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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 15  Commentary  Exodus 19 - 23

Lesson 16  Questions        Exodus 24 - 31

THE COVENANT AT MT. SINAI

Exodus 19-23

I. INTERPRETING SCRIPTURE


There are, in the history of interpreting Scripture, as many as four right ways: (see CCC paragraphs 115 – 119)


1. Historical, or literal: the primary sense on which all depends


2. Prophetic: An Old Testament event foreshadows a New Testament fulfillment


3. Moral or spiritual sense: events and characters in a story correspond to elements in our own life.


This sense was most often preferred by St. Augustine. An example is “shepherds kept watch over their sheep”—we keep watch over our bodies, memories, faculties. Another example is one used by St. Ignatius and his Jesuits: Put yourself in an event of scripture: what does it mean for me?


4. Eschatological sense: a scene on earth foreshadows something in heavenly glory.


We shall see more and more uses of these four interpretations from now on. The historical, prophetic, and eschatological senses have been studied and discussed by both Jews and Christians in their official teachings, and have strong traditions and sometimes debates about them.


The moral or spiritual, however, often called the “devotional,” is always new because we differ, even within our own spiritual growth; our lives bring new situations; and history moves on.

II. ARRIVAL AT SINAI


A. The Israelites’ Camp (Exodus 19:1-2). The mountain called Sinai is named after an acacia tree called “seneh.” It is the same as Mt. Horeb in the Bible (both names are used) and has an elevation of 7,467 feet. Mt. Sinai is one among a number of barren heights that outcrop around narrow valleys, some very fertile. One or two of these are a mile or so wide, with ample room for a large number of people and their animals. At the foot one looks right up at the mountain which the modern Arabs call Jebel Musah and historians and scientists consider Mt. Sinai.


Moses knew this country well. He lived and worked there when he fled from Egypt as a young man, and married one of Jethro’s daughters. The Bible says he lived there “40 years.” By now, we realize that this number means a good number of years.


According to the Exodus count of the days of travel, from Passover Night to Moses going up to God, there were fifty days, which in Greek is “Pentecost.” The Israelites’ feast of Pentecost calls it the beginning of the Old Testament Church. Jesus chose the same fiftieth day for the birthday of the New Testament Church—the coming of the Holy Spirit to the Apostles and the 120 believers gathered there around them and Mary (John 1:17 and Acts 2:1).


Since Yahweh had appeared to Moses there in the burning bush, Moses went as soon as possible up to the top again. And God called him again, in a new and wonderful revelation of His plan for His people.


B. The Mosaic Covenant (Exodus 19:3-25). With tender words God asked for a covenant of the people with Himself. It is a mystery of the divine choice. An absolutely sovereign, all-powerful being in a self-offering to His creatures; wishing an agreement of fidelity with them! It was an astounding choice, made centuries before of one man. This covenant at this mountain top meeting of God with Moses, is the main event in the history of the Chosen People who gave knowledge of the true God to the world. All the Bible that is to come is filled with attempts and failures to live the agreement made here and accepted by the Chosen People. God and the people promised mutual love and fidelity. God raises these people to a “nation of priests,” calling all of them to participate in the sacrifices to be offered to Him in their name by specially appointed priests. But all in the nation are specially consecrated to God and participate by a share in the priesthood which offers worship to God through a sacrifice. God calls them “a holy nation.”


The Church teaches the same of each baptized Christian; and call Jesus’ Church “Holy Church.” We offer the Eucharist to God; the priest is taken from among us only to represent us as the one who stands at the altar with the official power to say what Jesus says and does there. We are unbelievably honored by God!


Covenants have been discovered in the last hundred years on clay tablets at excavated sites in the Near East. These were between a king or ruler and those he ruled. These imply a relationship of trust and fidelity to carry out whatever the king required. You’ll notice that God required the same of the Jews, and does of us. The earliest discovery was at Ur-Nammu, a Sumerian city-state in 2050 B.C. Nammu was the ruler of Ur. This, by the way, was the city from which Abraham’s father came. Ur is now known to have been an advanced civilization, and the city was extensive and well developed; these Sumerians discovered how to keep time, knew the path of the sun, moon, and stars, kept records in cuneiform, and built palaces. Abraham did not come from a desert!


