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Exodus 18

Introduction

Prior to getting started on our text this morning, it does seem that we should take a few moments to reflect upon what has happened in the last couple of days. The deaths of Terri Schiavo and the Pope must be seen as contrast in understanding the value of life and, even, the value of life in the midst of suffering. Terri Schiavo’s death was a tragedy; the Pope’s death was a triumph.

Terri Schiavo’s death was tragic through and through.  The whole process illustrated the depths of our human brokenness. The argument for removing the feeding tube was that Terri Schiavo’s condition was considered sufficiently debilitated that her “suffering” – whatever that might have been for her – justified a decision to end her life.  Because family members disagreed about what her wishes would have been, the family was left entrusting secular judges with the responsibility to make life-or-death decisions. No one in that entire situation could be described as a winner. When human kind takes on the responsibility of placing value judgments on others life, tragedies like this will ensue. Here’s the point, though: in the eyes of the world, suffering makes life not worth living.

The death of Pope John Paul II yesterday is a different story. It was a triumph. One does not need to be Roman Catholic to admire the fashion with which the Pope faithfully and obediently endured an increasing degree of suffering over the course of years. He shared his suffering with us openly. For the Pope, suffering meant identifying with Christ’s suffering. He refused to retire, he refused to be persuaded that his suffering made his contributions less valuable, he refused to go into hiding to deny the reality of physical death. 

Even with his suffering – and even because of his suffering, the Pope believed his life was worth living. Consider the witness of his last 48 hours of life; people around the world held vigils, meditated on the meaning of suffering, focused on the glory of Christ’s resurrection and some, we pray, may have been confronted and convicted by the hope assured we have as Easter people.  

It was only one week ago we celebrated Christ’s resurrection from the dead. In the resurrection, God declares his sovereignty over sin, pain, suffering and death. He has set us free, taking us through an ocean of uncertainty and a desert of despair. In doing so, he has declared to them (and us) that he is the LORD. 

This morning, as we return to our look at Exodus, we’re in a similar kind of situation. God has taken his people – oppressed in Egypt in the bonds of slavery – and brought them through an ocean of uncertainty and the despair of the desert. They have endured hardship but God has provided food, water, and protection. In doing so, he has declared to them (and us) that he is the LORD.

This morning, we look at an episode that functions as an interlude between the incredible miracle of God’s actions in redeeming Israel and the covenant established at Sinai. We get a look at Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, who comes for a visit.

II. Exodus 18

III. Brief note about 18:1-12

Although I will be spending the bulk of the sermon talking about the latter part of this chapter, it might be helpful to take a few moments to consider the significance of this reunion and why the detail is provided.

At first glance, it seems like a simple story of a family barbeque. Jethro comes, brings with him Moses’ wife and children who had been sent away for safety while Moses’ was in Egypt, and they share stories about what has happened. They gather everyone together, burn an offering, and share a meal. What’s the big deal?

A. Family connections

a. The story is about a reconciliation and reunion of two parts of one family. The Midianites were nomads tracing all the way back to Cain and Abel. (Genesis 4:10-16). One of Cain’s descendants was Keturah, who was a wife of Abraham after Sarah’s death. She bore him several sons, including Midian. (Genesis 25:2)

b. In this reunion account, Jethro stands for all the nomads on the “sent-away” side of the family (Cain/Keturah/Ishmael/Esau) and Aaron represents the “blessed” side (Seth/Sarah/Isaac/Jacob). Moses is the mediator between the two, because was born the blessed side but joined with the “sent away” side.

c. It is God who brings together these two parts of the family at the foot of the mountain, where they unite with each other in worship, in celebration, and in a meal together. 

B. While the reconciliation among families as a result of what God has done is impressive; we know what Moses did not know. We can see that God is foreshadowing a time to come – a time when all families coming to the mountain of God to worship and adore him together. Generations of tensions and fighting will be erased when the people see that the LORD is God and join together to worship him. The great banquet Jesus talked about is shown here: gathering in the sovereign presence of the LORD for the purpose of worship and breaking bread together.  This is the promise and the hope assured post-Easter.

C. And it is only a foreshadowing. This reunion is not eternal. Just as the Midianites were the traders responsible for putting Joseph into servitude in Egypt (Genesis 37:28), the Midianites also later turn on Israel and are no longer considered allies. For here and for now, however, in Chapter 18, Jethro recognizes God where Pharoah and the Amelekites did not, and God draws the family together for worship.

IV. Exodus 18:13-27

OK, now we turn to the more practical side of things. Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, observes Moses’ daily routine and shakes his head. I’m willing to bet that Jethro is neither the first or last father-in-law to do shake his head. 

