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BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES: COMMENT 

 

Public Broadcasting Service 

 Cannot Bury The Bible! 
 

J. M. Kinnebrew, Ph.D. 

Vice President for Academics 

 
Dr. Kinnebrew offers a helpful analysis of the kind of  

subtle threats to the Word of God which Christians  

ÍÈÊÌɯÐÕɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÊàÕÐÊÈl and anti-biblical world. 

 

Churches around the world who participate in the Southern Baptist 

"ÖÕÝÌÕÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÈÕÕÜÈÓɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯ!ÐÉÓÌɯ2ÛÜËàɯÞÐÓÓɯÉÌɯÚÛÜËàÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÖÒɯÖÍɯ$ßÖËÜÚɯÐÕɯ

2009.  Thanks to our tax dollars at work, those leading the studies are apt to have 

an added challenge. Why?  Because the taxpayer-funded Public Broadcasting 

System recently debuted a two-hour Nova special called 3ÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌɀÚɯ!ÜÙÐÌËɯ

Secrets that, among other things, floated the ideas that: 

 

¶ The patriarchs of Israel may have never existed 

¶ The so-called Israelites were really Canaanites 

¶ The exodus as depicted in the Bible never happened 

¶ ,ÖÚÌÚɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÈɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙ 

¶ The so-ÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁ!ÖÖÒÚɯÖÍɯ,ÖÚÌÚɂɯÞÌÙÌɯÈÊÛÜÈÓÓàɯÊÖÔ×ÐÓÌËɯÔÈÕàɯÊÌÕÛÜÙÐÌÚɯ

after the supposed events they recount 

¶ Exodus was written by multiple authors, none of them Moses (who 

ËÐËÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛȺ 

¶ And all of the above is settled fact upon which all intelligent scholars 

agree1 

 

William Dever, one of the featured archaeologists on the program, said that the 

PBS Nova special was ɁËÌÚÐÎÕÌË for intelligent people . . . who want to read the Bible 

                                                 
1
 Details given throughout the programôs website: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/bible/apsell.html  

The program can be viewed online at: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/bible/program.html  
 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/bible/apsell.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/bible/program.html
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ÐÕɯÈɯÔÖËÌÙÕɯÞÈàȭɂ 2  One would hope that every pastor leading a Bible Study in 

his church would want to be  intelligent about the matter and take into account 

any pertinent modern knowledge.  Must such a pastor reject the main narrative in 

the book of Exodus, negating the heart of Old Testament history and the very 

event that brought about the birth of Israel?  

 

According to Dever, a self-proclaimed atheist, the answer to that question would 

be yes: Ɂ(Í we insist on reading the Bible literally, in 25 years nobody will read it any 

longer."3  The truth, however, is just the opposite.  If the Bible is a work of fiction 

without historical credibility, we can find more enjoyable works by Tom Clancy 

or John GrÐÚÏÈÔȭɯɯ ÚɯÈɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÖÍɯÍÈÊÛȮɯÛÏÌɯËÈàÚɯÞÏÌÕɯɁÕÖÉÖËàɯÞÐÓÓɯÙÌÈËɯÐÛɂɯÚÌÌÔɯ

to have already come upon us; and the reason is clear:  it is because one-sided 

presentations like this PBS production have convinced the general public that all 

experts are in agreement that the Bible is full of myth, legend, and factual error.  

 

One expert not featured on the program is Dr. Paul Maier, Professor of Ancient 

History at Western Michigan University.  In a privately -funded television special 

produced by Coral Ridge Ministries , Maier had this to say regarding the PBS 

assertions: 

  

There is absolutely no evidence against the patriarchs, Abraham, 

Isaac, Jacob--not at all.  If there were positive evidence . . . the 

whole historicity of the Genesis account would be called into 

question, and it would be a fair subject for argumentation.   But 

there is nothing like that found at all. 4 

  

According to Maier, one might safely trust the Bible, but not this PBS special: 

  

Clearly, the Nova special on PBS is one-sided.  It presents only the 

evidence which opposes the biblical record, which claims that 

Abraham never existed, his wife Sarah never existed, the 

                                                 
2
 William Dever, quoted by Hal Boedeker in"ôBible's Buried Secretsô from PBS' óNovaô Likely to 

Stir Controversy with Its Look at Good Book's Authorshipò found online November 26, 2008 at 
http://blogs.orlandosentinel.com/entertainment_tv_tvblog/2008/07/bibles-buried-s.html.  
 
3
 Ibid. 

 
4
 Paul Maier, quoted in ñôAll Skeptics All the Timeò found online November 26, 2008 at: 

http://www.coralridge.org/equip/l2dew/learn_2_discern.aspx?id=L2D084618&mediaID=L2D08461
8&title=All+Skeptics+All+the+Time  
 

http://blogs.orlandosentinel.com/entertainment_tv_tvblog/2008/07/bibles-buried-s.html
http://www.coralridge.org/equip/l2dew/learn_2_discern.aspx?id=L2D084618&mediaID=L2D084618&title=All+Skeptics+All+the+Time
http://www.coralridge.org/equip/l2dew/learn_2_discern.aspx?id=L2D084618&mediaID=L2D084618&title=All+Skeptics+All+the+Time


Journal for Biblical Ministries                                                  Luther Rice  Seminary / University           5 

 

patriarchs, Isaac, Jacob never existed.... and so on into the night.  

This is, frankly, ridiculous in terms of the evidence. 5 

 

And what i s the evidence?  Perhaps it is best summarized in the following 

four -point bullet list:  

¶   

¶   

¶   

¶  

6ÏÈÛȳɯɯ8ÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÚÌÌɯÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÓÐÚÛȳɯɯ$ßÈÊÛÓàȵɯɯ ÕËɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÓàɯ

ÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯɁÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌɂɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÕàÖÕÌɯÊÈÕɯÈÙÙÈàɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÌɯÛÏÌɯnon-existence of 

something.  So ÞÏÌÕɯÈÚÚÌÙÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÙÌɯÔÈËÌɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÖɯÌßÖËÜÚɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯ

$Îà×ÛɂɯÖÙɯɁÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÖɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÛÌɯÓÌÈËÌÙɯÕÈÔÌËɯ,ÖÚÌÚȮɂɯÞÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÓËɯ

declarer means is that, apart from the Bible, there are no known records of 

such an event or person. 

 

The obvious problem with su ch an argument is the factɭacknowledged 

even by scholars like Deverɭthat the Bible has proven itself to be a very 

credible historical witness in its own right.  Dever, known in the field of 

biblical archaeology as a maximalist (as opposed to a minimalist), credits 

the Bible with giving a generally reliable framework of the history of 

Israel.  So, if a generally dependable witness bears testimony to an event, 

how damaging is it that no other witnesses can be found 3500 years later?  

Shall we impugn the one w itness we have (a witness we have found to be 

trustworthy time and time again) simply because he is the only one telling 

us the story? 

 

There are plausible reasons not to expect extra-biblical accounts of the 

exodus.  Ancient Near Eastern records of such events were usually written 

to celebrate the victories of generals and kings.  The plagues on Egypt and 

the consequent exodus were components of a most humiliating defeat for 

Egypt.  That Israel, the victor nation, would keep a record is 

understandable; but why should Egyptians commemorate such a thing?  

 

 ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÞÖÙÛÏàɯÖÍɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÈÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ6ÏÌÕɯÖÕÌɯÚ×ÌÈÒÚɯÖÍɯɁÛÏÌɯ

ÉÐÉÓÐÊÈÓɯÞÐÛÕÌÚÚȮɂɯÏÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÚ×ÌÈÒÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÑÜÚÛɯÖÕÌɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ

Bible is not just one book; it is a mini-library of books.  The exodus is 

                                                 
5
 Ibid. 
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mentioned multiple times in the Bible by a diverse group of authors, so a 

ÚÞÌÌ×ÐÕÎɯËÐÚÔÐÚÚÈÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌɀÚɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɯÐÚɯÈÕɯÜÕØÜÈÓÐÍÐÌËɯËÐÚÔÐÚÚÈÓɯÖÍɯ

a great group of evidence.6  Of interest especially to those who claim to 

follow Jesus, is His apparent confidence in all of the Old Testament record 

and His institution of the Passover meal (from Exodus 12) as the new 

ÖÙËÐÕÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÙÌÔÌÔÉÙÈÕÊÌɯÞÌɯÊÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɀÚɯ2Ü××ÌÙȭ 

   

The motive for dismissing the biblical witness is not because the Bible has 

shown itself to be untrustworthy.  The problem is one of presuppositions.  

The Bible is decidedly theistic.  Its authors assume the truth that there is a 

God; and if there is a God, splitting the Red Sea, calling water out of a 

rock, providing a nation w ith bread from Heaven, and any number of 

other miraculous things areɭthough very remarkable ɭquite plausible.   

 

3ÏÈÛȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌɀÚɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÚɯÚÛÈÕËȭɯɯ3ÏÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌàɯÔÐÎÏÛɯ

use the Bible to locate geographical sites or gain light on social customs or 

political alliances, when their witness begins to speak of things that an 

anti-theistic worldview rules out, they suddenly quit trusting the 

document that has in every other way been helpful.  Though such critics 

seek to lay claim to scientific objectivity, such a claim is false.  It is their 

ÚÜÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÉÐÈÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÓÌÈËÚɯÛÏÌÔɯÛÖɯÙÌÑÌÊÛɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌɀÚɯÚÛÖÙàȭ 

 

Here are some things to keep in mind when you or your parishioners are 

troubled by presentations like the PBS special: 

 

¶ Conclusions regarding the Bible are based on worldview 

presuppositions. The most pertinent worldviews are atheism and 

theism, and they lead to opposite conclusions. 

¶ Theism is an internally consistent and philosophically viable 

worldview held by the majority of humanity and ably defen ded by 

many scholars. 

¶ The documentary hypothesis that denies Mosaic authorship to the 

Pentateuch springs from an anti-supernatural bias and has been 

                                                 
6
 The exodus is mentioned, for example, in Lev 11.45, Dt 5.15, Jud 19.30, 1 Ki 6.1, Jer 7.25, Acts 

7.36 and is alluded to in several others.   
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adequately refuted by world -class scholars like Robert Dick Wilson, 

O.T. Allis, Edward J. Young, Gleason Archer, and many others.7 

¶ Archeologists discover raw data; they invent explanations.  Multiple 

plausible interpretations can be given to any single find, and the 

ÖÕÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÈÊÊÌ×ÛÌËɯÐÚɯÓÐÒÌÓàɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌËɯÉàɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÞÖÙÓËÝÐÌÞȭ 

¶ Whenever someone implies that all scholars agree on any 

interpretation of archaeological evidence , (or on almost anything 

else for that matter) that person is either ignorant of the world of 

scholarship or deliberately dishonest. 

¶ The absence of evidence is NOT evidence of absenceɭfor a long time 

there was no extra-biblical evidence for the Hittite nation.  The 

ɁÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÓàɯÊÖÕÚÌÕÚÜÚɂɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÉÐÉÓÐÊÈÓɯÍÈÐÙàɯÛÈÓÌɭ

until archaeologists uncovered the ruins of the Hittite empire and 

found that it was one of the mightiest in the An cient Near East.  

History is replete with the embarrassed adjustments that had to be 

ÔÈËÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯɁÈÚÚÜÙÌËɯÙÌÚÜÓÛÚɯÖÍɯÔÖËÌÙÕɯÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÚÏÐ×ɂɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ

ÈÙÊÏÈÌÖÓÖÎÐÚÛɀÚɯÚ×ÈËÌɯÏÈÚɯÙÜÕɯÛÖɯÊÈÛÊÏɯÜ×ɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖ×ÏÌÛɀÚɯ×ÌÕȵ8 

¶ The Bible itself is a historical document, often offering an 

eyewitness account of the events about which it tells.  The fact that 

it recounts supernatural acts does not disqualify its testimony 

unless one can prove that there is no God (a logically impossible 

task). 

¶ Jesus, whose testimony is affirmed by the prophecies that foretold 

His coming, the miracles performed when He came, and the 

resurrection of His once dead body, believed the whole Old 

Testament and told His followers to do the same. 

 

Sadly, 3ÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌɀÚɯ!ÜÙÐÌËɯ2ÌÊÙÌÛÚ will not be the last challenge mainstream 

media hands biblical orthodoxy.  Like clockwork every Christmas and 

Easter, and randomly throughout the year, TV specials, newsmagazine 

                                                 
7
 For an accessible and good summary of the hypothesis and an evangelical refutation, see 

Gleason L. Archer, Jr., A Survey of Old Testament Introduction (Chicago: Moody Press, 1964), 
73-165. 
 
8
 Cf. Eugene H. Merrill, An Historical Survey of the Old Testament (Nutley, NJ: The Craig Press, 

1966), 19-23. 
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cover stories, and ɁÔÖÊÒÜÔÌÕÛÈÙàɂɯÔÖÝÐÌÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÌɯÛÖɯÈÚÚÈÜÓÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÐÛÏɯ

with one -sided propagandÈɯÈÕËɯÈɯɁÚÛÈÊÒÌËɯËÌÊÒɂɯÖÍɯɁÌß×ÌÙÛÚɂɯÎÐÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ

impression that their view of things is the only one accepted by those in 

ÛÏÌɯÒÕÖÞȭɯɯ!ÜÛɯÕÖÞɯàÖÜɀÙÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÒÕÖÞȮɯÈÕËɯàÖÜɯÒÕÖÞɯÉÌÛÛÌÙȵɯɯɯɯ 
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UNDERSTANDING THE SINAITIC COVENANTS  

David Mapes, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor of Theology 

Chairman:  Theology Department  

Luther Rice University  

 

Dr. Mapes presents an expository analysis of  

the Sinaitic Covenant 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 Two basic types of covenants exist in the Bible: those between men and 

those between God and man. The thrust of this paper will be restricted to 

covenants between God and man.  Even within this category of covenants 

diversity exists.  Several covenants fall into the category where God works on 

behalf of the particular party named in the covenant.  In  the Noahic covenant, 

God works on behalf of Noah and all creation.  God covenants with Noah that he 

would not destroy the earth again with a flood.  In the Abrahamic covenant, God 

works on behalf of Abraham and promises to make of Abraham a great nation 

and to provide salvation through the seed, Jesus Christ.  In the Davidic covenant 

God works on the behalf of David to build him a house or dynasty which would 

last forever. 

 The other type of covenant which God enters into with mankind is of a 

distinctly di fferent nature than the grant type covenants of Abraham and David.  

This distinctly different covenant has three names and is known as the Sinaitic 

covenant, the Mosaic covenant, or the Law covenant.  The different names 

describe the different aspects of this covenant.  The covenant was established at 

Mount Sinai hence the name Sinaitic covenant.  The mediator of the covenant 

was Moses so; therefore, the covenant is also called the Mosaic covenant.  The 
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covenant falls into the category of a law-type covenant which results in the name 

Law covenant.  Whatever name a person chooses to call the covenant, is not as 

important as the distinct nature of the covenant.  The purpose of this paper will 

be to outline these distinctions. 

 Definition of a covenant.  A covenant of which God is the originator may be 

defined as God doing something special for a person or a group of people that he 

is not doing for the rest of the world.  This definition of covenant raises two 

×ÖÐÕÛÚȭɯɯ%ÐÙÚÛȮɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËɯÖÝÌÙɯÞÏÐÊh he rules.  His authority as 

king then extends to every nation and every individual within that nation.  The 

Lord God has the right to rule and He does rule over mankind.  This principle is 

found throughout the Bible from Genesis to Revelation.  The first  law recorded in 

the Bible is found in Genesis 2:17.  God issues a kingly command to Adam 

prohibiting him from eating of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  

Failure to comply with the command of the Sovereign King would result in the 

punishment of  death.  From Adam onwards, God has continued to rule over his 

ÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÉÈÚÌËɯÜ×ÖÕɯÓÈÞȭɯɯ/ÚÈÓÔÚɯƘƛȯƖɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯɁ'ÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÒÐÕÎɯÖÝÌÙɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ

ÌÈÙÛÏɯȹ*)5Ⱥȭɂɯɯ#ÈÕÐÌÓɯƘȯƕƛɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯ'ÐÎÏɯÙÜÓÌÛÏɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÖÍɯ

ÔÌÕȭɂɯɯ3ÏÈÛɯÐÚȮɯÕÖɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÞÏÈÛɯÒind of governmental structure man has establish 

to rule himself, that government is still under the Lordship of God Almighty.  

&ÖËɀÚɯÙÜÓÌɯÖÝÌÙɯ'ÐÚɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÈÕËɯÌÝÌÙàɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯ'ÐÚɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÐÚɯÉÈÚÌËɯ

upon the rule of law.  The most High has given absolute standards of law to His 

kingdom which God expects all subjects at all times and in all places to obey.  

The Old Testament Hittite Empire was just as much under the rule of God as is 

the nation of Iran today.  The Lord God expects every person in His ki ngdom to 

be in submission to the absolute principles of law which He has established. 

 Second, the Lord enters into certain covenants with certain people in 

which he will do something for those covenant people that is in addition to the 
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general rule of God over the world.  Each covenant stands alone.  Obviously, 

what God is doing in the covenants is fulfilling a single overall plan which God 

has determined for his Kingdom.  But, each covenant, standing alone, fulfills a 

specific part of the overall plan of God.  Since this paper is dealing specifically 

with the Sinaitic covenant 1, the purpose of the Sinaitic covenant is to establish the 

ÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯÈÚɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÙÌÎÜÓÈÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÏÈÝÐÖÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÛÌÚɯÐÕɯ

the land so that they demonstrate to the world the blessedness of having God as 

their Lord.  

 Parties of the covenant.  The covenants that God makes with man have 

Ú×ÌÊÐÍÐÊɯ×ÈÙÛÐÌÚȭɯɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯɁlegaleseɂɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯËÈàɯ&ÖËɯÐÚɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÛÏÌɯɁ×ÈÙÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ

×ÈÙÛȭɂɯɯ3ÏÌɯɁ×ÈÙÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯ×ÈÙÛɂɯÝÈÙÐÌÚɯÞÐth each covenant depending on 

the purposes of God.  Again, since this paper deals specifically with the Sinaitic 

covenant, the party of the second part for this covenant is Israel.  This means that 

the terms of this stand alone covenant are for Israel only.  The party of the second 

part cannot be broadened out to encompass other Gentile nations or saved 

people.  God is doing something special for Israel which he is not doing for the 

rest of the world.  

 Covenants are complete units.  Covenants in the Bible should be understood 

as a unity of parts.  A familiar example would be to consider an automobile.  A 

car is made up of many parts such as a steering wheel, a front seat, tires and 

other parts.  Each part of the car is made particularly for the specific automobile 

in which it is placed.  These parts working together give the automobile its 

function.  The design of the car demands specific parts that were tailor-made to 

                                                 
1
The Sinaitic covenant is also known as the Mosaic covenant or the Law 

covenant.  One name is not better than another name.  Law covenant describes the nature 

of the covenant.  Mosaic covenant emphasizes the role of Moses as the mediator of the 

covenant.  Sinaitic covenant emphasizes the place where the covenant was made.  For 

consistency sake, this paper will use ñSinaitic covenantò as the name for this covenant. 
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make a complete unit.  So also, while the Sinaitic covenant may contain parts 

such as a preamble, stipulations (laws), or a section of curses and blessings; these 

parts all form one covenant.  The covenant with all its parts was designed to 

regulate the behavior of the nation of Israel in the land.  

 A corollary to the unity of the covenant is no  part of the covenant may be 

separated from the covenant in which it belongs.  The indivisible unity of the 

covenant means that a part removed from its covenant has no meaning.  

Removing a part from its covenant would be analogous to removing the front 

seat from its automobile.  The front seat by itself cannot get you around town.  A 

part by itself has no function.  Likewise, a part removed from the covenant has 

no value or meaning in any other context.  