Their loving God raised the once-slaves at hard labor to high levels. This covenant reveals what God wants them to become, and they quickly responded here: “We will do all that the Lord has said.” What self-confidence! They soon found their weakness, as we often do, after a “high” in spiritual life.


Why the dense cloud and the frightening atmosphere? These reveal the awesomeness of God. This theophany (Greek “theo”—God—and “phany”—manifestation, showing) expresses the intense solemnity and awe due the greatness of God. The strict cleanliness of garment, the abstinence, the limits on the area of the mountain, show what is His due; the thunder, lightening and trumpet blast blown by other than human breath, likewise reveal that the God of Moses, while a God of love, is also a God unequalled in majesty. This was necessary for these nomads in a heathen culture; but by Christ’s coming, we were given a different revelation. Read St. Paul’s contract in Hebrews 12:18-25.


Some scholars believe this was really a volcanic eruption, but others note that the people stationed themselves at the foot of the mountain—an unlikely thing if they were at the foot of a volcano. The Jerusalem Bible footnote and another commentary agree that the translation here—“thunder—could also mean in the original “voice.”

III. THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (Exodus 20:1-17)


In the cloud the Jews call the “Shekinah” (glory of God), Moses received what God required of the people. Earlier translations call them “The Ten Words.” Scholars believe they were much shorter in the beginning; probably like the 5th to the 8th. If the longer ones were additions, they were very ancient. See the same code in Deuteronomy 5:6-21. Here, verse 11 is expanded and a humanitarian reason added.


A. The First Commandment. The key to them all is the first, in which God expressly commands and reveals that He is the only God for them; earlier He could have been easily understood as a god among all the other gods that nations worshipped, but their god (Cf Exodus 15:11). Monotheism is clear here, practical. The fidelity asked by God reminds us of the mutual love and fidelity required by Christ in His teaching on Christian marriage, which is now called a “covenant relationship” by the Church. As with the Jewish and the Christian’s covenant with God, marriage covenants are often strained, failed, and renewed. Most faithful marriages that succeed in fidelity do so because both partners believe in the indissolubility of marriage according to God’s law here (6th Commandment).


God added in this first commandment that they were to make no image of Him, setting them off from the practices of all other religions. In Deuteronomy 4:15-16, we read after the same command: “You saw no form...” (when God gave the commandments). We recognize also that God and Moses fitted some of these laws to the necessities and times in which the people were then living. The Church recognized this anew in Vatican II with the decision to consider the society and culture of our times in setting up its expressions in liturgy, etc. so that laws and customs made for earlier times and reasons, which no longer were necessary, could not be an obstacle now. Jesus told the Jews: “Read the signs of the times” (they didn’t).


This long first commandment was separated into two, making what we called the second, the third. St. Augustine, by his time, accepted another old division, which we Catholics have used since. Protestants changed to the earlier, which makes our third their fourth, and so on. Another title for the Ten Commandments is the Greek “Decalogue.”


B. The Second. The second commandment (Catholic) regarding the Lord’s name and its use, was strictly kept by the Jews. Only the High Priest could pronounce God’s name, Yahweh, once a year. Another word for God was substituted, Adonai, which translates, Lord, in ordinary speech. The word we call “god” was, in Canaanite and early nations, the word “El” meaning the “top god.” Remember, in high school mythology, the Greeks’ name for El—Zeus, and the Romans—Jupiter. The “in vain” in the command meant in no evil or false ways such as curses or magical formulas, as pagans did. If God meant curses to be forbidden with His name, some Christians ought to think about their use of His name with “damn” which means the worst evil to happen to one.


C. The Third. The third commandment, as we have seen, has been given before, and although no rituals are added, as they will be later, reasons for the command are given here and in Deuteronomy: the importance of resting one day, for human beings and animals; and the memory of their own forced labor should make them considerate of their slaves.


These are the commands pertaining to God and His worship. The rest of chapter 20 after the decalogue repeats the theophany which frightened the people, and adds that they were to have no false gods, and that their altars must be of simple earth, not ornate like so many pagan altars with their false images representing gods. There is even a command not to have the many steps, which in the Egyptian short tunics, could be a problem for the priest ascending them, with the crowd below. Later, scholars think, this is one reason for the long tunics the Jewish priests were instructed to wear!


