Exodus 23:20-33

I.   Introduction

It is important to see Christ in the covenants.  We see him here in the Mosaic covenant and what he does and does not do.  We also see him in the full light of the new covenant.

II. God delivers the promises and duties of the covenant.

1.  Our context is the epilogue to the covenant.  As such, it teaches us that if we love God and not idols, and love our neighbor so as never to seduce him to idolatry, we will get the promise.  In the case of Israel, it is the land.  In our case, it is heaven.  There are two essential movements to the text, a near one and a far one.  In the first, God promises the land upon the condition of obedience.  In the distant movement (implied/biblical theology), God promises heaven unconditionally by graciously giving the condition of obedience.  In both, there is a covenant with promise and duty.  Our text is the Mosaic covenant, but it points to a new and greater covenant.

2.  The immediate text is dominated by the interplay between God’s promise and their duty.  We have what God is going to do, and their responsibility.  We begin (20) with the promise.  I am going to send an angel to guard you and to bring you into the land.  I take his identity as the pre-incarnate Christ.  See vs. 21 and Joshua 5:13-14.  Christ is present in the Mosaic covenant.  He gives success.  See Joshua 21:43-45.  His promise is expanded in vs. 22b, 23, and 25b-31.  The essential elements of the promise are victory (27) under Joshua.  Christ also secures abundance (26).  The land and life will be fertile.  I think this is an echo of the garden of Eden.  God will place them in a garden.  This is God’s part.  But their part is also contained in the text.  As Adam was to obey, they must obey.

3.  The Mosaic covenant is a covenant of works.  The text sets forth their duty (21-22, 24-25a, and 32-33).  And you can see the seesaw.  God does; they do.  The essence of their duty is unique and solitary loyalty to God.  In other words, idolatry is the fulcrum.  In verse 20, Christ will guard.  In 21, they must be on guard (tit for tat).  Read vs. 21 (guard, obey, not rebel).  This is expanded upon in 24-25a and 32-33.  This is what they are to guard.  The angel will get them to the land, secure military defeat, and bless the land.  But once in the land, they are to be faithful to the covenant.  Appl:  loyalty (Red Sea, Jordan River, food and water, Sabbath rest, and now land).  The reason for the loyalty is in the clause at the end of 33 (read).  The word is trap.  Illus:  mouse, squirrel.  NB:  Satan uses the good stuff!  See Psalm 106:34-36.  The word is used six times in Proverbs.  Appl:  secular humanism to secure the sacred (trap).  

4.  Israel, of course, fails here.  God kicks her out of the land with Babylon and Rome and revokes the covenant.  Appl:  The attraction of evangelicals to Israel and physical blessings is a return to the Mosaic covenant.

5.  But with the eye of faith, we see here the new covenant and God’s promise of heaven unconditionally.  The land promises are simply a type of heaven.  They point us forward to a greater promise.  See Galatians 4:26, Hebrews 11:10,16, and more critically John 14:2-3.  If Jesus is indeed the angel of Exodus 23 and goes before them to prepare the land, Jesus here fulfills the land typology of the Mosaic covenant.  The word prepare in John is the same as the Greek word in Exodus 23:20.  The angel is now unveiled.  His work was to get them to the land.  Now his work is to get us to heaven.  John says he will.  The angel guarding the nation to bring them into the land also has a New Testament counterpart.  The same Greek word is used in John 17:12 and 2 Timothy 1:12.  It all means that Jesus has secured our home, and the promise is certain.  See Psalm 34:7 (even idolatry).

6.  The covenant of works has a counterpart in the covenant of grace.  But the terminal point is not the people of God.  It is the mediator of the covenant.  Jesus underwent the covenant of works and fulfilled it perfectly in his active and passive obedience.  It means that the terminal point is this.  In the Mosaic covenant, God had his part and the people theirs.  In the new covenant, God has his part and he does our part in grace.  The merits of his perfect obedience charged to our account.  This is not to say that on the human level there is no summons to faith and obedience.  Faith and obedience are vital.  But on the divine level, he secures this for us and gives us faith and repentance so that our part is certain.  Again, faith and obedience are means to secure blessings to be sure, but grace is the cause of our salvation with faith and obedience the evidence of our salvation.  

7.  But the greatest terminal point is the covenant itself.  The failure of the sons of Moses is the background for the success of the Son of God in the new covenant.  See Jeremiah 31:31, 33-34.  Note the I wills of God:  I will make, I will put my law within them, I will write it, I will be their God, I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.  If I understand the words of our Lord, he inaugurates the covenant in his death and resurrection.  Confirmation of this is in 2 Corinthians 3:5-6.

8.  In other words, our success, where Israel failed, is in him, by him, and with him as he fulfills what he demands.  I might add it is also for him. 

9.  Thus our hopes are not in land promises or physical blessings but in heaven and spiritual blessings.  More critically, our every hope is in him.  Appl:  gospel (without him all is lost).  Christ guards us all the way to heaven.  His success secures our success.

