb. 5:1-3). 
With the people’s request before him, we learn that Aaron “received the gold from their hand and 
fashioned it with a graving tool and made a golden calf. And they said: ‘These are your gods, O 
Israel, who brought you up out of  the land of  Egypt’” (Exod. 32:4). God had told the Israelites: “I 
am the LORD your God, who brought you out of  the land of  Egypt” (Exod. 20:2), but now they 
are attributing their deliverance to the idol that they have just made. Since the idol is something that 
they have constructed, they are, in a sense, attributing their deliverance to themselves. The Psalmist 
describes this event as follows: “They made a calf  in Horeb and worshiped a metal image. They 
exchanged the glory of  God for the image of  an ox that eats grass. They forgot God, their 
Savior” (Ps. 106:19-21; cf. Jer. 2:11; Rom. 1:23). How quickly the Israelites have changed gods, 
forgetting that Yahweh is their God and that he is the one who has delivered them. Now they are 
worshiping a creature—a four-footed golden calf—instead of  their Creator; they are worshiping the 
work of  their hands (Acts 7:39-41). In this defining moment in Israel’s history, the true nature of  
God’s people is exposed, and it will be confirmed throughout the story of  Israel.  

God tells Moses to go down from the mountain, for the people have “turned aside quickly 
out of  the way that I commanded them. They have made for themselves a golden calf  and have 
worshiped it and sacrificed to it and said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out 
of  the land of  Egypt!’” (Exod. 32:8). God tells Moses that they are an obstinate people; he wants to 
destroy them and make Moses into a great nation. But Moses intercedes. He does not want God’s 
name to be dishonored among the Egyptians. He asks God to remember Abraham, Isaac, and 
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Israel, and the promise he had made to multiply them and give them the land (Exod. 32:13). In spite 
of  Israel’s egregious act of  disobedience and unfaithfulness, Moses dares to ask God to be faithful 
to his promises to the patriarchs. Moses appeals to God’s mercy and favor, asking him to remember 
his promises of  old. Remarkably, God relents from the calamity that he is about to send against 
Israel (Exod. 32:14). We discover that Moses and the people find favor in God’s sight, for in this 
defining moment God does not treat them as their sins deserve.  

With the tablets in hand, Moses goes down from the mountain, but when he sees the calf  
and the dancing, he is furious. He throws down the tablets and breaks them at the foot of  the 
mountain. He then takes the calf  and burns it; he grinds it to a powder, throws it in the water, and 
makes the Israelites drink it (Exod. 32:15-20). Many people are slaughtered that day by the sword, as 
the sons of  Levi show concern for God’s holiness. The story of  Israel continues, however, as 
Moses intercedes on behalf  of  Israel, daring to ask that God might forgive their sin (Exod. 
32:30-35; cf. Deut. 9:18-21).  

The LORD God, compassionate and gracious  
God tells Moses that he will send his angel to lead Israel into the land, but he himself  will not go 
with his people, for they are an obstinate people. If  he were to go up with them for even a moment, 
they would be destroyed by his wrath. Moses, however, prays to the LORD God, appealing to his 
favor and asking for God’s presence to be with his people (Exod. 33:15). Moses clearly understands 
that if  God does not go with them, Israel’s history has come to an end.  

Moses then asks God: “Please show me your glory” (Exod. 33:18). God responds: “I will 
make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The LORD.’ And I 
will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show 
mercy” (Exod. 33:19). At this time God descends in a cloud before Moses and he proclaims the 
significance of  his name Yahweh, which is translated in English Bibles as LORD: 

The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 
in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving 
iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting 
the iniquity of  the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and 
the fourth generation. (Exod. 34:6-7) 

Hearing the proclamation of  the divine name, Moses bows down and worships Yahweh, who has 
revealed the character of  his name.  

This is the LORD God who has brought the creation into being. This is the God who has 
walked in the Garden of  Eden, who has clothed Adam and Eve, who has placed a protective mark 
on Cain, and who has warned Noah about the flood. This is the God who called Abraham when he 
was worshiping idols in Ur and brought him to a new country. This is the God who made promises 
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and now Moses discovers that the LORD God is merciful and 
gracious, so he bows down and worships him. This is, indeed, the posture of  all who have come to 
know the LORD God. The prophet Micah will later say of  Yahweh: “Who is a God like you, 
pardoning iniquity?” (Mic. 7:18). This is the one true God and it is to this God that Moses now 
speaks: “If  now I have found favor in your sight, O Lord, please let the Lord go in the midst of  
us.” Moses acknowledges that the people are “a stiff-necked people,” and so he asks God to 
“pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance” (Exod. 34:9). What is remarkable 
is that even though the Israelites have made a golden calf  and worshiped it, thereby forsaking the 
LORD, he does not destroy them—for the LORD is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exod. 34:6; cf. Neh. 9:16-19). We, too, bow down and 
worship before this God. 


