Exodus 18:1-27

I.   Introduction

The ANE was known for local and tribal deities.  God is not a local or national deity.  The coming of a Gentile affirms this.

II. Gentiles come to acknowledge God and to assist Moses.

1.  There are two basic movements in the text.  The first (1-12) is a Gentile confession of the greatness of God, and the second (13-27) is his assistance to Moses.  Contextually, the chapter is critical because not all Gentiles are in opposition to God (i.e., chapter 17) and Moses is seen here dealing with legal disputes (i.e., chapter 19 is the answer for such disputes).

2.  The coming of this Gentile is a trickle that will become a flood.  Jethro, the father in law of Moses, is a Midianite priest.  He hears all that God has done (re:  plagues of Egypt).  And he comes to honor God.  Read vs. 1.  Moses greets him and expands on what God has done; specifically, his grace to Israel in the wilderness.  Read vs. 8.  Appl:  evangelism (people hear about God in word & testimony).  His response is telling.  He rejoices (9); he blessed the Lord (10); he confesses (11); he sacrifices (12a), and he eats a sacramental meal (12b) in union with Israel and the text reads before Elohim (creator and plural of majesty).  Let us focus on the confession:  now I know that Yahweh (covenantal name) is greater than all the elohim; indeed it was proven when they (gods of Egypt) dealt proudly against the people.  Jethro means the congregation is universal.  See 2 Kings 5:15 (NB. Naaman was a Syrian leper).  All of this is an acknowledgment of the supremacy of God.  Illus:  air superiority (not just) vs. supremacy (is) [utter dominance].

2.  This trickle of Gentiles becomes a flood in the New Testament attesting to the universal recognition of the greatness of God.  In Matthew chapter two, magi from the East come to Jerusalem to worship the Christ child and to give him gifts.  In chapter eight, a Roman centurion comes to Christ for the healing of his servant.  Christ agrees to go and heal him.  The centurion, in acknowledgment of the greatness of Christ, says it is not necessary for you to come.  Just say the word and my servant will be healed.  He has heard about Christ.  He knows that his power transcends a geographic location.  Christ further responds that the centurion represents a trickle of universal adoration when he says in vs. 11:  I say to you that many shall come from east and west and recline at table with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven.  Many shall come is an expression of the advancing universal acknowledgment of the greatness of Christ.  The centurion heard and came.  In the future, many more will hear and will come.  In John 12, Greeks come to seek an audience with Jesus.  Read 12:20-22.  It signals for Christ to announce in vs. 23:  The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.  In John 19:37, a centurion looks upon Christ.  Read 19:37 and the parallel account in Mark 15:39.  The text is a citation from Zechariah 12:10.  The prophet is prophesying about the coming of Christ.  The confession of the Roman soldier means fulfillment has begun.  In Revelation 1:7, John again quotes Zechariah but changes the OT text from house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem to all the tribes of the earth.  In other words, Gentiles will fulfill the role of Israel by mournful repentance and believing.  The one becomes many; the trickle a flood in attestation to the universal confession of the greatness of God and Christ.  

3.  The second movement (13-27) is also an attestation to the greatness of God as Jethro watches Moses execute his role as lawgiver.  A great God is worthy of a great lawgiver.  But Jethro sees failure.  His response is in vs. 17-18.  There is a critical overlap here with chapter seventeen.  The task, says Jethro, is too heavy.  The same word is used in 17:12.  In that chapter, Moses needed the help of Aaron and Hur.  Here he needs the help of many men.  Read vs. 25.  In other words, by himself, Moses will wear out (see vs. 18).  The language is intense.  The word conveys the idea of exhaustion and discouragement with certain failure.  But as the greater lawgiver, Christ needs no advice.  See Isaiah 40:13.  Further, while Moses has many helpers, Christ has none, needs none because he is sufficient and efficient in and of himself.  See Hebrews 2:18 (is able) and 13:8.  And we acknowledge his greatness when we come not to advise him but to obey him.

4.  But the even greater reality represented by Jethro is the way he comes.  He is a priest.  In Exodus, God chooses a nation to be his priest.  Read Exodus 19:6.  But an entire nation is not enough.  Jethro represents this.  In the NT, every believer is made a priest.  Read Revelation 1:6 (made us is equated with 5b).  Read I Peter 2:5.  The vast majority of Christendom is represented by Churches with a professional priestly class and the sacrament of ordination.  The problem is God is too great for such a limited number of priests to say nothing of the obvious contradiction of John and Peter.  We are made priests by the new birth.  Furthermore, in some Churches, this priestly class is restricted to men.  Again, men are not enough.  The story is too great for such a restriction.  In the NT, there is no distinction between male and female.  Thus, women are priests for the story of the greatness of God is much too great for just men to tell.  Too, priests in a Church is too limiting.  God’s priests are everywhere. Appl:  priests with a collar or a changed life!

5.  The greatness of God is seen in the coming of the nations to him.  And that he makes us priests by his power with a universal confession (18:11).  And that wherever he has us, we live for him to tell that story.