 Often times the hood of the Sinaitic covenant is raised and the engine of 

law is pulled from the covenant and is forced to fit into the new covenant.  To get 

the engine of the Sinaitic covenant law to fit into the new covenant car requires 

serious adjustments.  The laws pertaining to the sacrificial system need to be 

chiseled off if it is going to fit into the new covenant.  Justification for removing 

the sacrificial system of the Sinaitic covenant law is based on the finished work of 

Christ.  The laws pertaining to Israel living in the land (i.e. laws that r egulate 

Israel as a nation) also need to go.  These laws include such things as removing 

bird nest from the middle of the road, not wearing garments of mixed fabrics, 

building battlements around rooftops, and all the civil laws which meet out 

punishment fo r stealing, adultery, and such like crimes.  After stripping off two -

thirds of the Sinaitic covenant law, the remainder still fits awkwardly into the 

new covenant and needs more revision.  The question of the Sabbath is one of the 

awkward, sticky points.  As it turns out, all the time the Sinaitic covenant law 

was being trimmed and forced into the new covenant it was unnecessary because 

the new covenant had it own law that was designed specifically for the new 
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covenant.  New covenant law regulates the behavior of saved individuals in 

whatever  nation they happen to live.  

 

THE NATURE OF THE SINAITIC COVENANT  

 The Likeness of the Sinaitic Covenant to the Suzerain-Vassal Treaty.  Those who 

have become familiar with Ancient Near Eastern literature have discovered  that 

the Sinaitic covenant has a one to one correspondence to a treaty known as a 

Suzerain-Vassal treaty.  During the time of the Hittite empire (approximately 

1800-1200 BC), the powerful Hittite kings instead of conquering the surrounding 

nations decided to enter into a treaty with the kings of the weaker nations.  The 

Hittite king drew up an agreement which stated that he would be king over the 

weaker nation and the king of the weaker nation would be the vassal (servant) of 

the Hittite king.  Bryce summa rized the essence of the Hittite vassal treaty as 

ÍÖÓÓÖÞÚȮɯɁ5ÈÚÚÈÓɯÛÙÌÈÛÐÌÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛÚȮɯÕÖÛɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÞÖɯÚÛÈÛÌÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÞÖɯ

people--the Hittite king and the vassal ruler.  They were not bilateral agreements.  

Rather, they were imposed unilaterally by the king.  Their terms and conditions 

were drawn up by the former and accepted on oath by the latter, whose 

appointment was either made or approved by the king.  The individual nature of 

the contract was emphasized by the fact that a new treaty had to be drawn up 

ÞÏÌÕÌÝÌÙɯÈɯÕÌÞɯ'ÐÛÛÐÛÌɯÒÐÕÎɯÖÙɯÕÌÞɯÝÈÚÚÈÓɯÙÜÓÌÙɯÊÈÔÌɯÛÖɯ×ÖÞÌÙȭɂ2 

 &ÌÖÙÎÌɯ$ȭɯ,ÌÕËÌÕÏÈÓÓɀÚɯÊÓÈÚÚÐÊɯÞÖÙÒɯËÌÔÖÕÚÛÙÈÛÌËɯÚÐßɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Hittite treaty: preamble, historical prologue, stipulations, provisions for its 

deposition in the Temple, publ ic readings informing all people of every 

generation of its content, and invocation of divine witness who would either 

                                                 
2
Trevor Bryce, The Kingdom of the Hittites (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), 51. 
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bless or curse the people.3  From the narrative account of the Sinaitic covenant-

making process in Exodus4 (with parts in Lev and Deut), Mendenhall identified 

the six elements of the Suzerain-Vassal treaty in the Sinaitic Covenant.  The 

preamble identifying God as the speaker is found in Exodus 20:1.  The historical 

prologue describing the benevolent deeds done by God on behalf of Israel is in 

Exodus 20:2.  The stipulations beginning with the decalogue and ending with the 

specific legal requirements are found in Exodus 20:3-23:33.  The first public 

reading that occurred was recorded in Exodus 24:7.  Exodus 25:16,21 describe the 

deposition of  the testimony or the Book of the Covenant in the ark after its 

completion.  

 Noticeably missing from Exodus 20 -24 is the mention of the curse/blessing 

section contained in the Book of the Covenant.  These are found in Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy.  Curses and blessings were present in the treaty as evidenced by 

Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 27-28.  Eugene H. Merrill, professor of Old 

Testament Studies at Dallas Theological Seminary, acknowledged that though 

Exodus 19-24 does not contain a curse and blessing section, they were part of the 

covenant.  He asserted that the curses and blessings found in Leviticus 26 were 

an integral part of the Sinaitic Covenant based upon the statement found in 

+ÌÝÐÛÐÊÜÚɯƖƚȯƖƚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÙÌÈËÚȯɯɁ3ÏÌÚÌɯÈÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÜÛÌÚɯÈÕËɯÑÜËÎÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÕËɯÓaws, 

which the Lord made between him and the children of Israel in the mount Sinai 

                                                 
3
George E. Mendenhall, Law and Covenant in Israel and the Ancient Near East 

(Pittsburgh, PA: Biblical Colloquium, 1955), 32-34.  See also Delbert R. Hillers, 

Covenant: The History of the Biblical Idea (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1969), 49, 65. 

4
It is important to make a clear distinction between Exodus 20-24 which is a 

narrative description of the covenant-making process and the actual covenant document 

itself which is called the testimony (a.k.a. Book of the CovenantïEx 24:7) in Exodus 25.  

Exodus 20-24 is not the covenant document nor is it a complete description of the 

contents of the covenant.  It simply tells the reader about the Book of the Covenantïthe 

real covenant document. 
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ÉàɯÛÏÌɯÏÈÕËɯÖÍɯ,ÖÚÌÚȭɂ5   The curses and blessing of Leviticus 26 were clearly 

given by God to Moses on the mountain (i.e. when the covenant was being made 

in Ex 20-24).  The curse and blessing section of the Sinaitic covenant is also seen 

ÐÕɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯ,ÖÚÌÚɀɯÚÌÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÍÈÙÌÞÌÓÓɯÈËËÙÌÚÚÌÚɯÐÕɯ#ÌÜÛÌÙÖÕÖÔàɯƖƛ-28. 

 The Suzerain-Vassal-like nature of the Sinaitic covenant left no doubt in 

the minds of the Israelites that this covenant agreement meant that the Lord was 

their Suzerain (overlord) and they were His vassals (servants).  As servants, they 

no longer had the right to do as they please, but their purpose was now to do 

what their Lord pleased.  In return for faithful service, th e Lord would bless 

them according to the terms of the covenant.  Should the vassal decide to rebel 

against their Lord, the covenant (book of the law) contained the terms of their 

punishment in the curse section. 

 Purpose of the Covenant.  At the time the Lord delivered Israel from 

Egyptian bondage the nations of the world were in rebellion against the rule of 

God.  God brought Israel out of Egypt and bore them on eagles wings so that the 

people of Israel, as a nation of priests to the rest of the world, would show to the 

disobedient world what it meant to live righteously.   In order for Israel to 

function as a model of righteousness, God gave Israel absolute standards (law) 

by which they were to live.  By this the rest of the world would know what godly 

liv ing was.  The Sinaitic law covenant regulated the behavior of Israel as a 

ÕÈÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ)ÖÕɯ+ÌÝÌÕÚÖÕɯÞÙÖÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ2ÐÕÈÐÛÐÊɯ"ÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯɁÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ

ÉÈÚÐÚɯÍÖÙɯÓÈÞɯÈÕËɯÔÖÙÈÓÐÛàɯÐÕɯÈɯÞÏÖÓÌɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàȭɂ6 

                                                 
5
Eugene H. Merrill, ñA Theology of the Pentateuch,ò in A Biblical Theology of 

the Old Testament, ed. Roy B. Zuck (Chicago: Moody, 1991), 35. 

6
Jon D. Levenson, ñThe Davidic Covenant and Its Modern Interpreters,ò Catholic 

Biblical Quarterly 41 (1979): 215. 
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 Interestingly enough, the law which God gave to Israe l was not made 

especially for Israel.  Just the opposite was the case.  The law given to Israel was 

what God expected from all the subjects of His kingdom.  Paul makes this point 

in his letter to the Romans.  In chapter one, Paul makes the case that Gentiles are 

sinners.  This was not a revelation to the Jews who believed firmly in the 

depravity of Gentiles.  In chapter two, Paul then begins to turn the table and 

proves that Jews are sinners just like the Gentiles.  To a Jew, who was a member 

of the Sinaitic covenant, it was unthinkable that they could be sinners just like the 

Gentiles.  But Paul stated that as many as sinned without the law (Gentiles who 

were not in the Sinaitic covenant) would be eternally lost as well as those who 

sinned in the law (Jews within the Sinaitic covenant) would eternally perish.  

Covenant membership could not save anyone.  Jews who were sinners needed 

Christ just like the Gentiles.  Paul declared that the Gentiles who were not 

members of the Sinaitic covenant (those who have not the lawɬvs14) did the 

same things as the Jews who did have the privilege of membership in the law 

covenant.  The reason for this, Paul stated, was because the unsaved Gentiles had 

the work of the law written on their hearts (vs 15).  While the Lord God e xpected 

the same behavior from all the subjects in His kingdom, Israel was chosen by 

God to demonstrate godly behavior to a rebellious world and as a covenant party 

they must obey. 

 Membership in the Covenant.  Membership in the Sinaitic Covenant was 

determined primarily by birth.  Every Israelite born was a member of the 

covenant.  In addition, those who were slaves in Israel or those who came to live 

within the borders of Israel could become members of the Sinaitic covenant.  

Unlike the Abrahamic covenant , an expression of faith in Christ was not a 

necessary prerequisite for covenant membership.  Those within the Sinaitic 

Covenant may have been saved or unsaved.  Scripture gives many examples of 
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unbelieving Israelites within the Sinaitic Covenant.  Ahab an d other wicked 

kings, Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, to name a few, were all members of the 

Sinaitic Covenant.  Members of the Sinaitic Covenant could be unbelievers since 

the terms or stipulations of the covenant only regulated the behavior of its 

people, much like the laws of a nation regulate the conduct of its citizens.  The 

Sinaitic Covenant did not have to be taken by faith, but it did have to be taken as 

reality.  

 The nature of this relationship between God and His people was carried 

on outside the realm of faith in the temporal sphere.  God was the covenanted 

Lord over Israel and the Israelites were his special subjects.7  There were literal 

boundaries around this physical nation and the covenant stipulations 

(Decalogue, ceremonial, and civil) addressed the physical behavior of his people. 

 Unconditional Nature of the Covenant.  While the Sinaitic Covenant 

contained terms of obedience or stipulations (which is the nature of a Suzerain 

type treaty), the Sinaitic Covenant was unconditional with respect to i ts duration 

ȹÍÙÖÔɯ,ÖÚÌÚɯÛÖɯ"ÏÙÐÚÛȺȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ2ÊÙÐ×ÛÜÙÌɯÙÌÊÖÙËÚɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËȮɯɁ ÕËɯàÌÛɯ

for all that, when they be in the land of their enemies, I will not cast them away, 

neither will I abhor them, to destroy them utterly, and to break my covenant 

with  ÛÏÌÔȯɯÍÖÙɯ(ɯÈÔɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ&ÖËɂɯȻ+ÌÝȭɯƖƚȯƘƘɯ*)5ȰɯÚÌÌɯÈÓÚÖɯƕɯ2ÈÔȭɯƕƖȯƕƖȮɯ

22]. 

 Significantly, this verse is found in the curse section of the covenant.  

Embedded within the treaty -type covenant that God made with Israel was His 

promise that He would nev er break His covenant with them no matter how 

                                                 
7
The covenant reaffirmation of 1 Sam. 12 insured that Israel knew that both they 

and their kings were subject to the Lord according to the Sinaitic stipulations.  See J. 

Robert Vannoy, Covenant Renewal at Gilgal: A Study of 1 Samuel 11:14-12:25 (Cherry 

Hill, NJ: Mack Publishing, 1978), 179-82. 
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disobedient they were.8  That God recognized the covenant stipulations all 

through the Old Testament and treated His people accordingly bears this out. 9 

 The Suzerain treaty basis of the Sinaitic Covenant implied that obligations 

were imposed upon the vassal, Israel, which they had to meet in order to satisfy 

their overlord.  The response of the people in Exodus 19 demonstrated that 

obedience was a vital part of the covenant.  The blessings of the covenant would 

be poured out on obedient Israel and the curses upon disobedient Israel.  

Believing that the Sinaitic Covenant was ultimately unconditional, Nicholson 

ÊÖÕÛÌÕËÌËȮɯɁ6ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÐÚɯÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯÞÈÚɯÎÖÐÕÎɯ

to be blessed or cursed.  3ÏÐÚɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÈÚɯÉÈÚÌËɯÜ×ÖÕɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯ

obedience.  God builds in a permanent tension.  Israel was chosen not because of 

ÈÕàɯÞÖÙÛÏɯÖÕɯÏÌÙɯ×ÈÙÛȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÙÌÚÜÓÛÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÚÖÝÌÙÌÐÎÕɯÌÓÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

Israel prior to any act of worth on the par t of the recipient.  Yet, the blessings will 

ÉÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÎÌÕÛɯÜ×ÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÐÉÓÌɯÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÊÐ×ÐÌÕÛȭɂ10 

                                                 
8
Rolf Rendtorff, The Covenant Formula, trans. Margaret Kohl (Edinburgh: T. & 

T. Clark, 1998), 21.  Rendtorff remarked that when Israel turned her back on God, God 

did not break his covenant with her.  The usage of the partial covenant formula ñI will be 

a God to youò was extremely significant because it meant that ñfor Israelôs destiny 

everything depends on the fact Yahweh is and remains Israelôs God.ò  See also Weinfeld, 

ñThe Covenant of Grant,ò 195; and Robertson, The Christ of the Covenant, 247. 

9
God constantly treated His people according to the terms of the Mosaic covenant 

(Deut. 29:21-28).  When Israel disobeyed, God did not judge in an arbitrary way, but 

judged them according to the prescribed curses.  For example, during Solomonôs prayer 

of dedication (2 Chron. 6:22-40), he specifically mentioned drought, war, captivity, and 

others.  Why did Solomon mention these in particular?  They are part of the specific 

curses in the curse section of Deuteronomy (Deut. 28:23-24; 30-37; 49-57; 30:1-3).  

These specific curses are brought upon Israel all through their history: drought in the days 

of Elijah, famine due to war resulting in cannibalism, and captivity.  Israel was still being 

judged in Malachi for failure to keep the stipulations of the Mosaic covenant.  See also 

Dyrness, Themes, 120.  He wrote: ñThe curses of the covenant are brought to pass 

because of Israelôs sin.ò 

10
Ernest W. Nicholson, God and His People: Covenant and Theology in the Old 

Testament (Oxford, England: Clarendon, 1986), 106. 
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 Since the more powerful Suzerain imposed the covenant upon the vassal, 

the covenant lasted for as long as the Suzerain determined.  In this respect the 

Suzerain treaty may be said to be unconditional.  Applying his observations to 

ÛÏÌɯ2ÐÕÈÐÛÐÊɯ"ÖÝÌÕÈÕÛȮɯ)ÖÚõɯ*ÙÈįÖÝÌÊɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÐÛɯÜÕÛÏÐÕÒÈÉÓÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÖËɯÈÕËɯ

evil merits of humanity would determine the outcome of history.  He concluded: 

Ɂ3ÏÌɯ2ÐÕÈÐÛÐÊɯ"ÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÐÚɯÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌÓàɯÜÕÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯËÌÚ×ÐÛÌɯÐÛÚɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓÐÛàȭɂ11 

 3ÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯɁÛÌÚÛɂɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÜÕÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÕÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÊÈÔÌɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ

ÐÕÊÐËÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÓËÌÕɯÊÈÓÍȭɯɯ Úɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯ2ÜáÌÙÈÐÕȮɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯÊÖÜÓËɯÏÈÝÌɯÌÕËÌËɯÛÏÌɯ

covenant with Israel and destroyed them for their rebellion.  Instead, God agreed 

ÖÕÊÌɯÈÎÈÐÕɯÛÖɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌɯ'ÐÔÚÌÓÍɯÐÕɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÈÍÍÈÐÙÚɯÈÕËɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯ

ÞÖÜÓËɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÌɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÏÈÙËÏÌÈÙÛÌËȮɯÏÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÍÈÐÛÏÍÜÓȭɯɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÍÈÐÓÜÙÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯ

bring upon themselves the curses of the covenant, but God would not end the 

ÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÜÕÛÐÓɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌËȭɯɯ,ÈÕÕɯÕÖÛÌËȮɯɁ8ÈÏÞÌÏɯÐÚɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÞÐÓÓÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÊÈÓÓɯ

ÛÏÌÔɯȿÔàɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɀɯÈÚɯÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÌàɯÌÝÌÕɯÒÕÌÞɯÖÍɯÏÐÔɯȹƗȯƛ-10).  That 

ÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚÏÐ×ɯÐÚɯÙÖÖÛÌËɯÐÕɯ8ÈÏÞÌÏɀÚɯÜÕØÜÈÓÐÍÐÌËɯÓÖÝÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÖ×Óe and, in the 

light of the Primeval cycle, his love for the world, to whom they have been 

È××ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯȿÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÖÍɯ×ÙÐÌÚÛÚȭɀɯɯ ÚɯÚÌÝÌÙÌɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÜÕÐÚÏÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯ

under the divine curse may be, here and subsequently in the Pentateuch, the text 

will  ÕÌÝÌÙɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛɯÈɯÍÐÕÈÓɯÈÕËɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌɯÈÉÈÕËÖÕÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯÉàɯ&ÖËȭɂ12 

#àÙÕÌÚÚɯÚÜÊÊÐÕÊÛÓàɯÚÛÈÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁ&ÖËɀÚɯÊÏÖÐÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÔɯÞÈÚɯÍÐßÌËȭɯɯ.ÕÓàɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ

ÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÈÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÓÌÚÚÐÕÎÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÖÔÐÚÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÖÉÌËÐÌÕÊÌȭɂ13  

                                                 
11
Joze Kraġovec, ñTwo Types of Unconditional Covenant,ò in Horizons in 

Biblical Theology 18 (June 1996): 67-68. 

12
Thomas W. Mann, The Book of the Torah: the Narrative Integrity of the 

Pentateuch (Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1988), 109. 

13
William Dyrness, Themes in Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove, IL:  

InterVarsity, 1979), 120. 
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,ÌÙÙÐÓÓɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÐÛɯÞas the hesed-faithfulness of Yahweh that guaranteed 

ÐÛÚɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÈÛÐÖÕɯËÌÚ×ÐÛÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÞÈàÞÈÙËÕÌÚÚȭɂ14 

 Covenant Duration.  Unlike the Abrahamic Covenant the Sinaitic Covenant 

ÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÖÍɯÈÕɯÌÛÌÙÕÈÓɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȭɯɯ,ÖÚÌÚɯÚÈÐËȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯÛÏàɯ&ÖËɯÞÐÓÓɯÙÈÐÚÌɯÜ×ɯÜÕÛÖɯ

thee a Prophet from the midst of thee, of thy brethren, like unto me; unto him ye 

ÚÏÈÓÓɯÏÈÙÒÌÕɂɯȹ#ÌÜÛȭɯƕƜȯƕƙȺȭɯɯ ÚɯÊÖÔÔÖÕÓàɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËȮɯÈÕɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯÞÖÜÓËɯ

come from the Jewish people who, like Moses, would be a mediator between 

God and Israel.15  If so, then Moses was alluding to Christ who would be the 

ÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌɯ/ÙÖ×ÏÌÛɯÐÕɯÈɯÓÖÕÎɯÓÐÕÌɯÖÍɯ×ÙÖ×ÏÌÛÚȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ×ÏÙÈÚÌɯɁÓÐÒÌɯÔÌɂɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛÐÈÛÌËɯ

this Prophet from the others and implied that the Messiah would be the mediator 

of another covenant. 