D. The Commandments Regarding the Neighbor. The commandments referring to the neighbor contain laws found in other covenants in the archeological “diggings.” Besides Ur-Nammu, the Lipit-Ishtar Code, that of Eshunna, and the Code of Hammurabi (the most famous) have been deciphered. The Hammurabi is now in the Louvre and, like others, contains laws regulating marriage, murder, parents, property, and legal suits with others. One important difference between the Hebrew Code in its moral and civil and penal laws, is that the pagan codes say, “If so and so does this, then...” and follows with a penalty to be given.


The Mosaic has two important differences: they are straight commands, “Thou shall not...” and breaking them is an offense not only to a fellow citizen or person, but to God, whose commands they are.



1. The Fourth Commandment. Of the duties to the neighbor, St. Paul pointed out in Ephesians 6:2, that the Fourth is the first commandment with a promise, and that it was for adults as well as children; it even includes a penalty. See (another word in Bible study for “see” is confer; abbreviated cf. before the passage) Exodus 21:17, Leviticus 20:9, and Deuteronomy 21:18-21.



2. The Fifth. The fifth establishes the sacredness of human life. The Jerome Biblical Commentary points out that this means by murder or homicide; killing in battle or by capital punishment is not an issue here. These were commanded in Deuteronomy 20:1-14 and Exodus 21:12-17 as necessary for the common good.



3. The Sixth to the Tenth. The sixth teaches the sanctity of marriage, which our secular society has rejected, except for loyal Christians; the seventh safeguards private property, and earlier commentators believed also forbade enslavement by force (robbing a person of his freedom) for personal use or for trade. The 8th forbids all false statements or unnecessary spreading of the sins of others in contact with you. The 9th and 10th forbid illicit desires, because they lead to actions against the 7th and 6th.


E. Importance of the Ten Commandments. Catholic theologians have always believed and the Church has taught that these apply to each Christian age. An American catechism (one among many drawn up since the Protestant Revolt, especially in Europe) has been judged, however, wanting in that these commandments were presented to children from an adult moral textbook used in the seminaries for training priests who needed detailed cases and situations well spelled out. Further, the catechism (the Baltimore Catechism which you and I grew up on and I taught for 20 years) in doing such a careful job on the Commandments omitted any scripture, and did not put Jesus as the central teacher for Christians, especially presenting the higher law He gave for us in the beatitudes and His command to love even our enemies. But the opposite situation has not been so good when, upon discovering this about the little catechism, lessons on the commandments were largely omitted in children’s upbringing. This is now being balanced better.


One other observation before going to Chapter 21. Somewhere in St. Augustine’s writing called “De Rudibus” in regard to teaching uneducated people. St. Augustine wrote that these should begin with the moral code of the Ten Commandments, but that Christian children and adults should be given the beatitudes as their moral code because Christ included statements from the Decalogue but then explained how He commanded a higher morality than that (cf. Jesus’ words in Mark 10:17-21).

IV. THE BOOK OF THE COVENANT: CIVIL AND RELIGIOUS LAWS (Exodus 21 - 23).


A. Regarding Persons. These laws that follow in Exodus 21-23 are found in other ancient codes that have been unearthed in our time, but are improved in the Mosaic Code. They were ancient natural laws of equity. Notice in Exodus 21:2 the time limit on slavery of a Hebrew, and the freedom ordered.



1. Slaves. A Hebrew was to be enslaved only through poverty, debt, or crime. The use of “Hebrew” here is a puzzle; usually it is “Israelite.” It might come from the term “Habiru,” an earlier people who were landless and sold or hired themselves to others. The cases when an Israelite man could be kept in slavery are carefully outlined. Our southern U.S.A. slavery contained no restrictions at all. The same care for the rights of Hebrew “maidservants” is shown (verse 7-11) and they could be redeemed; their rights are carefully stated.



2. Personal Injury. The death penalty is applied to willful murder or to striking a parent, but homicides are mitigated. Kidnapping, injuries to parents, pregnant women, slaves, or injuries by animals are all treated. The famous “law of talion” an “eye for an eye” (verse 23-25) was held by all primitive people, but for free men only. It still occurs in Eastern lands today, and even did in our Kentucky feuds. In Matthew 5:38-42, Our Lord corrected the Jews’ mistaking this civil law for a moral law, saying that His followers should cede their lawful rights for the sake of love of neighbor.