You can almost see it. Moses, with his morning cup of water in his hand, wanders out to the driveway to pick up his manna. He grabs a rock and sits down to enjoy a quiet moment before the day begins. Before he can even have his first sip, the people are standing around him, demanding his attention and energy. Jethro, still shaking the cobwebs out from a long night in the tent, goes out and sees the spectacle.

After watching, Jethro does something only a father-in-law could really make work. He asks a question that absolutely pierces to Moses’ core: 

“What are you doing?”

Seeing it in print really can’t do justice to the tone that must have gone with it. The message is clear, “Seriously, Moses, are you out of your mind?”

Jethro is a good father-in-law. He tells Moses he’s going to give some advice; advice that has stood the test of time. He tells him two things; two things that point to a third.

A. You can’t do it all by yourself.

a. You will wear yourself out.

Does this sound familiar? Moses was trying to do everything for everybody. “If I don’t do it, it won’t get done – or at least, it won’t get done right.” 

We are not designed to be God. We’re not. We’re not designed to go, go, go. We’re not designed to be everything to everyone. We are actually designed to depend on one another, to seek help from one another, to be in relation to one another. There is actually a healthy co-dependency; one in which we confess our weaknesses failures and needs and one in which we ask for help.

Yet, although we give lip service to understanding this, how many of us actually live as if we DO have to do everything all by ourselves? We work hard to give the impression that we’ve got everything all together, we’re in complete control. We hide our deficiencies as best we can. There’s an advertisement on television that really nails this attitude. It shows a guy with a pasted on smile who’s addressing the camera, “I have the house, I have the wife, I have the new car, the perfect lawn, and I’m up to my eyeballs in debt. I can’t even afford to make the interest payments on my loans. Someone stop me!”


When was the last time you confessed to someone else that you had financial troubles?

When was the last time you confessed to someone else that you were having relationship troubles – whether family, marriage, school, work, whatever?

When was the last time you confessed whatever makes you afraid: death, disappointment, failure, desertion?

Why is that? What is stopping us? Why do we believe we’re in it alone? Why do we believe that we must go it alone?

How many men were traumatized by Harry Chapin’s song, “Cats in the Cradle?” Anyone who has heard the song knows exactly what I’m talking about. It tells the story of a father who consistently promises that he would spend time with his son only to be too busy. The refrain, “Cats in the cradle and the silver spoon, little boy blue and the man on the moon. ‘When you coming home, Dad?’ ‘I don’t know when, but we’ll get together then, son. You know we’ll have a good time then.’” Finally, when the father is retired and asks to spend time with the son, it is the son who is too busy. The punchline, “As I hung up the phone, it occurred to me, my boy was just like me.” Ouch. 

How many women lament their inability to get everything done. One quick illustration will do and we’re far enough away from December now to ask. How many of you were stressed about how you were going to get all the presents bought, wrapped, sent; all the Christmas cards written, addressed, and mailed; all the parties and events covered; attend all the kids programs. Did anyone here wish that they had a double so that they could be in two places at once?

At the end of the day, at the end of the month, at the end of our careers, as our children leave home; do we find that we have worn ourselves out by trying to do it all? 


The Father-in-law knows best here. Jethro functions as the voice of God. Moses might have argued about how he was doing God’s work. But Jethro wisely reminds Moses that God is God and Moses is not. He points out Moses’ limitations; but not in a negative way, just in a real way. “The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.” (v.18).

b. You can’t do it alone: your job is limited.

i. This is an important piece of Jethro’s advice. Jethro states Moses’ job description; one that has been changing and evolving since the time of the burning bush. Jethro is signaling that this is a new time in the life of the nation and a new role that Moses must fill. 

ii. Moses is the function of a minister. There are specific pieces assigned to him. Having specific things assigned to Moses means that there are many things specifically NOT assigned. His limited role will take all his time and energy – if he tries to do other things, he will be inadequate in both areas.

iii. This actually is a word of comfort for Christians. This word is an encouragement to share our faith – salvation is not up to us; that’s God’s work. Our limited role is to share the good news of what God has done for us.

iv. The Moses’ syndrome, however, of feeling like we have to do everything is often one reason why people don’t want to get involved in church. They have the feeling that they have to do it all. They must either be super-Christians or not engaged at all. There is a fear that if they do not attend every class, participate in every committee meeting, do not give to every mission project, or be in the choir every Sunday, they are not being faithful. That’s not the case. 

Hear the good news: the church is not about supporting program, the church is about glorifying God and enjoying him forever. It is about developing a deeper love for Jesus Christ and building up the body. You don’t have all the gifts; neither do I. “There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men.” 

You can’t do it all by yourself. You were never supposed to.