 The promise of a new covenant (Jer. 30:31-36; Ezek. 36:25-28; 37:21-26) 

called into question whether the Sinaitic Covenant could be eternal.16  God 

ËÌÊÓÈÙÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯ'ÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÔÈÒÌɯÈɯÕÌÞɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓȮɯɁÕÖÛɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

covenant that I made with their fathers in the day th at I took them by the hand to 

ÉÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÔɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯÖÍɯ$Îà×Ûɂɯȹ)ÌÙȭɯƗƕȯƗƖȺȭɯɯ%ÖÙɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓȮɯÛÏÌɯ2ÐÕÈÐÛÐÊɯ"ÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯ

will pass away and be replaced by the New covenant. 

 A new covenant implied that God was doing what He had not previously 

done.  Newness, for Robertson, entailed a break with the past.  He indicated that 

                                                 
14

Eugene H. Merrill, ñTheology of the Pentateuch,ò in A Biblical Theology of the 

Old Testament, ed. by Roy B. Zuck (Chicago: Moody, 1991), 54. 

15
W. L. Alexander, Deuteronomy, in vol. 3 of The Pulpit Commentary, ed. H. D. 

M. Spence and Joseph S. Exell (McLean, VA: Macdonald Publishing, n.d.), 304; Eugene 

H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4 in The New American Commentary, E. Ray Clendenen, 

gen. ed. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 272.  Subsequently the Jewish people 

understood this Prophet to be the Messiah. 

16
See O. Palmer Robertson, Christ of the Covenants, 284-86; McComiskey, 

Covenants of Promise, 73. 
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the New covenant expectations in Jeremiah 31 were different from the 

expectations under the former covenants and demonstrated from the other major 

×ÙÖ×ÏÌÛÚɯÊÖÙÙÖÉÖÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ)ÌÙÌÔÐÈÏɀÚɯÊÓÈÐÔÚȭɯ The new aspects which Robertson 

saw within the New covenant were the internal renewal within the individual by 

the work of the Holy Spirit, full forgiveness of sin, the union of Israel and Judah, 

and its everlasting character.17 

That the Sinaitic and New Covenants cannot exist side by side, and that 

the New Covenant is not just a renewal of the Sinaitic is evidenced by two 

ÍÈÊÛÖÙÚȭɯɯ%ÐÙÚÛȮɯ&ÖËɯÞÈÚɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɯÛÏÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÛÌÚɀɯÏÌÈÙÛÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÜÛɯ'ÐÚɯ2×ÐÙÐÛɯ

within them (Ezek 36:26-27).  Second, God was going to forgive their iniquities 

and remember their sin no more (Jer 31:34).  These conditions did not exist under 

the Sinaitic Covenant since its members had a stony heart, something impossible 

for those of the New covenant.  Sin under the New Covenant would n ot be 

remembered; whereas, the Sinaitic Covenant routinely offered sacrifice for sin.  

The two covenants are mutually exclusive of each other since the Sinaitic 

Covenant lacked the spiritual element of the New Covenant. 18 

 William Dumbrell contended that t ÏÌɯÈËÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɯɁÕÌÞɂɯȹvd*j *) could mean 

ÌÐÛÏÌÙɯɁÉÙÈÕËɯÕÌÞɂɯÖÙɯɁÙÌÕÌÞÌËȭɂɯɯ2ÐÕÊÌɯÛÏÌɯÈËÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÞÈÚɯÜÚÌËɯÐÕɯÊÖÕÑÜÕÊÛÐÖÕɯ

ÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙÉɯɁÛÖɯÊÙÌÈÛÌɂɯȹar B*;ȺȮɯÐÛɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÔÌÈÕɯɁÉÙÈÕËɯ

ÕÌÞȭɂɯɯ#ÜÔÉÙÌÓÓȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÙÐÛÌÙÚɯÖÍɯÛhe Septuagint used 

                                                 
17

Robertson, Christ of the Covenants, 276-78.
 

18
Morna D. Hooker, Continuity and Discontinuity: Early Christianity in its Jewish 

Setting (London: Epworth, 1986), 73.  Hooker, speaking of the new covenant, correctly 

observed: ñIt is not simply that he [Christ] fulfils past promises, or that in him the Spirit 

of God is seen to be still at work: rather it is that in him Godôs original purposes are 

being worked out.  The Law was never meant to save; the sacrifices were never intended 

to achieve lasting reconciliation between God and man.  It is not simply that these things 

have worn out and need replacing, but that they were interim measures only.ò  See also 

Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, 172-182. 



Journal for Biblical Ministries                                                  Luther Rice  Seminary / University           22 

 

the Greek word kainov", which referred to a qualitatively new dimension that was 

ÈËËÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛȭɯɯ%ÖÙɯ#ÜÔÉÙÌÓÓȮɯɁÕÌÞɂɯÐÔ×ÓÐÌËɯÈɯÙÌÚÏÈ×ÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

ÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÐÕɯÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌȭɯɯ'ÌɯÚÜÙÔÐÚÌËȮɯɁ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯȿÕÌÞɀɯÛÏÌÕȮɯÞÌɯÈÙÌɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯ

being asked to look for dimensions which will add a creative qualitative addition 

to an old arrangement, a fresh dispensation of the covenant to which the 

elements of both continuity and yet radical discontinuity belong. 19 

 The theological usage of kainov" in the New Testament, however, does not 

ÚÜ××ÖÙÛɯ#ÜÔÉÙÌÓÓɀÚɯÊÖÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ)ÖÏÈÕÕÌÚɯ!ÌÏÔɯÊÖÕÛÌÕËÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯkainov" ÞÈÚɯɁÛÏÌɯ

Ì×ÐÛÖÔÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÏÖÓÓàɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÔÐÙÈÊÜÓÖÜÚɯÛÏÐÕÎɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈ×ÖÊÈÓà×ÛÐÊɯ

promise of the New Testament.20 Thayer ÐÕÊÓÜËÌËɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯɁÕÌÞɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɂɯ

ÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯËÌÍÐÕÐÛÐÖÕɯɁÕÌÞȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈÚɯÙÌÊÌÕÛÓàɯÔÈËÌɯÐÚɯÚÜ×ÌÙÐÖÙɯÛÖɯÞÏÈÛɯÐÛɯ

ÚÜÊÊÌÌËÚȭɂ21 The preponderance of data suggested that kaino>v meant that the 

new covenant was of a different nature from the old. 22 

 The argument that the writer of Hebrews made i n chapters 9 and 10 is the 

most convincing argument against the idea that the Sinaitic covenant was 

reshaped into the New covenant as Dumbrell suggested.  The writer of Hebrews 

understood that the Sinaitic covenant would completely cease and be replaced 

by ÛÏÌɯ-ÌÞɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛȭɯɯ"ÖÔÔÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÖÕɯ'ÌÉÙÌÞÚɯƕƔȯƝȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔɯ+ÈÕÌɯÞÙÖÛÌȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ

quotation from the psalm and the event of Christ confirm that the old religious 

order has been abolished definitively. In the design of God, the two redemptive 

arrangements are irreconcilable; the one excludes the other. The suppression of 

the first occurs in order that (вϠϔ) the validity of the new order of relationship 

                                                 
19

Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, 175. 

22
See also George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1974), 480; Leon Morris stated that the New Covenant was not just modified 

Judaism but radically new in New Testament Theology, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1986), 72. 
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ÔÈàɯÉÌɯÊÖÕÍÐÙÔÌËɂ23   ÚɯÏÌɯÊÖÔÌÚɯÛÖɯ'ÌÉÙÌÞÚɯƕƔȯƕƚɯÏÌɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ

the old sacrifices had been superseded by the unique offering of Christ implied 

that the old covenant is indeed obsolete (8:13) and has been replaced by the 

×ÙÖÔÐÚÌËɯÕÌÞɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛÈÓɯÈÙÙÈÕÎÌÔÌÕÛȭɂ24 

 Ɂ+ÐÍÌɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯ"ÖÕÛÌßÛ.  Often times the Israelites were commanded 

to keep the commandments of the Lord so that they might live.  For example, 

Moses told his Israelite audience ËÜÙÐÕÎɯÏÐÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÍÈÙÌÞÌÓÓɯÚ×ÌÌÊÏȮɯɁ-ÖÞɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯ

hearken, O Israel, unto the statutes and unto the judgments, which I teach you, 

for to do them, that ye may live, and go in and possess the land which the LORD 

&ÖËɯÖÍɯàÖÜÙɯÍÈÛÏÌÙÚɯÎÐÝÌÛÏɯàÖÜɂɯȹ#ÌÜÛɯƘȯƕɯ*)5Ⱥ.  Repeatedly Moses told the 

Israelites to keep the commandments so that they might live (Deut 4:10ɬlive 

upon the earth; 8:1; 12:1; 30:16; 30:19; 31:13ɬlive in the land, cf. 1 Kgs 8:40 and 2 

Chron 6:31).  The life guaranteed to Israel for covenant faithfulness was physical 

life.  

  In the section entitled Membership in the Covenant, the point was made that 

faith was not a necessary requirement for membership in the Sinaitic covenant.  

If members of the Sinaitic covenant were unbelievers, then the promise to every 

covenant member that they could keep the covenant commandments and live 

could not be a promise of eternal life in spite of some claims to the contrary.  For 

example, some scholars asserted that Leviticus 18:5 indicated that the Sinaitic 

Covenant brought spiritual life. 25 

                                                 
23

William L. Lane, Hebrews 9-13 in vol. 47B of the Word Biblical Commentary 

(Waco, TX: Word, 2002), 265. 

24
Ibid., 266. 

25
Walter J. Kaiser Jr., ñLeviticus 18:5 and Paul: Do This and You Shall Live 

(Eternally?),ò Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 14 (Winter 1971): 19-28. 

Most covenant theologians hold the position that life in Lev. 18:5 is spiritual. 
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 To solve the dilemma an examination of the Leviticus 18:5 passage is in 

order.  In this passage, God warned the Israelites against certain heathen customs 

(sexual relationships) practiced by the surrounding pagan nations.  The 

Ɂ"ÈÕÈÈÕÐÛÌÚɀɂɯÌß×ÜÓÚÐÖÕɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯËÜÌɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÛɯÛÖɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÌßÜÈÓɯ

immorality.  Israel was sternly exhorted by God not to behave like these pagan 

ÕÈÛÐÖÕÚȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÉÈÚÐÚɯÍÖÙɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÚÜÉÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌÚÌɯ×ÙÖÏÐÉÐÛÐÖÕÚɯÞÈÚɯɁ(ɯÈÔɯÛÏÌɯ

+ÖÙËɯàÖÜÙɯ&ÖËȭɂɯɯ%ÈÐÓÜÙÌɯÛÖɯÏÌÌËɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÚÛÐ×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

expulsion of Israel from the land and even death.  Obedience to His laws would 

ÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÐÕɯÌÕÑÖàÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯÈÕËɯ×ÏàÚÐÊÈÓɯÓÐÍÌȭɯɯ$ËÜÈÙËɯ5ÌÙÏÖÌÍɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÌËȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ

meaning of these words in Lev 18:5 is clear.  The Israelites are asked to obey the 

ÊÖÔÔÈÕËÔÌÕÛÚɯÎÐÝÌÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÙÌÛÜÙÕɯ&ÖËɯ×ÙÖÔÐÚÌÚɯȿÓÐÍÌɀɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÖÚÌɯ

ÞÏÖɯËÖȭɯɯ2ÖÔÌÛÐÔÌÚɯȿÓÐÍÌɀɯÐÚɯÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯȿÛÖɯÐÕÏÌÙÐÛɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɀɯȹ#ÌÜÛɯƘȯƕȺȮɯÐÕɯÖÛÏÌÙɯ

ÛÌßÛÚɯÛÏÌɯȿÓÐÍÌɀɯÐÚɯÊÖÕÕÌÊÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯȿÉÓÌÚÚÐÕÎÚɀɯȹ#ÌÜÛɯƗƔȯƕƚȺȮɯÞÐÛÏɯȿÎÖɯÞÌÓÓɀɯÈÕËɯÞÐÛÏɯ

ȿÓÐÝÌɯÓÖÕÎɀɯȹ#ÌÜÛɯƙȯƗƗɯȻ,3ɯƗƔȼȺȭɯɯ(Õɯ+ÌÝÐÛÐÊÜÚɯƕƜȮɯȿÓÐÍÌɀɯÐÚɯÚ×ÖÒÌÕɯÖÍɯÐÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÚÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ

the death penalty; see Lev 18:29; 20:9-10.  The verb ˥ ˧s is used here in the sense of 

ȿÛÏÌɯÓÐÍÌɯÖÍɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÏÌÙÌɯÖÕɯÌÈÙÛÏȭɀɯɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÛÖɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÖÙËɯÐÕɯ

ÛÏÌÚÌɯÛÌßÛÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯȿÌÛÌÙÕÈÓɯÓÐÍÌȭɀɂ26  ,Ê"ÖÔÐÚÒÌàɯÈÎÙÌÌËȮɯɁ ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ

Leviticus 18:5, the law offers life.  But this is not to be understood as eternal life.  

The law did not grant the inheritance.  Life in the law connotes the viability of 

the relationship of the nation or the individual to the promised inheritance.  The 

law, no matter how well observed, is never presented in Script ure as an option to 

ÍÈÐÛÏɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÖÍɯÚÈÓÝÈÛÐÖÕȭɂ27  Merrill also addressed the question of whether 

life provided by the Sinaitic Covenant was spiritual or physical.  He contended:  

                                                 
26

Eduard Verhoef, Eternal Life and Following the Commandments Lev 18:5 and 

Luke 10:28 in The Scriptures in the Gospels, 571-77.  

27
McComiskey, Covenants of Promise, 152; See also Frank H. Gorman Jr., Divine 

Presence and Community: A Commentary on the Book on Leviticus in International 

Theological Commentary, Fredrick Carlson Holmgren and George F. A. Knight, gen. eds. 
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How Israel was to live out her national life in light of her commitment  is 
spelled out in the Sinaitic (and later Deuteronomic) covenant, specifically 
in the great stipulation section of that covenant text. . . . These stipulations 
are designed not to regulate human behavior at large, though the 
principles they embody are heuristic and timeless, but they find their 
setting in a contract whose purpose is to provide legal, moral, and 
religious guidelines for a special people chosen for a special task.  And 
even for these people the regulations were not a means whereby salvation 
could be obtained--that was symbolized by the Passover and the Exodus--
but an instruction manual by which the covenant people were to order 
their national life in their mission as a priestly, mediatorial people.  The 
stipulations were ÛĠÙêÏ in the sense of instruction. 28 

 

The evidence indicates that the Sinaitic Covenant provided the blessings of 

physical life in the land whether or not faith was exercised by the Israelites 

(Deut. 7:12). 

 The Pedagogical Nature of the Sinaitic Covenant.  While the Sinaitic covenant 

membership did not bring eternal life to its members, it did bring an awareness 

of the need to believe in the coming Messiah.  Therefore, one function of the 

Sinaitic Covenant was to bring Israel to faith.  An excellent example of this 

purpose of the law (that is the covenant stipulations including the decalogue and 

the civil and ceremonial portions) was seen in the messages of Moses in 

Deuteronomy. 29  ,ÖÚÌÚɀɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÈÞɯ×ÈÙÈÓÓÌÓÌËɯÛÏÌɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯɁ&ÖÚ×ÌÓɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

                                                                                                                                                 

(Edinburgh: Handsel Press, 1997), 106; Roland Kenneth Harrison, Leviticus: An 

Introduction and Commentary in The Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, D. J. 

Wiseman, gen. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1980), 185; Wenham, The Book of 

Leviticus in The New International Commentary on the Old Testament, R. K. Harrison, 

gen. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 253; John William Wevers, Notes on the 

Greek Text of Leviticus, Society of Biblical Literature Septuagint and Cognate Studies, 

no. 44, Bernard A. Taylor, ser. ed. (Atlanta: Scholars, 1997), 275 

28
Merrill, ñA Theology of the Pentateuch,ò 36.  To understand how Merrill related 

the idea of stipulations to the Decalogue see p. 37-40.  See also Erhard Gerstenberger, 

ñCovenant and Commandment,ò Journal of Biblical Literature 84 (1965): 43; Walther 

Eichrodt, ñCovenant and Law,ò Interpretation 20 (1966): 309-11.  

29
Ronald E. Clements, ñDeuteronomy,ò in vol. 2 of The New Interpreterôs Bible: 

General Articles and Introduction, Commentary and Reflections for Each Book of the 

Bible Including the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books in Twelve Volumes, Leander E. 

Keck, gen. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 510.  Certainly the speech that is presented 
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-ÌÞɯ3ÌÚÛÈÔÌÕÛȭɯɯ)ÜÚÛɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯɁ&ÖÚ×ÌÓɂɯÊÖÕÍÙÖÕÛÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ&ÖËȮɯ

so also the Law brought the members of the covenant face-to-face with God.  

#ÜÈÕÌɯ"ÏÙÐÚÛÌÕÚÌÕɯÈ×ÛÓàɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÌËȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯÍÖÊÜÚɯÖÕɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯàÖÜÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯ

ɁÛÏÌÚÌɯÞÖÙËÚɂɯËÐÓÐÎÌÕÛÓàɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÐÓà--at all conceivable times 

and places--illustrates once again that pedagogical purpose of the book of 

Deuteronomy.  The content of the book was the primary curriculum in an 

ongoing program of religious education in ancient Israel.  The use of phylacteries 

and mezuzoth were essentially pedagogical tools, designed to keep the great 

ÚÜÔÔÈÙàɯÚÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿ6ÖÙËÚɯÖÍɯ8ÈÏÞÌÏɀɯÊÌÕÛÙÈÓɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÌÈÊÏɯ

ÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯÔÌÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàȭɂ30 

 Israel could only keep the statutes of the covenant if they were a delight to 

them as Peddi Victor noticed.31  The stipulations of the Sinaitic covenant could 

ÖÕÓàɯÉÌɯÈɯËÌÓÐÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÛÌÚɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÈɯÎÌÕÜÐÕÌɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯ&ÖËɯÉàɯ

ÍÈÐÛÏȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ+ÈÞɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɀÚɯÞÌÈÒÕÌÚÚɯÞÈÚɯÐÛÚɯÐÕÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯÐÕÚÛÐÓÓɯÓÖÝÌɯÍÖÙ the Lord.  

Eventually unbelieving Israelites tired of serving the Lord and found the 

stipulations of the covenant to be drudgery instead of a delight.  

 ,ÖÚÌÚɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËɯÏÐÚɯÍÐÕÈÓɯÍÈÙÌÞÌÓÓɯÔÌÚÚÈÎÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌȯɯɁ(ɯÊÈÓÓɯ

heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before you life 

and death, blessing and cursing, therefore choose life, that both thou and thy 

                                                                                                                                                 

in Deuteronomy 29:1-30:20 as the farewell address of Moses to the people of Israel is a 

brilliant example of the rhetoricianôs art.  It appears as the third of the great addresses of 

Moses that make up the book of Deuteronomy.  Studied from the perspective of its 

rhetorical techniques and stylistic devices it stands out as among the most brilliant 

dramatic compositions that the Old Testament contains. 

30
Duane L. Christensen, Deuteronomy 1-11, vol. 6a in Word Biblical 

Commentary, David A. Hubbard and Glenn W. Barker, gen. eds. (Dallas: Word Books, 

1991), 144-45. 

31
Peddi Victor, ñA Note on qj ) in the Old Testament,ò Vetus Testamentum 16 

(July 1966): 359-60. 