St. Paul taught that Christians should not take cases between themselves to pagan courts. Many examples of the success of Jesus’ teaching of love of neighbor as the best remedy for enmity and dissension are coming for the world-wide Catholic movement of Focolare.


B. Regarding Property (Exodus 21:33 - 22:30). If a house-owner kills a thief in the night, there is no blood-guilt, because the owner does not know if he is armed or will kill, but if in the day, when he can be more easily caught or seen, there is blood-guilt and requires restitution. The same law is found in the Assyrian civil code.


Damage to fields, houses, or animals are spelled out. These laws reflect a later time, when the Israelites were not in the desert, but in the Promised Land, on farms and in villages and cities.


Verses 15 to 30 that conclude Chapter 22 are an example of the “disarrangement” of topics, for they apply to persons and social laws and affairs between persons.


The case of the virgin seduced whom no one wanted to marry afterwards was a severe loss to a father financially, and to the family personally, so the seducer had to marry her, or, if the father refused, pay the bride price (mohar).


Exodus 22:21-23 defends widows; Isaiah reprimands those who break it in 1:17. The prophet Micah reproves in his day the breaking of verses 26-27 (Micah 2:10). St. Paul is accused of breaking verse 27 and apologizes for ignorance of who the high priest was in Acts 23:5. The taking of interest from the poor was cited by Shylock in The Merchant of Venice as a hated Christian practice which Jews avoided.


In Exodus 23:4-5, Jesus remembers it being observed in His day and reminds those who accuse Him of breaking the Sabbath by helping an afflicted person, that they did that for animals on the Sabbath.


C. Religious Laws (Exodus 23:10-19). The year of rest for the fields in verse 11 is wise agriculturally and is humanitarian; Leviticus 25:4 gives it as a “Sabbath year for the Lord”—a religious reason. For the poor, it was a boon, what what about the other six years? Nehemiah 10:32 recalls it.


The cultic feasts are commanded here for the first time, but, as we noted, are of long custom in the area. The ones mentioned in Exodus are those later called Passover (Pasch), Pentecost, and Tabernacles. Their agricultural character may come from the largest tribes of Dan and Napthali. Verse 19b was a puzzle until the discovery of a Canaanite document, “Ras Shamri”—a cultic feast of theirs, and so forbidden to the Jews.


D. Warnings and Promises (Exodus 23:20-33). These were a preparation for the entry into Canaan. The three promises from God were to send an angel, “to guard you,” to send fear into their enemies and a plague (hornets) on their enemies, plus an expansion to the Mediterranean and the Euphrates.

V. CONCLUSION


The Israelites became a nation through this covenant with God. It was the strongest force in their history and has endured only because of the covenant. Their whole security came from God’s love and continued attention and loyalty. In Exodus 3:15, God’s promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were repeated. In Leviticus 26:9-13, God promised to ever be in their midst and never to disdain them. A third strength and security was that this covenant was based on a historical fact, not only a system of thought like Socrates’. Another strength was that it produced law and was dependent on their responsibility. God is in control and is consistent; He can and did work out His purposes for them. We Christians have even more loving deeds, more sublime gifts and promises. Our happiness depends on our own responsibility to God for such favors, and our confidence in Jesus’ words to the Apostles after His resurrection: “I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20).

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 16

Exodus 24 - 31

Day 1

Read the Notes and the Biblical Texts given.

  

In a sentence or two, write what helped you or interested you.

Day 2

Read Exodus 24 for the story line. Then read Exodus 24:5-8, Leviticus 1:1-9, Matthew 26:26-29.


a.
What do these three passages have in common?


b.
How is the New Testament offering like that of the Old Testament? How is it different?

Day 3

Reread Exodus 24, then read 1 Kings 19:1-8 and Matthew 4:1-2.


a.
What do these three passages have in common.


b.
What Catholic practice reflects them?

Day 4

Read Exodus 25 and 26. Then focus on Exodus 25:8 and 25:22.



What does all this mean to us?

Day 5

Read Exodus 27-28. Then focus on Exodus 28:9 and 36-39.



What does this say of the role of the priest?

Day 6

Read Exodus 29.


a.
What do you see as the most important verses of this chapter.


b.
How do they address your own life?
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