B. You shouldn’t do it all by yourself.

a. It will make your load lighter. Here, Jethro makes an incredibly insightful observation.

i. Jethro recognized that Moses was trying to carry the weight of the spiritual life of the people. He could not do it. 

ii. Moses’ load would lighter because Jethro understood that the people must have a personal relationship with God. Jethro basically tells Moses that he cannot “do faith” for the people. He cannot do all the work for the people. Moses’ job was to equip them for their faith.

iii. Likewise, the minister of a church does not have the exclusive line to God. My faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior will not carry any of you through judgment. Moses’ faith couldn’t. Pastor Jim’s faith can’t. The Pope’s faith can’t. I can’t and won’t carry you through judgment to salvation; rebuke me if you think I’m trying. 

iv. The people have to take on their own load. “Come to me all who are weary and heavy laden; my burden is easy and my yolk is light.” The minister can’t do it for you, it is between you and God for you to proclaim Jesus Christ is Lord with you mouth and to believe in your heart that God has raised him from the dead. If that’s new for anyone here this morning and you are being convicted for the first time to receive Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, we will be inviting you to come forward after communion to pray with the prayer team.

v. Moses’ load would be lighter because he would give the people what was theirs in the first place, the responsibility to have a personal relationship with God.

b. All the people will go home satisfied

i. This is so true. No one can do faith for you. One of the greatest problems the church has today is people complaining about how others are “doing church.” There is an unstated expectation in those complaints: that someone else, somewhere else, will do something else to be the church for us. It will not happen and it does not happen.

ii. On the other hand, consider the witness and testimony of the people who go on mission trips, who pursue God’s call to live their lives faithfully in the midst of the community. They “go home satisfied” because they have been blessed by God as they have given of themselves. They are richer because they have shared. 

iii. Sharing the load need not always be a burden, either. Some of the best times I have had were doing projects that took some time but very little effort. When I was in Indianapolis, some of the best and most meaningful times I had were spent doing odd jobs at the community center in town. We painted, we cleaned, we moved furniture together – and ended the morning in prayer together. During our time, we found ourselves talking about the important things in our lives. Everyone was surprised how quickly the time went and how much fun they had. 

iv. When the people of the church take their parts doing the work of the church, the load is light and they go home satisfied.

C. We are called to work together

Jethro is a wise father-in-law. His two words of advice are just what Moses needed to hear.

a. No one can do it all; no one should do it all. We are called to be together. You are here this morning to worship with this congregation, this family of faith. You are here this morning because you belong to one another. Look around: you are here this morning because you belong to one another.

b. The church is not some place or some group out there or somewhere else. The church is right here, right now, amongst us: it is us. We are the church in this place. Consider what our Book of Order – a part of our Constitution says:

a. The Church is called to be a sign in and for the world of

the new reality which God has made available to people in Jesus

Christ.

b. The new reality revealed in Jesus Christ is the new

humanity, a new creation, a new beginning for human life in the

world:

(1) Sin is forgiven.

(2) Reconciliation is accomplished.

(3) The dividing walls of hostility are torn down.

c. The Church is the body of Christ, both in its corporate life

and in the lives of its individual members, and is called to give

shape and substance to this truth.

d. The Church is called to tell the good news of salvation by

the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ as the only Savior

and Lord, proclaiming in Word and Sacrament that

(1) the new age has dawned.

(2) God who creates life, frees those in bondage, forgives

sin, reconciles brokenness, makes all things new, is still at

work in the world.

b. The Church is called to present the claims of Jesus Christ,

leading persons to repentance, acceptance of him as Savior and

Lord, and new life as his disciples. 

When we gather here, we are bearing witness to these truths, we are being the church.

c. I think we’ve told the story here about the children’s sermon where the Director talked to the children about the Church. She was doing the children’s rhyme: “This is the church, this is the steeple, open the door; here’s all the people.” She did this with the children until she noticed one new little boy sitting all by himself. He couldn’t do it because he only had one arm. But before she could say anything, the little girl sitting next to him reached over and grabbed his good hand. Together, they did it: Here’s the church, here’s the steeple, open the door and here’s all the people.” Spiritually, we are like that little boy and girl – we can’t do it ourselves and we need each other.
d. We are called to be the body of Christ together. We see this in the table here: Christ called his disciples together. He broke the bread and said, “This is my body broken for you. Take, eat.” He took the cup, “This cup is the new covenant sealed in my blood, drink of it all of you.” He gives it to each one but he also gives it to every one. We eat the bread together to remind us that we belong to each other and to Jesus. 

V. Conclusion

Scripture continually surprises us – sometimes with a truth so obvious it almost goes without saying. Sometimes, a father-in-law does know best.

Today, following Jethro’s lead, let us proclaim the goodness of the Lord, gather ourselves together, and share a meal in the presence of the Lord.

Amen? Amen.
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