Journal for Biblical Ministries                                                  Luther Rice  Seminary / University           27 

 

ÚÌÌËɯÔÈàɯÓÐÝÌɂɯȹ#ÌÜÛɯƗƔȯƕƝȺȭɯɯ,ÖÚÌÚɯÜÙÎÌËɯÛÏÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÛÌÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÖÉÌËÐÌÕÛɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

Lord so that they could enjoy living in the land .  Moses, however, understood 

ÛÏÈÛɯÖÉÌËÐÌÕÊÌɯÈ×ÈÙÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÙÜÌɯÓÖÝÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯÞÈÚɯÐÔ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌȭɯɯ,ÖÚÌÚɀÚɯ×ÓÌÈɯÛÖɯ

Israel should not be missed.  He exhorted the people to love the Lord their God, 

ÛÖɯÖÉÌàɯ'ÐÚɯÝÖÐÊÌȮɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÊÓÌÈÝÌɯÛÖɯ'ÐÔɯÍÖÙɯɁHe is thy lifeɂɯȹ#eut. 30:20).32  Charles 

1àÙÐÌɀÚɯÚÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛɯÌÍÍÌÊÛÐÝÌÓàɯÚÜÔÔÌËɯÜ×ɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ1àÙÐÌɯ

ÚÛÈÛÌËȮɯɁ3ÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÞɯÊÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÚÈÝÌɯÐÚɯ×ÌÙÍÌÊÛÓàɯÊÓÌÈÙȭɯɯ,ÌÕɯÞÌÙÌɯÚÈÝÌËɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ

law economy but not by the law.  Scripture is plain concerning this fact --Romans 

3:20 and 2 Corinthians 3:6-7.  And yet the law contained the revelation which 

ÉÙÖÜÎÏÛɯÔÌÕɯÛÖɯÈɯÙÌÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÍÈÐÛÏɯÔÜÚÛɯÉÌɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÐÕɯ&ÖËɯÛÏÌɯ2ÈÝÐÖÙȭɂ33 

Sinaitic covenant membership did not provide eternal life.  The value of the 

Sinaitic covenant was that it did bring those who were members face to face with 

the reality that they did need one who could save them.  

 /ÈÜÓȮɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ&ÈÓÈÛÐÈÕÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ+ÈÞɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɀÚɯÐÕÈËÌØÜÈÊÐÌÚɯÛÖɯ

provide eternal life, argued that the purpose of the La w covenant was to be a 

                                                 
32

This pattern is found throughout the Old Testament.  Joshua urged the covenant 

people to come to faith (Josh. 22:5 and 24:15)  Isaiah told the covenant people, whom he 

defined as ña sinful nation, a people laden with iniquity, a seed of evildoers, children that 

are corrupters (Isa 1:4),ò to come and ñreason together, saith the Lord; though your sins 

be as scarlet they shall be white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as 

wool (Isa. 1:18).ò  The call came because those in covenant lacked true spiritual life.  

Israel, still in covenant with God in the days of Malachi, was still in unbelief.  The final 

words which God spoke to Israel through Malachi counseled the nation to remember the 

law of Moses with all the statutes and judgments.  God was using the ñgospelò of the Old 

Testament to compel Israel to a personal relationship with him (Mal. 4:4).  See Thomas 

M. Rait, ñProphetic Summons to Repentance,ò Zietschrift für die Alttestamentliche 

Wissenschaft 83 (1971): 30-49.  See also Millar, Now Choose Life, 52-55.  Millar stated 

that the ethical preaching of the Deuteronomist called Israel to decision.  He suggested 

that ñthe Deuteronomic theology of ócovenantô is best understood in an ethical context, 

calling to people to respond to the grace of God.ò 

33
Charles Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today (Chicago: Moody, 1969), 126; See also 

Thomas L. Constable, ñA Theology of Joshua, Judges, and Ruth,ò in A Biblical Theology 

of the Old Testament, ed. Roy B. Zuck (Chicago: Moody, 1991), 91,101. 
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schoolmaster to bring Israel to Christ (Gal 3:24).  Paul argued forcefully in this 

chapter that membership in the Law covenant could not justify a soul; it only 

endangered the members to the covenantal curses.  Christ needed to set the Jews 

free from the penalty of the curse, but freedom from the covenant curse and 

justification are two separate issues.  So what was the benefit of the law covenant 

before Christ?  The Law covenant, according to Paul, acted as a pedagogue (one 

who watch ed the children under their care) by enclosing its members within the 

ÉÖÜÕËÈÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÚÛÐ×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕÚȭɯɯ3ÏÐÚɯÔÈËÌɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÔÉÌÙÚɯÈÞÈÙÌɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ

ÙÐÎÏÛÌÖÜÚɯÙÌØÜÐÙÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÕËɯÚÖɯÈÊÛÌËɯÛÖɯÙÌÚÛÙÈÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÛÌÚɀɯÈÊÛÐÖÕÚȭ34  G. Walter 

Hansen explained that ÛÏÌɯ×ÌËÈÎÖÎÜÌɯɁËÐËɯÕÖÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÛÈÚÒɯÖÍɯ

educating the child; he was only supposed to control the behavior of the child 

ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÊÖÕÚÐÚÛÌÕÛɯËÐÚÊÐ×ÓÐÕÌȭɂ35  Longenecker agreed that the pedagogue was 

not the dida>skalov ȻÛÌÈÊÏÌÙȼɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯɁÐÕËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÏe taught by the supervision he 

ÎÈÝÌɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÊÐ×ÓÐÕÌɯÏÌɯÈËÔÐÕÐÚÛÌÙÌËȭɂ36  Paul stated that as a schoolmaster 

(paidagwgo<v ), the law covenant guided the Jews to Christ so that (i[na) they 

might be justified by the faith of Christ.  The law covenant had a very positive, 

albeit temporary, purpose.  

CONCLUSION  

In response to the fact that all the nations in the Kingdom of God were in 

rebellion to their sovereign Lord, God literally took a nation which He created 

                                                 
34
David J. Lull, ñóThe Law Was Our Pedagogueô: A Study in Galatians 3:19-25,ò 

Journal of Biblical Literature 105 (September 1986): 491-94. 

35
G. Walter Hansen, ñGalatians, Letter to the,ò in The Dictionary of Paul and His 

Letters, Gerald F. Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin, eds. (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 1993), 108. 

36
Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians in vol. 41 of  Word Biblical Commentary 

(Waco, TX: Word, 1990), 148. 
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and made them His people so that they would act as a witness of His goodness 

to the rebellious world.  By entering into a covenant with Israel, the Lord 

declared that He was going to do something with Israel that He was not doing 

with the rest of the world.  By entering into a Suzerain -vassal-like covenant, the 

Lord was saying that as the Sovereign Lord, He had the right to take the nation 

as His and they now would serve Him and acquiess to His covenantal 

conditions.  

 To be in the Sinaitic Covenant was a privilege for the Israelites.  While the 

covenant regulated the national life, adherence to the stipulations resulted in 

special blessings from God to which no other nation was privileged.  While other 

nations had to deal with normal weather patterns and the drought which came, 

Israel was promised the early rain and the latter rain for obedience.  While 

ËÐÚÌÈÚÌÚɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÙÈÝÐÚÏɯÛÏÌɯÏÌÙËÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÏÌÙËÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÛÏÙÐÝÌɯ

if they obeyed.  Other nations would experience diseases in the human 

population, but God would allow none of those diseases  to hurt his obedient 

covenant people.  Other nations would attack and destroy each other, but when 

Israel was threatened, the Suzerain would fight on behalf of Israel and deliver 

His people from trouble.  If Israel were obedient to the covenant, no enemy of 

Israel would ever stand before them.  The people of Israel would enjoy their life 

in the landɬÐÍɯÖÕÓàɯÛÏÌàɯÞÖÜÓËɯÖÉÌàȭɯɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÌÓÌÊÛɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯ

obey and, therefore, were always living under the curse of the Law covenant.  

#ÜÌɯÛÖɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛɯÍÈÐÓÜÙÌȮɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯÓÈÔÌÕÛÌËȮɯɁ'ÌÈÙȮɯ.ɯÔàɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɯÈÕËɯ(ɯ

will testify unto thee: O Israel, if thou wilt hearken unto me; There shall no 

strange god be in thee; neither shalt thou worship any strange god.  I am the 

LORD thy God, which brought thee out  of the land of Egypt: open thy mouth 

wide, and I will fill it.  But my people would not hearken to my voice; and Israel 

ÞÖÜÓËɯÕÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÔÌȭɯɯ2Öɯ(ɯÎÈÝÌɯÛÏÌÔɯÜ×ɯÜÕÛÖɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÖÞÕɯÏÌÈÙÛÚɀɯÓÜÚÛȯɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɯ
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walked in their own counsels.  Oh that my people had hearken ed unto me, and 

Israel had walked in my ways!  I should soon have subdued their enemies, and 

turned my hand against their adversaries.  The haters of the LORD should have 

submitted themselves unto him: but their time should have endured for ever.  He 

should have fed them also with the finest of the wheat: and with honey out of the 

ÙÖÊÒɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯ(ɯÏÈÝÌɯÚÈÛÐÚÍÐÌËɯÛÏÌÌɂɯȹ/Ú 81:8-16 KJV). 

     The Sinaitic covenant could not provide eternal salvation for its members 

(Israel) primarily because the Law covenant was never intended to provide 

eternal life.  God had promised 430 years earlier to provide eternal life through 

the seed, Jesus Christ, in the Abrahamic covenant.  The message of hope 

contained in the Sinaitic covenant was not that this covenant saved but rather 

that the promised seed of the Abrahamic covenant was coming and that Messiah 

would deliver the Jews from the curse of the Law covenant.  Was the Law 

covenant against the promises which God made in the Abrahamic covenant?  

Certainly not!  The Law covenant simply pointed to the fact that the Sinaitic 

covenant members were sinners in need of one to save them.  In fact, as a good 

ɁÚÊÏÖÖÓÔÈÚÛÌÙȮɂɯÛÏÌɯ2ÐÕÈÐÛÐÊɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÝÐÈɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÐÈÓɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

promised seed of the Abrahamic covenant who was coming and who would 

provide eternal life for those who believed.  
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The Testimony of the Tabernacle: 

What was its Function(s)? 
Timothy M. Skinner  

Assistant Professor of Bible 

 

Mr. Skinner presents a traditional view of the tabernacle  

as a collection of symbolisms which reflect higher truths  

ÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÐÕÎɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÙÌËÌÔ×ÛÐÝÌɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔɯÊÜÓÔÐÕÈÛÐÕÎ 

 in the Person of Jesus Christ 

 
Introduction  

 

Most Christians would readily admit that the reading of the Exodus 

account of the construction of the Tabernacle does not make interesting reading.  

Along with the genealogies, the levitical sacrifices, the wilderness wanderings, 

the Book of Chronicles, etc., etc., the account of the Tabernacle in Exodus 25-40 is 

only reading that Bible college professors require of first -year students.  In his 

book, How to Enjoy the Boring Parts of the Bible, Philip Rosenbaum lists the 

chapters on the Tabernacle in the second part of the book which he titles The 

Major Boring Parts (Chapters 3-9).   Regarding Exodus 25-40, Rosenbaum writes: 

In Exodus, nearly everything gets a double mention.  First, the Lord 

tells Moses what to make (chapters 25-28, 30).  Then Moses tells us what 

was made, in nearly the same words we heard before (chapters 36-40).  

Through the mercy of  God, we have an intermission in chapters 32-34, 

where we learn about the golden calf, the shining face of Moses, and other 

things of interest.9  

 

                                                 
9
Philip Rosenbaum, How to Enjoy the Boring Parts of the Bible (Brentwood: 

Wolgemuth & Hyatt Publishers, 1991), 58. 
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This is meant to be humorous; the mercy of God (by including the account of the 

golden calf) prevents us from being bored to death from th e tedious repetition of 

the account of the Tabernacle, while the mercy of God prevented the Israelites 

from being wiped out by God because of their idolatry.  Even during the days 

that it was erected, a person would have an entirely different view of the 

Tabernacle depending on whether he viewed it from the outside or the inside.   

From the outside, the Tabernacle was unattractive, but there was breathtaking 

splendor and beauty on the inside.  It was woven with many different  

colors and designs that could only be seen from the inside.  The Tabernacle 

complex consisted of 1) The courtyard and 2) The Tabernacle proper which was 

composed of two compartments: the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.  This 

was the order in which the worshipper approached God.  The  Temple had the 

same basic arrangements as the Tabernacle: two rooms and an outside yard, but 

each of the rooms was doubled in size.  Most scholars are in agreement that 

2ÖÓÖÔÖÕɀÚɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌɯÞÈÚɯ×ÈÛÛÌÙÕÌËɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȭɯɯ2ÖÔÌɯÏÈÝÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÖÜÛɯ

that the further one goes back into the Holy of Holies, the more costly and 

precious the metals, curtains and cloth become.  Of course, believers now know 

that the Tabernacle prefigured the person and work of Christ, so depending on 

ÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯÖÕÌɯÐÚɯɁÐÕɂɯÖÙɯɁÖÜÛɂɯÖÍɯÛhe door of salvation will determine how one 

views the Tabernacle, and whether one sees its inherent beauty.  Far from being 
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boring, the Tabernacle complex, the description of which covers over a thousand 

verses, was a world model, and thus is very rich in symbolism.  Though it is so 

simple to appeal to any child, it embodies a depth of meaning that only the 

divine mind could have planned and imparted.  We have only scratched the 

surface of the marvels to be found there.10 

The purpose of this article is not to discuss all the marvels of the 

3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÈÚɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÌÕÛÐÙÌÓàɯÛÖÖɯÔÈÕàɯȹÚÌÌɯÍÖÖÛÕÖÛÌɀÚɯșɯƖɯȫɯƗȺȮɯÉÜÛɯÞÐÓÓɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚɯ

the purposes and functions of the Tabernacle.  What was its purpose and did it 

have more than one function?   Opinions are varied among Bible scholars but 

there were basically five functions of the Tabernacle: 1) The Tabernacle 

ÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÌËɯ&ÖËɀÚɯËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯ'ÐÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯƖȺɯ3ÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɯ

ÛÖɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯɯɯƗȺɯ3ÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÖÍɯÏÖÓÐÕÌÚÚɯÈÕËɯ

sanctification: the way to have a personal fellowship with God   4) The 

Tabernacle was the place of divine revelation and 5) The Tabernacle pointed to 

                                                 
10

James Jordan has studied symbolism in depth and has a wealth of information 

on the symbolism of the Tabernacle.  This is one of the best books on the subject of 

symbolism I have seen.  See James Jordan, Through New Eyes.  Brentwood: Wolgemuth 

& Hyatt Publishers Inc., 1988.  Equally astounding is Vern Poythress, The Shadow of 

Christ in the Law of Moses.  Phillipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing 

Company, 1991. While not all may agree on their conclusions, it is definitely food for 

thought and further investigation. 
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the person and work of Jesus Christ.11   All of these will be briefly mentioned in 

this article.   

The Tabernacle in the Old Testament 

Even though there is not as much emphasis on the Tabernacle in the Old 

Testament as there is the permanent Temple at Jerusalem, a considerable portion 

of the Book of Exodus is devoted to its construction and the daily interaction 

with i t.   Exodus chapters 25-28 and chapters 35-40 are the primary passages 

describing the Tabernacle.  The former describe how the Tabernacle and its 

furniture were to be constructed; the latter describe the actual execution of the 

task.  This article does not give a detailed history of the Tabernacle as it was 

transported through the wilderness on the journey to the Promised Land as other 

                                                 
11

Numerous devotional authors have provided a wide array of symbolism and 

typology associated with the Tabernacle.  Theodore Epp suggested that it symbolized the 

believerôs daily devotional life (Portraits of Christ in the Tabernacle. Lincoln: Back to 

the Bible, 1976).  Other authors see basically the same functions as the ones I have listed 

in this paper (e.g. M.R. DeHaan, The Tabernacle; James Jordan, Through New Eyes; Eric 

Sauer, The Dawn of World Redemption; Bernard Ramm, His Way Out; Vern Poythress, 

The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses; Craig Koester, The Dwelling of God: The 

Tabernacle in the Old Testament, Intertestamental Jewish Literature and the New 

Testament).  An old classic, Ada Habershonôs small booklet, Outline Studies of the 

Tabernacle is close to listing the very same functions of the Tabernacle as the ones I have 

listed in this article. There are other curious suggestions as to the functions of the 

Tabernacle as well.  James Jordan suggests that it symbolized Israel corporately, the 

human body, the cosmos, and the three heavens (Through New Eyes); Vendyl Jones 

suggests that it symbolized the human body (ñIn Search of Temple Treasures,ò cassette 

tape, The Institute for Judaic Research); Jon Welker suggests that it symbolizes the 

human body, as well as a return to Paradise (The Mosaic Tabernacle. Fulton: 

Shepherdsfield Publishers, 1991).  Any symbolism can be taken much too far and of 

course is open to much speculation.  Jewish interpretation outside of the Bible is very 

heavy on symbolism. 
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sources do that.12  Neither will this article describe all the materials in the 

construction of the Tabernacle, the exact types of cloth used, what type of wood 

was used, or how long the boards were lest we lose the reader and be guilty of 

what Philip Rosenbaum warned about in the Introduction.  This article will 

address the purpose and functions of the Tabernacle.  It is important to note that 

ÛÏÌɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÉÌÎÐÕÚɯÈÛɯ,Ûȭɯ2ÐÕÈÐȮɯÈÍÛÌÙɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯ

was ratified (Ex. 24).  God commanded Moses to take a free will offering from the 

people of Israel in Exodus. 25:1-7.  Then He said: Ɂ ÕËɯÓÌÛɯÛÏÌÔɯÔÈÒÌɯÔÌ a 

sanctuary; that I may dwell among them.  According to all that I show thee, after the 

pattern of the tabernacle, and the pattern of all the instruments thereof, even so shall ye 

ÔÈÒÌɯÐÛɂ (Ex. 25:8, 9).  What is interesting to point out is the fact that the 

Tabernacle was to be built, not by God, but by men.  With materials of their own 

providing the people are to construct a pattern of heavenly things: a model 

reproduction of the plan and program of redemption. 13   The remainder of the 

book of Exodus is dÌÝÖÛÌËɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙÐÓàɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÚɯɁÚÈÕÊÛÜÈÙàɂɯÖÙɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȭ 

Names of the Tabernacle 

                                                 
12

For example, see Roy Lee DeWitt, Teaching from the Tabernacle (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986), 19-34. 
 

13
Norman B. Harrison, His Book, or Structure in Scripture (Chicago: Moody 

Press, 1934), 35-36.  
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The Tabernacle has been translated a variety of ways indicating its varied 

purposes and functions.  It was referred to as: 

1. A tent - a temporary structure, not permanent.  It implies  a 

pilgrimage and a journey: a nomadic way of life.  It is a sacred tent 

(Ex. 39:32,33,40). 

 

2. 3ÏÌɯɁ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÎÙÌÎÈÛÐÖÕɂɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƛȯƖƕȰɯ+ÌÝȭɯƕȯƕȮɯ-Üȭɯƕȯƕɯ

etc.) 

 

3. 3ÏÌɯɁ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɂɯȹ+ÌÝȭɯƕƛȯƘȮɯ(ɯ*ÐȭɯƖȯƖƜȺ 

4. 3ÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯɁÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɂɯȹ$ßȭɯƗ8:21) and the Tabernacle of 

ɁÞÐÛÕÌÚÚɂɯȹ-ÜȭɯƕƛȯƛȮƜȺ 

 

5. Tent of meeting (NASB, RSV, NIV) (Ex. 29:42, 44; 30:36; Nu. 17:4) - a 

place where God and man may meet and fellowship.   This is the 

ÌØÜÐÝÈÓÌÕÛɯÛÖɯșƖɯÈÉÖÝÌȮɯɁÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÎÙÌÎÈÛÐÖÕɂɯȹA.V.). 

 

6. Sanctuary- The first reference to the Tabernacle refers to it as a 

holy, consecrated place where God dwells (Ex. 25:8).  The presence 

of God was symbolized by the Shekinah cloud in the Holy of Holies 

(Ex. 25:8). 

 

7. 3ÏÌɯɁÛÌÔ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɂɯȹ(ɯ2ÈÔȭɯƕȯƝȮɯƗȯƗȺȭ 

8. Ɂ3ÏÌɯÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÜÚÌɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɂɯȹ(ɯ"ÏÙȭɯƚȯƘƜȺɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯɁÏÖÜÚÌɯÖÍɯ

ÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɂɯȹ(ɯ2ÈÔȭƕȯƖƘȺȭ 

 

3ÏÌɯÞÖÙËÚɯɁÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÛÌÕÛɂɯÈÙÌɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯÚÌÝÌÙÈÓɯ'ÌÉÙÌÞɯÞÖÙËÚɯÈÚɯ

enumerated below.14   Mishkan and Ohel are the two primary Hebrew words 

used.   

                                                 
14

 For the most helpful listing of the various Hebrew words, see Merrill F. Unger. 

Ungerôs Bible Dictionary. Chicago: Moody Press, 1957.  Merrill C. Tenney, ed., The 
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1) Mishkan- This word comes from the Hebrew verb shakan ÞÏÐÊÏɯÔÌÈÕÚɯɁÛÖɯ

ËÞÌÓÓɂɯÈÕËɯɁËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎȭɂɯɯ3ÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯÔÌÈÕÚɯɁÛÖɯÛÌÕÛɂɯÖÙɯɁ×ÐÛÊÏɯÛÌÕÛɯÈÔÖÕÎȯɂɯÛÖɯ

reside temporarily moving from place to place.  The Jewish concept of the 

Shekinah (though a word not found in the  Bible) also comes from the same verb 

shakan.   The Shekinah ÐÚɯÈɯÞÖÙËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÔ×ÓÐÌÚɯÛÏÌɯËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

Holy of Holies as well as the cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night.  It 

signifies the glory -presence of God among His people.15   

 

2) Ohel- This is the standard Hebrew word for tent, dwelling, or home.  The 

3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÐÚɯÚÖÔÌÛÐÔÌÚɯÙÌÍÌÙÙÌËɯÛÖɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯɁÛÌÕÛɯȹohelȺɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÎÙÌÎÈÛÐÖÕȮɂɯÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ

ɁÛÌÕÛɯȹohel) ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàȭɂɯɯ3ÏÌɯÞÖÙËÚɯmishkan and ohel are sometimes used 

interchangeably (e.g. Exodus 36:14, Numbers 16:26f).  Nahum Sarna believes that 

both words point to the nomadic origins of the concept. 16  

 

According to William Wilson, the distinction between the two words, mishkan 

and ohel is this: ohel denoted the exterior covering consisting of the layers of goat 

hair, which was placed over the proper dwelling place of God within (i.e. the 

ÌÕÊÓÖÚÌËɯÈÙÌÈÚɯÊÖÔÔÖÕÓàɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÌËɯɁÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɂȺȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯmishkan implies the 

actual dwelling presence of God- the Shekinah.17   According to Merrill  F. Unger, 

the word ohel applies to the tent roof of the layers of goat hair, as well as the 

                                                                                                                                                 

Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of The Bible (vol. v.).  Grand Rapids: The Zondervan 

Corporation, 1975, 1976.   
 

15
Interestingly, the Septuagint translates the word mishkan by the word skene.  

This has caused some to draw the parallel between Jesus and the Tabernacle in John 1:14: 

ñThe Word became flesh and dwelt (eskenosen, i.e. tabernacled, ópitched tentô) among 

us.ò 

 
16

Nahum Sarna, Understanding Exodus (New York: Schocken Books, 1986), 197. 

17
William Wilson, Wilsonôs Old Testament Word Studies (Peabody: Hendrickson 

Publishers, no date), 433.   

 



Journal for Biblical Ministries                                                  Luther Rice  Seminary / University           38 

 

whole building. 18   Brown -Driver -Briggs describe the Tabernacle as the 

ɁÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯ×ÓÈÕÒÚɯÓÐÕÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÝÈÙÐ-colored tapestry with a tent ( ohel) ȿÖÝÌÙɯÐÛȮɀɯ

filled w ÐÛÏɯȿkabodɀɯȹÐȭÌȭɯÛÏÌɯÎÓÖÙà-×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ&ÖËȺȭɂɯɯ3ÏÌɯÐÔ×ÓÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯɁÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɂɯȹmishkan) refers to the dwelling of God within, whereas 

the tent (ohelȺɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÔÖÙÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÈÛɀÚɯÏÈÐÙɯÊÖÝÌÙÐÕÎÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÎÓÖÙàȭ19  

This seems to be ÐÔ×ÓÐÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÕËÌÙÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ$ßÖËÜÚɯƗƚȯƕƘȯɯɁThen he made curtains 

ÖÍɯÎÖÈÛɀÚɯÏÈÐÙɯÍÖÙɯÈɯÛÌÕÛɯȹÖÏÌÓȺɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯȹÔÐÚÏÒÈÕȺȰɯÏÌɯÔÈËÌɯÌÓÌÝÌÕɯÊÜÙÛÈÐÕÚɯÐÕɯ

ÈÓÓɂɯȹ- 2!ȺȭɯɯȹIt is the same in the A.V.).  James Strong acknowledges that the 

words are sometimes used interchangeably, but argues that there is a technical 

distinction between the two words: ohel is used as the canvas roof, and the 

mishkan of the walls of the compound structure itself. 20 

This concept is noted by Bernard Ramm.  The roof or actual tent-covering 

was formed by the layers of animal skin that covered it.  One of the functions of 

the coverings obviously was to shut out the weather and the sunlight for the 

Shekinah glory and the lamp stand (Menorah) that provided the only light 

                                                 
18

Merrill F. Unger, Ungerôs Bible Dictionary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1957), 

1060. 
 

19
Francis Brown, ed., The New Brown-Driver-Briggs Gesenius Hebrew-English 

Lexicon (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1979), 1015.    

 
20

 James Strong, The Tabernacle of Israel (Grand Rapids: Kregal Publications, 

1987), 11. 
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within. 21   Temples among ancient cultures manifested the principles of inclusion 

and exclusion.  Within the walls of the Tabernacle was something holy: the 

presence of God Himself.  The principle of exclusion meant that access to God 

ÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÔÈÕɀÚɯ×ÙÌÙÖÎÈÛÐÝÌɯÌßÊÌ×ÛɯÉàɯÐÕvitation.  Within the Tabernacle were 

allowed the priests alone, and the Holy of Holies only the High Priest and that 

one day a year on the Day of Atonement.22   A fence made of linen cloth and 

connected with wooden posts surrounded the Tabernacle itself: shutting in that 

which belongs to God, and shutting out that which does not belong to Him.  The 

outer fence was about the height of an interior wall in a modern house. Within 

the fence and the curtains of the Tabernacle was something sacred and holy and 

one could only enter by invitation.  

 The same principle is found in modern houses when a homeowner wants 

to distinguish his personally owned property from the public domain.  Some 

ÌÝÌÕɯ×ÜÛɯÜ×ɯÚÐÎÕÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÈÙÕɯɁ*ÌÌ×ɯÖÜÛȵɂɯÖÙɯɁ#ÖɯÕÖÛɯÌÕÛÌÙȵɂɯɯ Úɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯ

domain, it kept out those who would have no business there.  

                                                 
21

Perhaps it is necessary at this point to explain the meaning of the word 

ñShekinah.ò  While this actual word does not appear in the Bible, it was invented to 

describe the concept of ñthe glory of Godò and the temporary manifestations of God.  It is 

spoken of as appearing in public view in connection with the Tabernacle; the wilderness 

wanderings; the glory cloud and the pillar of fire; the dedication of the temple etc.  Hence 

it was a visible manifestation of the presence of God among his people (See James 

Strong, The Tabernacle of Israel, 152, and Brevard Childs, The Book of Exodus 

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1974), 540.   

 
22

Bernard Ramm, His Way Out (Glendale: Regal Books: G/L Publications, 1974), 

158; 162-163.   
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3)  Bayit- House.  The Tabernacle is also referred to as a house of Yahweh (Ex. 

23:19; 34:26; Josh. 6:24; 9:23; Judges 18:31: ɁȱɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÜÚÌɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɯÞÈÚɯ

ÐÕɯ2ÏÐÓÖÏɂȺȭɯɯAfter the entr ance of the Israelites into Canaan, the Tabernacle was 

stationed at Shiloh (Josh. 18:1); Nob (I Sam. 21); and Gibeon (I Chr. 16:39).  This 

term implies a more fixed structure and is more fitting after the people were 

established in Canaan.   

 

4) Hekal- This word is normally used in reference to the Jewish Temple, but it is 

also used of the Tabernacle as well (e.g. I Sam. 1:9, 3:3; Psalm 5:7, etc., etc.).   
 

5) Miqdash- 3ÏÐÚɯÞÖÙËɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÌËɯɁÚÈÕÊÛÜÈÙàɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯ

to the Tabernacle iÕɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌȯɯɁȱɯ ÕËɯÓÌÛɯÛÏÌÔɯÔÈÒÌɯÔÌɯÈɯȿÚÈÕÊÛÜÈÙàɀɯÛÏÈÛɯ(ɯÔÈàɯ

ËÞÌÓÓɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÛÏÌÔɂ (Ex. 25:8).  A miqdash is a holy or consecrated place or space.  

The word is used in reference to the Tabernacle at least thirteen times (e.g. Lev. 

ƕƖȯƘȰɯƕƚȯƗƗȺȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÞÖÙËÚɯɁÚÈÕÊÛÜÈÙàɂɯÈÕËɯɁÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÎÙÌÎÈÛÐÖÕɂɯÈÙÌɯ

used in the same verse several times (e.g. Nu. 3:38).  Interestingly, most 

references are found in Leviticus: the holiness code.   

 

ƚȺɯ3ÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÐÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÎÙÌÎÈÛÐÖÕɂɯȹohel moed, 

i.e. the tent or place of meeting).  The Tabernacle was the place where God said 

ÏÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯɁÔÌÌÛɂɯÞÐÛÏɯÏÐÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƝȯƘƖÍȺȭɯɯ 

 

7) A final designation of the Tabernacle is the compound phrase ohel ha eduth 

ȹÐȭÌȭɂÛÏÌɯÛÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɂȺɯÖÙȮɯÈÚɯ#ȭ6. Gooding translates it in the New Bible 

DictionaryȮɯɁ#ÞÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÛÌÙÔÚɂɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÐÛɯÏÖÜÚÌËɯÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÓÌÛÚɯÎÐÝÌÕɯ

to Moses on Mount Sinai, which tablets represented the sign of the terms of 

(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËȮɯÈÕËɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓ (see Ex. 38:21; Nu. 

9:15; 17:7; 18:2).23  In several references, the Ark of the Covenant (which housed 

ÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÓÌÛÚȺɯÐÚɯÙÌÍÌÙÙÌËɯÛÖɯÈÚɯɁÛÏÌɯÈÙÒɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɂɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƙȯƕƚȮɯƖƕȰɯƗƕȯƕƜȺȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ

Tabernacle by its very existence was a testimony to the faithfulness of the 

covenant promises of God.   
 

 

 

                                                 
23

J.D. Douglas, ed., The New Bible Dictionary (Wheaton: Tyndale House 

Publishers, 1962), 1157.   
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The Functions of the Tabernacle 

God Dwelling with His People  

The purpose of the Tabernacle is explicit in the initial command of God 

ÍÖÜÕËɯÐÕɯ$ßÖËÜÚɯƖƙȯƜȯɯɁȱɯLet them make me a sanctuary (so) that I may dwell among 

themȭɂɯɯ%ÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ&ÈÙËÌÕɯÖÍɯ$ËÌÕȮɯÐÛɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÕÛɯÛÖɯËÞÌÓÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÏÐÚɯ

people.  The Israelites lived in tents, so God would also live in a tent alongside of 

them.  They would travel to the Promised Land; God would travel with them.  

His presence was also visible in the glory cloud, the Shekinah presence.  The 

3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȮɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÓÖÊÈÛÌËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯÊÌÕÛÌÙɯÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÌÕÊÈÔ×ÔÌÕÛɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯ

God wanted to be in the center of His people.  This theme is found throughout 

the Scripture so much so that Page Kelley has suggested that this theme of the 

covenant-presence of Yahweh is the unifying theme found throughout the Old 

Testament.24  &ÖËɯÞÖÜÓËɯɁËÞÌÓÓɂɯÈÔÖÕÎɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓȭɯɯ2ÊÏÖÓÈÙÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯ

ÚÐÔÐÓÈÙÐÛÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÞÖɯ'ÌÉÙÌÞɯÞÖÙËÚɯÍÖÙɯ&ÖËɀÚɯËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎȯɯshakan and yashab.  As 

previously mentioned, the word mishkan (the primary word for the Tabernacle) is 

derived from the Hebrew verb shakan. 

The concept was that of God revealing Himself on earth in the midst of 

His chosen people and was clearly distinguished from th e use of the verb yashab 

                                                 
24

 Page Kelley, ñIsraelôs Tabernacling God,ò Review and Expositor 67, (1970): 

485-494.  For example, other themes suggested have been 1) The kingdom of God   2) 

The holiness of God  3) Redemption  4) Worship  5) The Great Suzerain  6) Promise and 

7) Covenant (Jewish). 
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ȹɁÛÖɯËÞÌÓÓȮɂɯɁÐÕÏÈÉÐÛɂȺɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÞÈÚɯÖÕÓàɯÌÔ×ÓÖàÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ.ÓËɯ3ÌÚÛÈÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɯ

dwelling in heaven. 25   

-ÈÏÜÔɯ2ÈÙÕÈɯÈËËÚȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯshakan ÔÌÈÕÚɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙÐÓàɯɁÛÖɯÛÌÕÛȮɂɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚȮɯÛÖɯ

reside temporarily, moving from place to place.  The lack of fixity in a specific 

ÓÖÊÈÓÐÛàɯÕÌÎÈÛÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯÖÍɯÈɯÚÛÈÛÐÊɯ&ÖËɯÊÖÕÍÐÕÌËɯÛÖɯÈɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯÏÖÓàɯÚ×ÈÊÌȭɂ26  

The Tabernacle would be a sanctuary (miqdash, holy place) where God dwells in 

the midst of Israel.  The content of His dwelling is provided in the des cription of 

the Tabernacle itself.  There He meets and talks with his people (Exodus 29:42): 

ɁIt shall be a continual burnt offering throughout your generations at the doorway of the 

tent of meeting before the Lord, where I will meet with you, to speak to you thereȭɂɯɯ'Ìɯ

ÈÓÚÖɯÞÈÓÒÚɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÛÏÌÔȯɯɯɁMoreover, I will make my dwelling among you, and My 

soul will not reject you.  I will also walk among you and be your God, and you shall be 

my peopleɂɯȹ+ÌÝȭɯƖƚȯƕƕÍȺȭ 

Brevard Childs believes that God was continually present in the 

Tabernacle.  There seems to be a difference of opinion among scholars of which 

Nahum Sarna is an example.  He notes that God is not said to abide in it, but 

among the Israelites.  For further proof, he notes that the references to the glory-

cloud (Shekinah) as descending and ascending proves that God does not reside 

                                                 
25

 Roland K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: William 

B. Eerdmanôs Publishing Company, 1969), 587.   
 

26
Sarna, Understanding Exodus, 206.   
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inside the Tabernacle or is confined by it.27   However, Exodus 40:34-38 seems to 

favor Childs.  It reads: 

    ɁThen the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the  

    tabernacle.  And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud had  

    settled on it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.  And throughout all their 

    journeys whenever the cloud was taken up from over the tabernacle, the sons of Israel 

    would set out; but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out until the day  

    when it was taken up.  For throughout all their journeys, the cloud of the Lord was on  

    the tabernacle by day, and there was fire in it by night, in the sight of all the house of  

    (ÚÙÈÌÓȭɂ   

    

These verses seem to imply that God was abiding with His people at all times, 

whether on the road, at night, or during the day.  Especially noteworthy is the 

statement that the ÎÓÖÙàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯɁÍÐÓÓÌËɂɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯ

ÍÐÙÌɯɁÐÕɯÐÛɂɯÉàɯÕÐÎÏÛȭɯɯ 

Theologians have noted with care the statements that God was dwelling 

ÞÐÛÏɯÏÐÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȮɯÈÕËɯ2ÖÓÖÔÖÕɀÚɯÙÌÊÖÎÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÜÌɯ

dwelling place of God i s in heaven (I Kings 8:30, 43).  When he dedicated the 

temple he spoke of it as the place where God would put His name.  Even though 

&ÖËɯËÞÌÓÓÚɯÐÕɯÏÌÈÝÌÕȮɯÌÝÌÕɯ2ÖÓÖÔÖÕɯÈÊÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌËȮɯɁBut will God really dwell on 

earth?  The heavens, even the highest heaven cannot contain you.  How much less this 

temple I have built!ɂɯȹ(ɯ*ÐȭɯƜȯƖƛȮɯNIV).  Sarna writes that this concept could lead to a 

ÍÈÓÚÌɯÛÏÌÖÓÖÎàȮɯÍÖÙɯÐÛɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÌÕÊÖÜÙÈÎÌɯÈɯÓÐÔÐÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÖÔÕÐ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯ

                                                 
27

Compare Sarna, Understanding Exodus, 207, with Brevard Childs, The Book of 

Exodus (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1974), 540. 
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bring the creator down to the level of other man -made gods.28   Other passages in 

#ÌÜÛÌÙÖÕÖÔàɯÈÕËɯ*ÐÕÎÚɯÚ×ÌÈÒɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÕÈÔÌɯËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌɯÈÛɯ

Jerusalem (Deut. 12:11; 14:23; 16:2, 6, 11; 26:2; I Ki. 8:16, 17, 20, 29, 43 etc., etc.).  

(ÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÐÕÎÓàȮɯ(ɯ*ÐÕÎÚɯƜȯƕƗɯÙÌÈËÚȯɯɁI have surely built thee a lofty house, a place for thy 

dwelling foreverȭɂɯɯ.ÙȮɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ ȭ5ȭɯÙÌÈËÚȯɯɁɯȱa settled place for thee to abide in 

foreverȭɂɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËÚɯɁÈÉÐËÌɯÐÕɂɯÈÕËɯɁÍÖÙÌÝÌÙɂɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÛÈÕËɯÖÜÛɯÏÌÙÌȭɯ 

These concepts are no more contradictory than the New Testament 

teaching that Jesus is God dwelling in a human body (John 1:14), or even God 

being described in anthropomorphic terms.  Even in the Old Testament God 

manifested Himself in different forms like the burning bush (Ex. 3); the Angel of 

Jehovah (which the text states to be Jehovah Himself (Gen. 18:22, 33; Jud. 6:14); 

ÛÏÌɯÊÈ×ÛÈÐÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɀÚɯÏÖÚÛɯȹ)ÖÚÏȭɯƙȯƕƗ-15); Jacob wrestling with an angel (Gen. 

ƗƖȺȰɯ,ÖÚÌÚɯÚÌÌÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯɁÉÈÊÒÚÐËÌɂɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɯȹ$ßȭɯƗƗȯƖƗȺȰɯÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÌÓËÌÙÚɯÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯÚÌÌÐÕÎɯ

God at Mount Sinai (Ex. 24:9f).  Of course, we have already noted that the 

Shekinah was the visible presence of the Glory of God within and above the 

Tabernacle.   

A Testimony to the Covenant  

The Tabernacle also functions as a testimony to the covenant that God 

made with Israel on Mt. Sinai  ȹÌȭÎȭɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÐÚɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯÛÏÌɯɁÛÌÕÛɯÖÍɯȹÛÏÌȺɯ

                                                 
28

Sarna, Understanding Exodus, 206-207.  
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ÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɂɯÐÕɯ$ßÖËÜÚɯƗƜȯƖƕɯÈÕËɯ-ÜÔÉÌÙÚɯƕƛȯƛȺȭɯɯ3ÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÈɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÛÖɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ

testimony of covenant faithfulness.  The Ark of the Covenant, more than any 

other piece of furniture stood for the presence of God in the midst of Israel.   

Inside the Ark of the Covenant was a copy of the Law - the most important sign 

ÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌàɯÈÎÙÌÌËɯÛÖɯȹ$ßȭɯƕƝȯƜȮɯƖƘȯƛȺȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ

tablets of stone, the testimony to the covenant are placed within the Ark of the 

"ÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƙȯƖƕÍȮɯƘƔȯƖƔȺɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÌÚÛÐÍÐÌÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÐÛàɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÈÚÛɯ

revelation of His will and His ongoing continual revelation to Israel in the 

3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÒɯÈÚɯÈɯÚàÔÉÖÓɯÖÍɯ8ÈÏÞÌÏɀÚɯÕÌÈÙÕÌÚÚɯÛÖɯÏÐÚɯ

peo×ÓÌɯÐÚɯÊÓÌÈÙÓàɯÚÛÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯ$ßÖËÜÚɯƖƙȯƖƖȯɯɁAnd there I will meet with you, and I will 

speak with you from above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubim which are on 

the ark of the Testimony, of all things which I will give you in commandment to the 

chilËÙÌÕɯÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓȭɂ 

(ÕɯÏÐÚɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌȮɯɁ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÐÕÎɯ&ÖËȮɂɯ/ÈÎÌɯ*ÌÓÓÌàɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯ

theme of the covenant presence of God among His people has been given 

ÐÕÈËÌØÜÈÛÌɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ6ÏÐÓÌɯ*ÌÓÓÌàɀÚɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛɯÐÚɯÜÕÊÖÕÝÐÕÊÐÕÎȮɯÈÚɯÊÓÌÈÙÓàɯÛÏÌÙÌɯ

are other themes that are probably closer, he has brought up some excellent 

×ÖÐÕÛÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÉÌÈÙɯÜ×ÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌȭɯɯ'ÌɯÞÙÐÛÌÚȯɯɁ3ÏÌɯ

entire system of sacrifice and worship in ancient Israel was designed primarily 

for the purpose of overcoming the  distance between Yahweh and his people, to 
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heal the breach created by their sin, and to bring them into the circle of his power 

ÈÕËɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌȭɂ29    

It is in the context of the covenant that the theme of the divine presence is 

introduced in the Old Testamen t.  The peculiar thing deposited to the covenant  

people was the real indwelling and gracious presence of Yahweh in their midst.    

This is borne out by Exodus 25:1-8.  The problem though was bound up in the 

question of how a holy and righteous God could dwe ll among a sinful and 

rebellious people without them being totally consumed.  The decision of God to 

travel with them on their journey (i.e. tabernacle among them) was clearly an act 

of mercy and grace which Israel did not deserve and which she dare not take for 

granted.  

The concept of the Tabernacle being a testimony to the covenant has been 

ÕÖÛÌËɯÈÓÚÖɯÉàɯ!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ1ÈÔÔɯÈÕËɯ"ÙÈÐÎɯ*ÖÌÚÛÌÙȭɯɯ ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ1ÈÔÔȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ

tabernacle was a structure of the covenant.  It functioned for two purposes: 1) It 

was the means whereby God was worshipped in Israel   2) It was the means 

whereby the Israelites were kept in covenant relationship with God despite their 

ÔÐÚËÌÌËÚȭɂ30   "ÙÈÐÎɯ*ÖÌÚÛÌÙɯÊÖÕÊÜÙÚȯɯɁ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÏÐÚɯ

                                                 
29
Kelley, ñIsraelôs Tabernacling God,ò 486.  

 
30

 Ramm, His Way Out, 161. 
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faithfulness to his covenant promÐÚÌÚɂɯȹÌȭÎȭɯ$ßȭɯƖƙȯƜȰɯ+ÌÝȭɯƖƚȯƕƕȰɯ$áȭɯƗƛȯƖƛȰɯ)ÖÚÏÜÈɯ

18:1; II Sam. 7:6; I Chr. 17:5).31 

3ÏÌɯÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯɁÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɂɯȹÐȭÌȭɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛȮɯ

Ex. 38:21) was the worship system enjoined by the Lord upon Israel.  It was part 

of the covenant.  It showed that as redemption must be followed by morality, 

morality must be followed by worship. 32   Again, Koester is very close to that of 

1ÈÔÔȯɯɁ2ÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÌÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÖÍÍÌÙÌËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌȮɯÚÌÊÜÙÐÕÎɯÈÛÖÕÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯ

making it possible for Israel to live  ÐÕɯÏÖÓÐÕÌÚÚȭɂ33  

That God should be companion, friend, and fellow pilgrim reveals that that is 

exactly what He wills to be.  The God who redeemed Israel from the destroyer 

and then the army of Pharaoh wished to take up residence within Israel.  The 

Tabernacle was to be at the center of the camp- God dwelling in the midst of the 

tents of the twelve tribes.  His tent would be the center of worship, the center of 

society, the center of their lives. 

The Book of Exodus closes with a magnificent summary statement.  God 

would dwell among His people in the Tabernacle with the priests and their 

                                                 
31

Craig Koester, The Dwelling of God: the Tabernacle in the Old Testament, 

Intertestamental Jewish Literature and the New Testament (Washington: Catholic 

Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series #22, 1989), 20. 
 

32
Ramm, His Way Out, 148.  

 
33

Koester, The Dwelling of God: the Tabernacle in the Old Testament, Inter- 

testamental Jewish Literature and the New Testament, 20. 
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sacrifices.  God would continue His revelation in Israel.  And how would Israel 

know that the Lord is her God?  By all the things that He would do.  He had 

brought His people out of Egypt (redemption); He had preserved them in the 

wilderness from starvation, thirst, and enemies.  He had given them the law and 

He had given them the covenant.  He had given them the Tabernacle and He had 

given them the priesthood. 34   God had made provisions for Israel to be His holy, 

redeemed, sanctified people.  Would this be the case? 

Salvation or Sanctification? 

The Tabernacle also functioned as a means of holiness and sanctification.  

Sacrifices were offered at the Tabernacle securing atonement and making it 

possible for Israel to live in holiness (Ex. 29:38-46; Lev. 16; Josh. 22:19-29).  The 

Tabernacle reveals the necessary conditions upon which Israel could maintain 

fellowship with God.  A holy God requires a holy people.  The Tabernacle must 

ÊÖÕÍÖÙÔɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɀÚɯËÐÝÐÕÌɯÞÐÓÓɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƙȯƝȺȭɯɯ(Íɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈÙÌɯÈɯ

peculiar (different) people than the surrounding nations (Ex. 19:6), then they 

must conform to the ideals of the covenant terms they have agreed to (Ex. 19:8f; 

24:7).  J. BartÖÕɯ/ÈàÕÌɯÞÙÖÛÌȮɯɁ&ÌÕÜÐÕÌɯÊÖÕÝÌÙÚÐÖÕɯÌÝÌÕÛÜÈÛÌÚɯÐÕɯÚÈÕÊÛÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕȭɂɯɯ

3ÏÌɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚÏÐ×ɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÕÊÌÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ

faith was demonstrated by the actualization of their personal obedience to Him.  

                                                 
34

Ramm, His Way Out, 169-170.  
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Sanctification follows salvation, and this is clearly revealed in the daily rituals 

and furniture of the Tabernacle. 35  The individual pieces of furniture within the 

Tabernacle proper and the courtyard function as a means of sanctification and 

daily fellowship with God.  The symbol ism of each piece of furniture bears this 

out.36   The Tabernacle served to keep the redeemed Israelite in fellowship with 

&ÖËȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ×ÐÌÊÌÚɯÖÍɯɁÍÜÙÕÐÛÜÙÌɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÙÌÚ×ÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÖÙËÌÙɯÈÚɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

Courtyard and Tabernacle proper are listed.37  All of the pi eces of furniture were 

specifically stated to be constructed exactly as God revealed to Moses on Mount 

Sinai (Ex. 25:9, 40; 27:8; 31:11; 39:32, 42, 43; 40:22-33).  The first two items below 

were in the courtyard.  Note the progression of holiness:  

The Altar of Burnt Offering (Exodus 27:1-8)  

The purpose of the daily burnt offering was to remind the priesthood and 

Israel that the covenant was maintained only through sacrifice.  Man is such a 

sinner and God is so holy that a covenantal arrangement is in need of constant 

renewal and re-cleansing.  The burnt sacrifice speaks of renewing the covenant 

by atonement.  Sins were expiated. 

                                                 
35

J. Barton Payne, The Theology of the Older Testament (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan Publishing House, 1962), 315. 

 
36

Ramm, His Way Out, 153.  The items in the Tabernacle are called ñfurnitureò 

for lack of a better name.  Of course they were not furniture in the modern sense of the 

word but special pieces that functioned in the worship of Yahweh. 

  
37

It is beyond the scope of this study to examine every reference to the pieces of 

furniture listed in the Bible.  This would be a massive task in itself.   
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The Laver (Exodus 30:17-21) 

The purpose for the laver (water basin) is stated to be for washing for the priests 

when they enter thÌɯ'ÖÓàɯ/ÓÈÊÌɯɁÓÌÚÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÐÌɂɯȹ$ßȭɯƗƔȯƕƜȺȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯɁÓÈÝÌÙɂɯ

comes from the Latin word lavoȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÔÌÈÕÚɯɁÛÖɯÞÈÚÏȭɂɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÞÖÙËɯ

ÍÙÖÔɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÞÖÙËɯɁÓÈÝÈÛÖÙàɂɯÊÖÔÌÚȭɯɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÞÈÚÏÐÕÎɯÖÙɯ

cleansing.  This little basin or laver pro vided water for the priests for their 

ceremonial washings and cleansing.  As a symbol, water can have a variety of 

functions and may do so here.  Water is the most basic element of life.  Without 

it, one dies.  Of course, water cleanses: one takes a bath to get dirt and grime off.  

6ÈÛÌÙɯØÜÌÕÊÏÌÚɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÛÏÐÙÚÛȭɯɯ(ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛȮɯÞÈÛÌÙɯÔÖÚÛɯÓÐÒÌÓàɯÏÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÛÖɯ

ÊÓÌÈÕÚÐÕÎȭɯɯ(ÛɯÚàÔÉÖÓÐáÌÚɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÖÞÌÙɯÛÖɯÊÓÌÈÕÚÌɯÔÈÕȮɯÖÙɯ&ÖËɀÚɯËÌÔÈÕËɯ

that his servants be morally clean people.  If one is going to be in fellowship with 

&ÖËȮɯÏÌɯÔÜÚÛɯÉÌɯÉÈÛÏÌËɯÙÌÎÜÓÈÙÓàȭɯɯɁ"ÓÌÈÕÓÐÕÌÚÚȮɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÓËɯÚÈàÐÕÎɯÎÖÌÚȮɯÐÚɯÕÌßÛɯÛÖɯ 

&ÖËÓÐÕÌÚÚȭɂɯɯ 

Bible scholars have correctly observed that the order of these two pieces of 

furniture is significant: the laver comes after the altar of burnt offering.  

Redemption comes first, then comes daily cleansing and fellowship with God.  

The next three items were in the Tabernacle proper: the Holy Place: 

The Table of Showbread (i.e. the Bread of the Presence) (Exodus 25:23-30) 
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The stated purpose for ÛÏÌɯ3ÈÉÓÌɯÖÍɯ2ÏÖÞÉÙÌÈËɯÞÈÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯÙÌÔÐÕËÌÙɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ

provision  (Ex. 25:30).  In the ancient Near East sharing a special meal together 

was an act of friendship and personal communion.  God invited Israel to share a 

meal with Him and enjoy His protection, which was the responsibility of the host 

of the household while they enjoyed the meal. 38   In addition, the bread also 

symbolized the provision of God for the people during the wilderness 

wanderings (Ex. 16:4).  Manna was supernaturally provided day after d ay.  The 

ÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯɁÙÈÐÕÌËɂɯÔÈÕÕÈɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÓÌÚÚÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɯÞÈÚɯÌÚÚÌÕÛÐÈÓɯÍÖÙɯ

their crops, productivity and daily sustenance. 39  God provided His people Israel 

manna from heaven: a special supernatural food when He brought the people 

from bondag e into the Promised Land (Ex. 16:32).  A portion of manna was 

permanently kept in the Ark of the Covenant to signify its holy character and to 

encourage Israel to remember its lessons.   Bernard Ramm suggests that the 

twelve loaves of bread symbolize the sacred meal that united Israel and God in 

the Sinaitic covenant, or the continued presence of the twelve tribes of Israel 

before God.40   He is correct to imply  that the Tabernacle served an already 

redeemed people; its purpose was not to redeem but to restore. 

                                                 
38

Vern Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses (Philipsburg: 

Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing Company, 1991), 20. 
 

39
Ibid. 

 
40

Bernard Ramm, His Way Out, 157. 
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The Menorah (Lamp Stand) (Exodus 25:31-40) 

The stated purpose for the Lamp stand is to give light.  As a symbol, this one is 

somewhat obvious.  Its primary function was to provide the only light in the 

Holy Place.  The priests walked and ministered in  the glow of that light.  The 

Tabernacle proper was shielded from direct sunlight through the layers of 

curtains that protected it.  Thus there was no light within, and like water, there 

are many references to light in the Old and New Testament.  The symbolism 

directly may mean that: 1) God is light (a theme also common in the New 

Testament)  2) God gives light  3) Israel was to be a light to the nations, or 4) 

&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÛÖɯÞÈÓÒɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÎÏÛɯÖÍɯ&ÖËɯȹÐȭÌȭɯÒÌÌ×ɯ'ÐÚɯÊÖÔÔÈÕËÔÌÕÛÚɯËÜÌɯ

to His holiness and in obedience to the covenant).  Interestingly, the menorah is 

the symbol of the modern state of Israel today.  

The Altar of Incense (Exodus 30:1-10) 

The altar of incense stood against the curtain that separated the Holy Place from 

the Holy of Holies.  The  outstanding function of the altar was to burn incense.  

-ÖɯÚÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÌÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÉÜÙÕÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÐÚɯɁÈÓÛÈÙȮɂɯÑÜÚÛɯÐÕÊÌÕÚÌȭɯ3ÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÐÕÚÐËÌɯ

the Holy Place and located  

against the curtain (veil) that  separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies 

signÐÍÐÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÔÖÒÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÙÌÈÊÏɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÕÖÚÛÙÐÓÚȭɯɯ&ÖËɯÚÔÌÓÓÚɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÖÔÈɯÈÕËɯ
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is pleased.  He receives the offering.41    The smoke from the animal sacrifices 

offered on the burnt offering becomes a sweet-smelling savor that enters into the 

Holy of Holies inst ead of a stench.  The offerings themselves are a sort of non-

verbal prayer - prayer for forgiveness of sin, prayer of adoration, prayer of 

thanksgiving, prayer of intercession by the priest for those whom he represents.   

Israelites could remain in fellowsh ip with God through the proper sacrifices.  

God has smelled the aroma and is pleased.  The New Testament associated rising 

incense with the prayers of the saints (e.g. Rev. 8:3, 4).   

The Ark of the Covenant (Exodus 25:10-22) 

The Ark of the Covenant more t han any other piece of furniture stood for the 

presence of God in the midst of Israel.  The Ark of the Covenant was the only 

piece of furniture inside the Holy of Holies.   The Ark is said to be the meeting 

place where God would meet with the Israelites an d reveal His will through the 

commandments (Ex. 25:22).  Inside the Ark of the Covenant was a copy of the 

Law- (ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËȭɯɯ3ÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÏÖÜÚÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ ÙÒɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Covenant as a continuous witness of the terms of the covenant.  Sometimes 

called a chest, or box, or ark, its dimensions were 45x27x27 inches.  It was 

ÖÝÌÙÓÈÐËɯÞÐÛÏɯÎÖÓËȭɯɯ ÓÚÖȮɯÐÕÚÐËÌɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÒɯÞÈÚɯ ÈÙÖÕɀÚɯÙÖËȮɯÈÕËɯÔÈÕÕÈɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

ÞÐÓËÌÙÕÌÚÚȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÔÌÙÊàɯÚÌÈÛȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÖÝÌÙÓÈÐËɯÛÏÌɯ ÙÒɯÐÚɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁÛÏÌɯÈÛÖÕÌÔÌÕÛɯ

                                                 
41

 Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses, 21. 
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ÊÖÝÌÙÐÕÎɂɯȹNIV).  This refers to the covering for the sins of the nation made by 

the High Priest on the Day of Atonement on a year to year basis (Ex. 25:17). (See 

Leviticus 16 for a description of the rituals made on that day).   

The wide variety of purposes for all of these pie ces of furniture seems to 

ÉÌɯÚÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÌɯÍÖÙɯÚÐÕȰɯÊÓÌÈÕÚÐÕÎȰɯÓÐÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÓÐÝÌɯÉàȰɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÙÖÝÐÚÐÖÕɯȫɯÍÌÓÓÖÞÚÏÐ×Ȱɯ

acceptable prayer and offering; and the covering of sin year by year.  All of these 

×ÙÐÝÐÓÌÎÌÚɯÈÙÌɯ×ÙÐÝÐÓÌÎÌÚɯÍÖÙɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɯÕÖÛɯÜÕÉelievers.  Hence, 

the Tabernacle provided the means for the Israelite to walk in fellowship and 

harmony with God. 42   

The Tabernacle as the Place of Divine Revelation 

The Tabernacle served as the place of divine revelation.  God would 

continually reveal His  will to Moses for the people from within the Tabernacle: 

Ɂ3ÏÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯÛÖɯ,ÖÚÌÚɯÈÕËɯÚ×ÖÒÌɯÛÖɯÏÐÔɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÔÌÌÛÐÕÎȮɯÚÈàÐÕÎȮɯȿ2×ÌÈÒɯ

to the sons of Israel and say to themȱɂɯȹ+ÌÝȭɯƕȯƕȮƖÈȰɯ-ÜȭɯƕȯƕȺȭɯɯ(ÛɯÈÓÚÖɯÚÈàÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ&ÖËɯ

would speak to Moses from the Holy of Holies:  

ɁAnd you shall put the mercy seat on top of the ark, and in the ark you shall put 

the testimony which I shall give to you.  And there I will meet with you: and from 

above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubim which are upon the ark of 

the testimony, I will speak to you about all that I will give you in commandment 

for the sons of Israelɂɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƙȯƖƕÍȺȭɯɯ 

 

                                                 
42

 For an interesting devotional treatment of the sanctification process in the life 

of the believer and the parallels with the Tabernacle, see Theodore Epp, Portraits of 

Christ in the Tabernacle.  Lincoln: Back to the Bible, 1976. 
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The section dealing with the Tabernacle (Exodus 25-40) follows the giving of the 

Law on Mount Sinai and the establishment of the covenant (Exodus 24).  What is 

the relationship between the events at Mt. Sinai and the Tabernacle?  The 

similarity of the events cannot be missed.  Moses receives the tablets from God 

on the mountain, the top of which is engulfed by the Shekinah gl ory cloud, and 

the pillar of fire (Ex. 19:9, 18; 24:15-18).  There he receives the instructions for 

building the Tabernacle.  At the completion of the Tabernacle, the Shekinah 

glory -cloud descends and fills the Tabernacle (Ex. 40:33-38).  The cloud and the 

fire would be ever -×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɯÔÈÕÐÍÌÚÛÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯÑÖÜÙÕÌàɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËȭɯɯ6ÏÈÛɯ

happened at Mt. Sinai will continue in the Tabernacle.  There is continuity 

ÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÍÖÙÔÌÙɯÙÌÝÌÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ'ÐÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÜÕÛÈÐÕɯÈÕËɯ'ÐÚɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÈÓɯ

revelation in His dwell ing among them.  God will continue to reveal Himself and 

His will to His people. 43 

 

                                                 
43

R. Laird Harris, ed., Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (vol. 2) 

(Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), 926.   Also noted in Childs, The Book of Exodus, 539-

540; Sarna, Understanding Exodus, 203; and John Durham, Word Biblical Commentary: 

Exodus (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1987), 353-354.  Nahum Sarna also notes 

the degrees of holiness mentioned on Mount Sinai, and the degrees of holiness upon 

which the Tabernacle was structured (e.g. the courtyard, the Holy Place, and the Holy of 

Holies parallel the degrees of holiness at the Mount).  The further one proceeds in the 

Tabernacle, the holier it becomes: Sarna, 205-206.   For an incredible article on this very 

subject, see Angel Manuel Rodriguez, ñSanctuary Theology in the Book of Exodus,ò 

Andrews University Seminary Studies 24, (1986): 127-145.   
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The Tabernacle Pointed to the Person and Work of Christ44 

Finally, the Tabernacle is a type of the Lord Jesus Christ. The features of the 

Tabernacle prefigured and pointed to  the person and work of Christ.  The 

3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÙÌÝÌÈÓÌËɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÓÈÕɯÖÍɯÚÈÓÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐáÌËɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÌɯÞÈàɯÖÍɯ

salvation through the shedding of blood and the means of approaching God 

through sacrifice.  The Tabernacle was a shadow or a pattern for the redemptive 

work of Christ (Hebrews 8 -10).  Not only did the Tabernacle reveal the work of 

"ÏÙÐÚÛȮɯÐÛɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÛÖɯ'ÐÚɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓȭɯɯ3ÙÜÓàȮɯÈÚɯ)ÖÏÕɯƕȯƕƘɯÙÌÈËÚȮɯɁThe word 

ÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÍÓÌÚÏɯÈÕËɯÔÈËÌɯÏÐÚɯËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÜÚȱɂ45   )ÌÚÜÚɯÞÈÚɯ&ÖËɯɁÛÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÐÕÎɂɯ

among men.    

Conclusion 

This paper has shown that the Tabernacle was a very complex structure, and it 

was devised by God Himself (Ex. 25:9, 40; Heb. 8:5) and built by men.  It had 

                                                 
44

While the purpose of this article is to deal with the Tabernacle in the Book of 

Exodus, typology and fulfillment in the New Testament must point to another treatment 

at another time.  However, most of the books referred to in footnote #3 will discuss the 

typology and fulfillment in Christ.  Other standard classics are: A.B. Simpson, Christ in 

the Tabernacle; John Ritchie, Tabernacle in the Wilderness; Ervin Hershberger, Seeing 

Christ in the Tabernacle; Henry W. Soltau, The Holy Vessels and Furniture of the 

Tabernacle.  Several books directly parallel the movements of Jesus in the Gospel of 

John with the furniture of the Tabernacle: J. Sidlow Baxterôs Explore the Book, (pp. 295-

298), and Arthur Pinkôs Exposition of the Gospel of John, (pp. 32-38).  Any good 

commentary on Hebrews will discuss the Tabernacle.  Again, it is necessary to heed 

Bernard Rammôs advice that any typology of the Tabernacle should be very restrained.  

The Book of Hebrews details only the most general aspects of the Tabernacle and we 

should do the same (Ramm, His Way Out, 176).   
 

45
Most quotations are from the NASB and the AV.  A few are from the NIV as this 

one is and are usually noted as such. 
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many functions, but most of them can be narrowed down to five: 1) The 

Tabernacle repreÚÌÕÛÌËɯ&ÖËɀÚɯËÞÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯ'ÐÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯɯƖȺɯ3ÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯ

ÛÌÚÛÐÔÖÕàɯÛÖɯ&ÖËɀÚɯÊÖÝÌÕÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯɯƗȺɯ3ÏÌɯ3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÖÍɯ

holiness and sanctification: the way to have personal fellowship with God.  It 

served a redeemed people; it did not serve to redeem them 4) The Tabernacle 

was the place of continued revelation from God: He would continually make His 

will and commandments known to His people, and 5) The Tabernacle definitely 

pointed forward to the redeemer of mankind, Jesus Christ.  It sy mbolized His 

person as the redeemer, and his work on the cross to accomplish that 

redemption.  
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COUNTING TO TEN: ENUMERATING AND INTERPRETING  

THE DECALOGUE OF EXODUS 20 

 

Brad Arnett, Ph.D.  

Associate Professor of New Testament 

Chairman of Biblical Studies  

 

Dr. Arnett explores the various methods proposed for the  

division of the Ten Commandments of Exodus 20 

 

 INTRODUCTION  

 

The Decalogue serves as one of many theological focal points within not 

only the book of Exodus but also the entire Old Testament. Yet the unclear 

structure of the passage partially shrouds its rhetorical force and theological 

significance. The following examination of the structure of Ex. 20:1-17 is an effort 

to augment present interpretations of this important Old Testament passage.  

Several questions surface related to the existing structure of the passage. 

The first question rests with the designation of the verses. The terms 

Ɂ#ÌÊÈÓÖÎÜÌȮɂɯɁ3ÌÕɯ"ÖÔÔÈÕËÔÌÕÛÚȮɂɯÖÙɯɁ3ÌÕɯ6ÖÙËÚɂɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÍÖÜÕËɯ

in the immediate context of the pericope. The first instance of the number ten in 

association with the commandments is not found until Ex. 34:28. The designation 

ÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÐÔÔÌËÐÈÛÌɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯÐÚɯɁÈÓÓɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÞÖÙËÚɂɯȹ$ßȭɯƖƔȯƕȺȭɯ-ÖɯÕÜÔÉÌÙÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

commands is provided. This opens the possibility that the re may be more or less 

ÛÏÈÕɯÛÌÕɯÊÖÔÔÈÕËÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÚÚÈÎÌȭɯ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÙÌÊÐÚÌɯËÌÚÐÎÕÈÛÐÖÕɯɁÈÓÓȮɂɯ

Jewish and Christian traditions have enumerated the commands in different 
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fashions. The traditions agree with Ex. 34:28 that there are ten commands. 

However, they do not agree on how to divide them. Table 1 depicts the 

numbering of the commands according to three different traditions: the Jewish 

tradition and two different Christian traditions. 46 In the remainder of this paper, 

any references to a certain commandment will follow the Anglican -Reformed-

Orthodox enumeration.  

 
 Table 1: Comparison of Commandment Enumeration 

 
Commandment 

 
Lutheran/ R.C. 

 
Anglican/ Reformed/ 

Eastern Orth. 

 
Jewish 

 
First 

 
No other gods + No 
images 

 
Prologue + No other gods 

 
Prologue 

 
Second 

 
No taking God's name in 

vain 

 
No graven images 

 
No other gods + no 

images 
 
Third 

 
Keep Sabbath 

 
No taking God's name 

 
(same) 

 
Fourth 

 
Honor parents 

 
Keep Sabbath 

 
(same) 

 
Fifth 

 
Not kill 

 
Honor parents 

 
(same) 

 
Sixth 

 
Not adultery 

 
Not kill 

 
(same) 

 
Seventh 

 
Not steal 

 
Not adultery 

 
(same) 

 
Eighth 

 
Not false witness 

 
Not steal 

 
(same) 

 
Ninth 

 
Not covet neighbor's 

house 

 
Not false witness 

 
(same) 

 
Tenth 

 
Not covet neighbor's wife, 

etc. 

 
Not covet 

 
(same) 

 

Some of the commands seem to follow a pattern of beginning with a 

negative injunction, yet others defy the pattern by locating the negative 

                                                 

     
46
. Paul L. Maier, ñEnumerating the Decalogue: Do We Number the Ten 

Commandments Correctly?ò Concordia Journal 16 (1990): 19. A more detailed chart of 

the differences may be found in an essay by Jason S. DeRouchie, ñNumbering the 

Decalogue: A Textlinguistic Reappraisalò in A Call to Covenant Love: Text Grammar 

and Literary Structure in Deuteronomy 5-11 (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias, 2007). 
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elsewhere or repeating it. For example, command four (vv. 8-11) has the negative 

form located in the middle and commands two (vv. 4 -6) and ten (v. 17) have 

more than one negative. To complicate matters further, the fifth command has no 

negative particle at all (v. 12).  The thirteen negative particles provide no basic 

structural framework for the passage. Any effort to arrange the commands 

according to the negative particles utterly fails.  

The author of Exodus might have easily organized the commands 

according to the negative particle but clearly did not do so. Though the 

ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÔÈËÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯËÌÚÐÎÕÈÛÐÖÕɯɁÛÌÕɯÞÖÙËÚɂɯÔÈàɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯ

rooted in  an earlier law code which consisted of only ten negative commands,47 

the present form of the passage denies such a predecessor. One of the commands 

has no negative form in any fashion,48 and the structural arrangement does not 

depend upon the negative parti cle. The structure, if there is one at all, must be 

based on some other feature. 

Perhaps the length of the commands may have something to contribute to 

the structure. After all, in a list of ten commands, each command may be 

expected to have relatively the same number of words. Since they were inscribed 

                                                 

     
47

. For an overview, see Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, 

Theological Commentary, The Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 

391-93. 

     
48

. R. H. Charles, The Decalogue 2d ed. (Edinburg: T&T Clark, 1926), 173. 
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on two tablets of stone, one might assume them to be proportionally the same in 

length. This is not the case with the Ten Commandments. The commands are of 

various lengths, ranging from only two words per co mmand (vv. 13, 14, and 15) 

to fifty -five words (vv. 8 -11)! Table 2 indicates the relationship between the 

commands according to the number of words in each command. The reason for 

the discrepancy in length is due to the fact that some of the commands have 

explanations, while others are very short . Therefore the basic structure of the 

existing ten commands constitutes a wide variety of length.  

Table 2: Number of Words in Ten Commandments 

 
Commandment 

 
No. of Words 

 
One (vv. 2-3) 

 
16 

 
Two (vv. 4-6) 

 
43 

 
Three (v. 7) 

 
17 

 
Four (vv. 8-11) 

 
55 

 
Five (v. 12) 

 
15 

 
Six (v. 13) 

 
 2 

 
Seven (v. 14) 

 
 2 

 
Eight (v. 15) 

 
 2 

 
Nine (v. 16) 

 
 5 

 
Ten (v. 17) 

 
15 

 

 

Another issue that needs to be considered is a common interpretation of the Ten 

Commands. Many have understood the first four commands as addressing the God-to-
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person relationship.
49

 The forbidding of polytheism, idolatry, taking up Yahwehôs name 

in vain, and work on the Sabbath all point to the ñverticalò relationship. The person-to-

person, or ñhorizontal,ò relationship finds its treatment in the latter six commands. The 

problem with this dichotomy of relationships is that it is not based on a grammatical 

division within the text. Instead, the basis for this interpretation is philosophical. 

Therefore, a better interpretation of the Ten Commandments should look for grammatical 

evidences for structure. 

Now that the questions have been raised, a summary of three recent attempts to 

solve the perplexing structure of these commandments will be presented. After the review 

of these proposals follows a plausible solution for the structural problems related to Ex. 

20:1-17. The issues, having already been articulated, may be summarized by noting that 

the Decalogue, a list of commands, follows no seemingly conventional format either by 

length, word order, or introductory elements. 

 

RECENT PROPOSALS 

PAUL L. MAIER
50

 

The problem of divergent enumerations of the Decalogue bothered Maier to the 

point that he had to take an intent look into the evidence surrounding the conflicting 

enumerations. He wrote his article in the effort to persuade his Lutheran colleagues to 

renounce the Lutheran enumeration in favor of the Reformed enumeration.  

                                                 

     
49

. For an example, see Charles, 173. 

     
50
. Maier, ñEnumerating the Decalogue,ò 18-26. 
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Maier began with the observation that Masoretic accents, pe and samech, may be 

able to provide a simple solution to the problem. The method seemed to work well in the 

Deuteronomy version of the Decalogue; ten divisions exist. But when the Exodus 

material was studied, a problem arose. The passage yielded only nine divisions, an 

unwanted discrepancy with the Deuteronomy list. Maier was forced to conclude that the 

accents could not resolve the enumeration problem. Three reasons were given: (1) the 

punctuation is not original, but is a later tradition, (2) Exodus 20 has only nine such 

divisions, and (3) the subject matter should ultimately determine the divisions. 

Next, Maier traced the history of enumerating the commandments. What his study 

uncovered was that the Reformed enumeration scheme can be traced back to Origen, 

Philo, Josephus, and the Septuagint.
51

 The Septuagint incorporated dashes to separate the 

Ten Commandments in both the Exodus and Deuteronomy passages. The Lutheran-

Roman Catholic scheme founded itself on Augustineôs enumeration, which was adopted 

from the Talmudic Jewish interpretation.
52

 Maier suggested that the integration of the 

first and second commands protected the expressions of art within the Catholic church of 

Augustine's day. Possibly the command was improperly ñhiddenò due to practical 

motivations for preserving the icons. The combining of the two commands generated 

only nine commandments and thus required that the tenth command be divided and made 

into two. This would yield the proper number of ten commands. 

Maier cited Jesus and Paul as possible support for the keeping the tenth command 

as one. Jesusô recounting of the commands in Mk. 10:19 did not separate the command. 

                                                 

     
51

. Origen, Homilies on Exodus, xx; Philo, Peri Decalogou, 12;  Josephus, Antiquities 

iii, 91f. 

     
52

. Augustine, Quaestiones super Exod., 71. 
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He simply stated, ñDo not defraud.ò Paul did not separate the command either. In Rom. 

13:9, he simply wrote, ñDo not covet.ò 

Maier concluded that the Reformed enumeration better reflected the biblical 

materials and had strong support from history. He claimed that the enumeration would fit 

well on two tablets with the first five on one tablet and the last five on the other. 

Maierôs study provides several important insights for this paper. The survey of 

historical materials, the argument for a possible five-five structure, and the destruction of 

the argument according to Masoretic punctuation were all necessary and interesting. The 

weakness of Maierôs work lies in his neglect to provide a grammatical foundation for the 

structure of the passage. Basing the structure simply on historical and philosophical data 

will not suffice. The passage warrants more analysis. 

 

LOUIS SMITH
53

 

Louis Smith attacked the same problem in a different way. As he studied the 

church fathers and modern psychology, Smith became interested in the concept of envy 

as original sin, leading him to study the Decalogue (the Deuteronomy version). 

Depending heavily on the concept that the Decalogue is in the form of a suzerainty treaty, 

he regarded the prologue and the first commandment (Dt. 5:6-7; Ex. 20:2-3) as elements 

of an introductory formula. Therefore, the remainder of the passage is a list of treaty 

stipulations. Smith ended up with nine commands, not ten.  

The nine commands, according to Smith, form a chiasm made up of four pairs and 

an apex. An illustration is in Figure 1.
54

 The center of the arch reflects the concern for 

                                                 

     
53
. The following section is a summary of Louis Smith, ñOriginal Sin as óEnvyô: The 

Structure of the Biblical Decalogue,ò Dialog 30 (1991): 227-30. 
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human life, an all-encompassing command. The commands of the arch's left leg each 

have an explanation which follows. For example, the command to honor one's parents has 

the rationale "that you may live long in the land." The parallel commands on the right leg 

of the arch have no rationale because they borrow from the command on the left. They 

are tied together and need no further explanation. From the top of the arch down, 

attention is given to family relations, the economy, and oneôs manner of speech. The 

foundations for the arch are the basic values which govern life in the God-to-person 

relationship and the person-to-person relationship. 

 Do not kill 

 Honor parents      Do not commit adultery 

 Remember Sabbath                  Do not steal 

 Care for the LORD's name     Care for the neighbor's name 

 NO IDOLATRY                                   NO COVETING 

 Fig. 1. Maier's Conception of Decalogue Structure 

The value of Smithôs article for the present study is two-fold. First, Smith 

recognized that some of the commandments lack a rationale, and he saw structural 

implications in this. He claimed that the rationale for the latter commands was included 

in its previous parallel. Second, Smith attempted to support a theological analysis of the 

Decalogue with grammatical evidence. His noble pursuit, however, failed to recognized 

some of the themes embedded in the commandments (which will be discussed later) and 

neglected to include the first commandment in his list. His extreme dependence on the 

                                                                                                                                                 

     
54

. Ibid., 229. 
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suzerainty form weakened his arguments since the Decalogue (by his own admission) 

does not follow the standardized treaty form. 

 

JASON S. DEROUCHIE
55

 

 

 Jason DeRouchie tackled the challenge of commandment enumeration from a 

refreshing perspective. He looked at the grammatical elements of the Hebrew language 

for an answer to the mystery of numbering the commands. His primary interest lay in the 

Decalogue of Deuteronomy 5, but his treatment also addressed the version of Exodus 20. 

 DeRouchie used a three-fold method for his study. He focused on the wa 

connectiveôs function within the Decalogue, the use of asyndeton to mark a new unit, and 

the participant referents to identify macro-units of discourse. He concluded that the 

commands should be numbered according to the Roman Catholic and Lutheran order. 

This order separates, on the basis of asyndeton, the command forbidding coveting the 

neighborôs wife from the command forbidding coveting the neighborôs house and 

property. His order also combined the initial commands forbidding other gods before 

Yahweh and making graven images. 

 Much of DeRouchieôs work is compelling, especially for the Deuteronomy 

version of the Decalogue, because his conclusions were based on a close examination of 

grammatical features. When the Exodus version was considered, however, even 

DeRouchie noted the possibility of an alternate enumeration, especially in regard to the 

final command(s) against coveting. His conclusions on the Exodus version were not as 

strong as his conclusions on the Deuteronomy version. This is especially true since the 

                                                 
55

. DeRouchie, ñNumbering the Decalogue: A Textlinguistic Reappraisal,ò (unpublished 

essay). DeRouchie has since published his work in A Call to Covenant Love. 
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Exodus version contains none of the connective was in the final five commands. Those 

connectives only appear in the Deuteronomy version. In effect, this resulted in a reading 

of the Deuteronomy version back onto the Exodus version. This seemed anachronistic on 

the part of DeRouchie.  

 

A NEW ANALYSIS 

 

The questions concerning the Exodus version of the Ten Commandments still 

remain. The following analysis will be an attempt to add to the discussion and hopefully 

offer something new and helpful to the conversation.  

Two key features of the Decalogue dominate the text. One is the presence of what 

Smith called ñrationales.ò The first five commandments all have these rationales. As 

noted earlier, commands one through five each have at least fifteen words; commands six 

through ten each have fifteen words or less. The reason for the longer commands is due 

to an explanation of the command. 

A second feature of the commands is the use of the name of God. The phrase   >ÄØ@>ÐD

rD¶Ö>vÑ8 (ñYahweh your Godò) appears five times in the first five commands (vv. 2, 5, 7, 

10, and 12).
56

 Not once does it appear in the last five commands. These occurrences are 

very important because each time the phrase occurs, it is in a different command. In other 

words, each command has one and only one occurrence of the phrase ñYahweh your 

God.ò The divine name >@>D (ñYahwehò) alone appears three additional times in the 

passage without any indication of structural significance (once in v. 7 and twice in v. 11). 

                                                 

     
56
. The appearance of ñYahweh your Godò in v. 2 connects the verse to the rest of the 

commands, strongly supporting the combination of vv. 2-3 as the first commandment 

instead of v. 2 alone as a prologue. The verse provides the rationale and is a necessary 

part of the command. 
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These features argue effectively for a division of the Decalogue into two sections 

of five commandments each. The first section is vv. 2-12, and the second section is vv. 

13-17. Each of these will be treated separately. 

 

THE FIRST SECTION (EX. 20:2-12) 

The division of the Decalogue into two sections allows a separate analysis of each 

section. The first five commands alternate in length from short to long. The three short 

commands are of relatively the same length, with a variation of only one or two words in 

length, but the two long commands differ by twelve words. What could this possibly have 

to do with the theological significance of the passage? An answer must address the 

meaning of the words, not only the counting of words. 

In both the first and fifth commandments, a reference is made to land. The ñland 

of the Egyptiansò of the first commandment finds a parallel to ñthe land the Lord your 

God is giving youò in the fifth commandment, linking the two together thematically. The 

words used for ñlandò are different in each verse, emphasizing the difference between the 

two lands. God had delivered the Israelites from the land of slavery into the land of 

freedom. The theme sets boundaries for the first five commandments, forming an 

inclusio. 

A parallel also exists in the second and fourth commandments, formed by the 

repetition of the verb  ˓ ˰ ˓ ˷ s  and the words for ñheaven,ò ñearth,ò and ñsea.ò 

Commandment two prohibits the making,  ˓ ˰ ˓ ˷ˢ , of idols representing anything in heaven, 

earth, or water under the earth. Commandment four parallels commandment two by 
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explaining Yahweh's making,  ˓ ˰ ˓ ˷ˢ , of heaven, earth, sea, and everything is in them. The 

commands are long because of the full perspective of all creation. 

The third commandment, centrally located in the first section, contains two 

complete and parallel sentences:  

 ÐDßJÞÕ¤ßZÖ8 8»Ø̈ ÔZ 8ÄÚH8Ð@°Ø§×H rD¶Ö>vÑ8 >ÄØ@> 
è8Ð@ÞØ§×H i¶L Ð¤ßZÖ8 8ÄØ̈ ÔDßW Ö¤Ò8 Z»Õ8 >´Ø@>ÐD ¹> Ö¢×NÐD 8ÃÚH DÂÔs 

Both lines begin with 8ÚH, the negative particle, and end with  Ø§×H8Ð@, ñin vain,ò separated 

only by the dividing  ÔsD. Additionally, the second line repeats three words from the first 

line:  J¤ȹɁÕÈÔÌɂȺȮ >@>D (ñ8ÈÏÞÌÏɂȺȮɯÈÕË 8 Ø¥ØN ȹɁÓÐÍÛɯÜ×ɂȺ. The two lines are verbally 

parallel.  

A visual summary of the structure of the first section of the Decalogue may be 

helpful. Following the layout of Louis Smith, one may visualize the structure as an arch 

or chiasm like the one presented in Figure 2. Dominating the section is the phrase 

ñYahweh your Godò which appears in each of the five commands. At the center, or apex, 

of the chiasm are the parallel phrases forbidding the misuse of the Lordôs name. 

Command one is parallel to command five, and command two is parallel to command 

four. 

 Ö>vÑ8 >Ø@>ÐDrD  

Do not misuse the LORDôs name 

The LORD will punish those who misuse his name 

 

 Ö>vÑ8 >Ø@>ÐDrD                                   Ö>vÑ8 >Ø@>ÐDrD  

No idolatry                                       No work on Sabbath 

Do not make idols of anything in           Yahweh made everything in 

heaven, earth, and water under earth                 heaven, earth, and sea 

 

 Ö>vÑ8 >Ø@>ÐDrD                                                      Ö>vÑ8 >Ø@>ÐDrD  

No other Gods before Yahweh                               Honor father and mother 

who brought you out from                                        that you may remain in 

the land of the Egyptians                                       the land Yahweh gives you 

 

 Fig. 2. Structure of First Five Commands 
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How does the third commandment serve as a theological apex of this proposed 

structure? With chiasm, the focus or emphasis should be on the middle section. Therefore 

ñlifting up,ò 8 Ø¥ØN, the name of God ñin vainò should validate itself as the emphasis of the 

first five commands. Dispute over the meaning of this command prevents a consensus 

regarding its interpretation. Interpreters basically fall into two groups: those who hold a 

narrow interpretation and those who hold a broad one. The traditional Jewish 

interpretation understands the command as a prohibition of using Godôs name in the 

swearing of a false oath.
57

 ñTaking upò the name of Yahweh has been understood as the 

taking of an oath in his name. To take his name ñin vainò would be to invoke Yahwehôs 

name without intent to carry out the oath.  

The broad interpretation, however, explains the verse as a command forbidding 

the use of Godôs name with emptiness, a blatant disregard of the person whom the name 

represents.
58

 This interpretation seems to fit the context of the commandment more 

clearly. Knowing the name of God was a special privilege granted to Israel, and with it 

came the responsibility to use Yahwehôs name properly. The misuse of His name in a 

vain manner constituted disregard or unbelief (even atheism).
59

 A blatant disregard for 

God tore away the foundation for life not only in the community but in creation and, 

hence, was the most severe sin. Since the Israelites were called to represent Yahweh (Dt. 

                                                 

     
57
. The NJPS translation follows this tradition: ñYou shall not swear falsely by the 

name of the lord your God.ò 

     
58

. Allan M. Harman, ñThe Interpretation of the Third Commandment,ò Reformed 

Theological Review 47 (1988): 3-6. 

     
59

. Charles, 89. 
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28:10), violating His name would discredit His character. Therefore, Yahweh would not 

let the guilty party go free.
60

 

 

THE SECOND SECTION (EX. 20:13-17) 

Since the first five commands are grouped together in such a manner as has been 

demonstrated above, then one may assume that the last five commands also form a 

particular structure.
61

 They do, but the structure is not chiastic but what may be called 

ñprogressive.ò The last five commands progress from rarely committed sins to frequently 

committed sins. Of course, this hypothesis is an assumption which cannot be statistically 

proven. No criminal records exist which are able to prove whether or not the hypothesis 

is true. In order to accept the argument of progressive structure, one must agree that 

human nature and criminal activity remain relatively the same throughout generations 

and across cultural boundaries. Then, and only then, might one assume this progressive 

structure.  

The injunction against murder headed the list, and when it was pronounced, few 

(if any) of the hearers were implicated. Upon hearing the next command, which forbade 

                                                 

     
60
. Ibid., 4. Incidentally, ñwill not hold guiltlessò is the closest any of the commands in 

the immediate context comes to assessing the penalty of breaking a commandment. The 

command to honor parents implies short lifespan as a consequence of disobedience, and 

the command forbidding idolatry offers a threat to future generations. 

     
61

. The second section does not necessarily require a similar structure just because the 

first section had one; God may speak in any way he likes. However, in order to uphold 

belief that the Decalogue is a unit, an effort will be given to establish the structure for the 

second section. The second section is considerably shorter than the first, which presents a 

problem. The analysis will at this point depend more heavily upon theological and 

philosophical considerations than grammatical and rhetorical devices. Admittedly, this is 

a weakness, but including it in the discussion may prove helpful for those who may 

pursue this study further. 
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adultery, more individuals in the audience were confronted. The eighth and ninth 

commands condemned a larger section of the audience with their rules concerning theft 

and lying. The final command, however, confronted every person in the audience. The 

progression from the sixth command to the last command is presented graphically in 

Figure 3. 
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Murder Adultery Theft Lying Coveting

 

Figure 3: Estimated Population Guilty of Command  

 The commands were reaching a wider audience with each word.  Application was 

also becoming more specific with each command. The last command received the 

emphasis not only because of its position as last, but also because of the double use of the 

prohibition verb: ñYou shall not covet . . . You shall not covet.ò  The rhetorical force is 

accentuated by the alliteration of the objects not to be coveted. The masculine singular 

suffix on four of the nouns has a rhythmic sound effect. Also the nouns are paired and 

tend to sound alike: 

i ẂÚL ÒB×@ i ÂWi¤Ð@ ¹iZØLÒ8×@ i ÃdÐ:×QÐ@ r·ÖQ ÕW Z Ö¤ÂÕ8 <¾ÚL ÐB ×Zß8ÞÚH r°ÖQ ÕW ZDÂ Õ̀  <¶ÚL ÐB ×Z 8ÄÚH 

 

The passage then ends with a universal application of the command, avoiding any 

limitation: 

 ÄÖ¤Ò8 H¶ÚFÐ@èrÞÖQ ÕWÐH W 
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The ending received the emphasis because coveting was the internal motivation for the 

other sins. Thus, the commands have progressed not only from least frequent to most 

frequent, but also from action to motive (or external to internal). 

 

 

 CONCLUSION 

The two sections of the Decalogue may explain the two tablets on which they 

were written (Ex. 31:18). One tablet contained commandments one through five; the 

other tablet contained six through ten. On the first tablet, the Israelite recognized a 

chiastic structure that emphasized his or her faith in Yahweh and submission to 

Yahwehôs authority directly and indirectly through parents. The second tablet 

emphasized the internal nature of sin and the root cause of sin as covetousness. 

The structure presented above provides a possible solution to the enumeration and 

interpretation questions surrounding the Decalogue. Enumeration should follow the 

traditional Reformed scheme, since the phrase ñYahweh your Godò serves as 

enumeration markers for the debated commandments. The structure helps identify the 

reason for the alternating lengths of commandments one through five.  

The interpretation of the Decalogue as a whole should place special emphasis on 

command three (ñYou will not misuse the name of the Lordò) as the centerpiece of the 

first table. Commands one (ñYou will have no other gods before meò) and five (ñHonor 

your father and motherò) function as anchors to the first table and both have to do with 

ñverticalò relationship to authority. Parents possess derived authority from God over their 

children. Therefore the ñverticalò and ñhorizontalò relationships interpretation should be 
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modified on the basis of a five-five rhetorical structure. The first five commands govern 

relationships to authority; the latter five govern relationships to peers. 

The final command (ñYou will not covetò) should receive the emphasis in an 

interpretation of the second table of the Decalogue. Commands six through ten escalates 

in condemnation and climaxes in the final command. Coveting the items described may 

lead to the violation of the other commands in the second table, so they are intricately 

connected. Coveting (or envy) serves as the motivation for many, if not most, of the 

atrocities committed by humans against other humans. 
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Progressive Dispensationalism:  An Analysis of the Movement and Defense of 

Traditional Dispensationalism edited by Ron J. Bigalke, Jr.  Lanham, Maryland:  

University Press of America, 2005. 

 

Review by:   Mr. Hal Haller  

                Librarian  

                Luther Rice University  

 

Ron J. Bigalke, Jr., a recent honor graduate of Luther Rice University  ȹɀƔƛȺ, 

has edited and contributed to a major work critiquing progressive 

dispensationalism and defending traditional dispensationalism.  He has 

assembled a number of capable scholars to address some sixteen key issues.  Mal 

Couch of Tyndale Theological Seminary, Thomas Cragoe of Cedarville 

University, Robert Thomas, Professor of New Testament at the Masters 

Seminary, Thomas Ice, Executive Director of the Pre-Trib Research Center on the 

campus of Liberty  University, Arnold Fruchtenbaum, messianic Jewish author 

and teacher with Ariel Ministries, Randall Price, authority on the temple in Bible 

prophecy, and prolific theological writer and professor, H. Wayne Ho use, are 

among the contributors.  John C. Whitcomb, formerly of Grace Seminary, writes 

the preface. 

/ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚÐÝÌɯËÐÚ×ÌÕÚÈÛÐÖÕÈÓÐÚÔȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÉÌÎÈÕɯÛÖɯÈ××ÌÈÙɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÌɯƜƔɀÚɯÈÕËɯ

ÌÈÙÓàɯƝƔɀÚȮɯÉÌÎÈÕɯÛÖɯËÐÚÛÐÕÎÜÐÚÏɯÐÛÚÌÓÍɯÉàɯɁƕȺɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÙɯÍÖÊÜÚɯÖÕɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÐÛàɯÉÌÛÞÌen 

the peoples of God of different ages; 2) an insistence that Jesus has already begun 

(at least to a degree) a fulfillment of the David Covenant, and 3) Adoption of a 

ËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÝÌɯÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐÊɯÛÌÙÔÌËɯÈɯɁÊÖÔ×ÓÌÔÌÕÛÈÙàɯÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐÊȭɂɯȹ×ȭɯƕƛƝȺȭɯɯ

Although somewh at difficult to define according to both proponents and 

opponents, it has exercised considerable influence among those formerly 

committed to traditional dispensationalism.   The writers  of this volume  skillfully 

engage the writings of the major proponents o f progressive dispensationalism 

such as Craig Blaising, Darrell Bock, and Robert Saucy. 

Traditional dispensationalists highlight the differences between Israel and 

the Church.  When John, Jesus, and those whom Jesus authorized began 

preaching that the king dom of heaven is at hand, it was understood that the 

earthly/spiritual/political kingdom promised in the Old Testament was being 

ÖÍÍÌÙÌËɯÛÖɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓȭɯɯ2ÐÕÊÌɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÞÈÚɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÎÌÕÛɯÖÕɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯ

acceptance, it did not come because Israel rejected their promised messianic 

King.  As a result the Jews were dispersed throughout the nations and the 

Kingdom was postponed.  Its coming awaited the necessary obedient response of 
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a future generation of Israelites.  The Church was a mystery encompassing Jew 

and Gentile in one body from Pentecost to the Rapture just prior to the Great 

Tribulation.  During this time Jesus occupies a heavenly throne with His Father.  

He does not occupy the earthly throne of David, but will do so during the 

Millennium.  

Progressive dispensationalists deny that the kingdom originally offered 

had a political earthly character to it.  In fact, some would even say that the 

×ÏÙÈÚÌȮɯɁÛÏÌɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÖÍɯÏÌÈÝÌÕɯÐÚɯÈÛɯÏÈÕËɂɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÏÈÚɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÈÙÙÐÝÌËɯÐÕɯÈɯ

spiritual sense since the King was present rather than the 

political/earthly/spiritual Kingdom promised in the Old Testament is imminent.  

The kingdom was officially inaugurated at the resurrection/ascension and can be 

viewed in two phases:  in its present form and its future form.  T he kingdom is 

already, but not yet, a distinction made popular by covenant premillennialist, 

George Ladd.  Progressive dispensationalists, like traditional dispensationalists, 

recognize the future literal nature of the millennial kingdom over which Jesus 

will reign personally and bodily, but do not like to view it as being postponed 

when Jesus was rejected.  The Church is not recognized as a parenthetical part of 

&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯ"ÏÜÙÊÏɯÐÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ×ÏÈÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÜÓÍÐÓÓÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Davidic Covenan t.   

The writers of Progressive Dispensationalism object to what they view as an 

ÖÝÌÙÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐÚɯÖÕɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÐÛàɯÐÕɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÝÐÛÈÓɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÙɯ

discontinuities are under -emphasized or eliminated.  They also claim that 

progressives have abandoned the traditional understanding of grammatical -

historical interpretation in favor of a more postmodern approach (e.g. chapter 1).  

They view progressives as attempting a rapprochement with covenant theology 

(p. 1).  They view progressive dispensationalism less as a development within 

dispensationalism and more as a departure from it and wonder if the new 

paradigm might eventually lead to its destruction (e.g. chapters 8 and 15).  The 

charge that traditional dispensationalists are not Christocentric enough in  their 

approach is regarded as unfair (pp. xxxvii -xxxix).  The writers point to Daniel 9 

ÈÚɯÈÕɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÈɯÎÈ×ɯÐÕɯ&ÖËɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÏÌÛÐÊɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔɯÐÚɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËȮɯÓÌÈÝÐÕÎɯ

room for the Church age between the 69 prophetic weeks and 70th (e.g. chapter 

11).   ProblemÚɯÙÈÐÚÌËɯÉàɯ/#ɀÚɯÈÙÌɯÈËËÙÌÚÚÌËɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÎÌÕÊàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

ÖÍÍÌÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔɯÊÖÔ×ÖÙÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÊÌÚÚÐÛàɯÖÍɯ"ÏÙÐÚÛɀÚɯËÌÈÛÏɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÌɯ

kingdom could be set up.   

According to PD the number of dispensations is generally recognized as 

less than the traditional number of seven (p. 24).   For traditional 

dispensationalists less than seven dispensations does not necessarily pose a 

ÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔȭɯɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÌàɯÛÈÒÌɯÐÚÚÜÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÝÈÙÐÖÜÚɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯ/#ɀÚɯ

reclassification scheme.  For instance, the lumping of the dispensations of 
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ÐÕÕÖÊÌÕÊÌȮɯÊÖÕÚÊÐÌÕÊÌȮɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÔÐÚÌɯÜÕËÌÙɯÖÕÌɯÓÈÉÌÓȮɯɁ×ÈÛÙÐÈÙÊÏÈÓȮɂɯ

is viewed as problematic as is the lumping of the dispensations of kingdom and 

ÌÛÌÙÕÈÓɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÜÕËÌÙɯÈɯɁ9ÐÖÕÐÊɂɯÓÈÉÌÓȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ"ÏÜÙÊÏ age as 

ÉÌÐÕÎɯÍÙÖÔɯ/ÌÕÛÌÊÖÚÛɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ1È×ÛÜÙÌɯÐÚɯÈÉÚÌÕÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯɁÌÊÊÓÌÚÐÈÓɂɯËÐÚ×ÌÕÚÈÛÐÖÕɯ

proposed by progressive dispensationalists, leaving a pretribulational rapture of 

the Church as not significant to a dispensational scheme (p. 24-25).  Indeed, 

tribulat ion saints are to be viewed as members of the Church though one may 

still ostensibly hold to a pretribulation rapture (p. 171).  

Aside from the differences between the two viewpoints, the reader may be 

ÛÌÔ×ÛÌËɯÛÖɯÈÚÒɯȹÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÏÌɯÚÏÖÜÓËȺȮɯɁ2ÖɯÞÏÈÛȳɂɯɯ"ÏÈ×ÛÌr 15 in particular, seeks to 

ÈÕÚÞÌÙɯÛÏÐÚɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÛÐÛÓÌËȮɯɁ#ÈÕÎÌÙÚɯÖÍɯ/ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚÐÝÌɯ#ÐÚ×ÌÕÚÈÛÐÖÕÈÓÐÚÔɯÛÖɯ

/ÙÌÔÐÓÓÌÕÕÐÈÓɯ3ÏÌÖÓÖÎàȭɂɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÞÙÐÛÛÌÕɯÉàɯ'ȭɯ6ÈàÕÌɯ'ÖÜÚÌȮɯÞÏÖɯÖÕÊÌɯÞÈÚɯ

enamored with progressive dispensationalism while teaching at the seminar y 

where PD had its seminal development.  He tells us how he abandoned it as a 

novel, less satisfactory approach.  Here he issues a challenge to progressives to 

explain how they are still dispensationalists.  Charles Ryrie is quoted by another 

writer as sayÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯ/#ɯÐÚɯɁÈÕɯÈÉÌÙÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÈÕɯÈÉÈÕËÖÕÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÞÈÚɯ

×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚÓàɯÒÕÖÞÕɯÈÚɯËÐÚ×ÌÕÚÈÛÐÖÕÈÓÐÚÔȭɂɯɬ p. 344.  Bruce A. Baker maintains in 

Chapter 12 that PD is less capable in showing that miraculous gifts have ceased 

in the Church during the present age and opens the door to legitimizing claims 

of the signs & wonders and charismatic movements.   

Whether the reader will agree or not with the slant of the book under 

review, it does represent the most significant and comprehensive attempt to date 

to answer the arguments of progressive dispensationalism.  It deserves serious 

consideration in the ongoing discussion.  

 

Ron Bigalke has written other books on prophetic subjects, a recent book 

defending young earth creationism, and has contributed to Dispensationalism 

Tomorrow and Beyond:  a Theological Collection in Honor of Charles C. Ryrie.  Eugene 

Merrill, Distinguished Professor of Old Testament Studies at Dallas Theological 

Seminary and Distinguished Professor of Old Testament Interpretation at 

Southern BaptisÛɯ3ÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯ2ÌÔÐÕÈÙàȮɯÚÛÈÛÌÚȮɯɁ/ÙÖÍȭɯ1ÖÕɯ!ÐÎÈÓÒÌɯÉÓÌÕËÚɯÛÏÌɯ

elements of serious scholarship, excitement about Scripture, and a pastoral 

concern for students that uniquely gifts him as an interpreter and practitioner of 

&ÖËɀÚɯ6ÖÙËȭɂɯɯ$ßÈÔ×ÓÌÚɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÈÙÛÐÊles can be accessed at 

http://www.eternalministries.org/articles.php   
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