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     MAKING SENSE OF  THE OLD TESTAMENT PT 7 

 

After Pt 6 looked at the covenants with Noah and Abraham, 

this week we look at the Mosaic Covenant.   This is referred 

to as the Old Covenant.      

Moses.   Dating Moses in real time is tricky because Biblical 

and other ancient writers  often used  dating in a more 

stylistic way, rather than a literal way.   If we use a literal 

dating system   Moses and the exodus should be dated 

around 1447BC.   This is because 1 Kings 6:1 says Solomon 

began to build the temple 480 years after the exodus.     But 

480 is 12 x 40.       40 is a stylized number for a generation.    

12 is the number of tribes.     So the writer  might be trying to 

communicate 12 generations or the completion of 

generations.   Also 480 years does not line up with the 

numbers given between the exodus and 1 Kings 6:1.     So we 

have to hold dating lightly.    But external evidence  outside 

the Bible suggests the date should be more like  1290 BC 

based on what we know of this period. 

The story of Moses begins with Joseph.     He is sold into 

slavery by his brothers at Dothan.   This was a trading town at 

a junction between two highways.    We know that slave 

trading was common and the price at the time was 20 

shekels,   as the Bibel affirms.   

Jospeh was sold as a domestic servant.   He ends up falsely 

accused of sexual assault and in prison.      He ends up 

interpreting a dream of Pharoah, and is released and made 

prime minister of the country  to oversee the country during 

an time of famine.        Egypt was known as the breadbasket 

of the East,   a place that always produced plentiful food 

because of the Nile flood plain   It makes total sense that 

Joseph’s family would travel to Egypt to try to get more grain. 

That is when Joseph reveals himself to his brothers and 

eventually the whole family settle in Goshen, in Egypt.     We 

know from external sources that Goshen was an area that 

other groups from Canaan had settled with animals.     

Decades after Joseph dies, a new Pharaoh emerges and he is 

fearful of all these people in Goshen.     So he enslaves them 

for his building projects.      Most likely Pharaoh is Ramses 11, 

famous for his ego and his building projects.     When this fails 

to curb their growth he orders that all  Hebrew males born be 

killed at birth.     God’s people have become enslaved and 

their families are being ripped apart      The people were 

illiterate and had no military training.   

Yet God raised up a deliverer -  a redeemer.  A rescuer.      

Moses was not a typical Hebrew slave,      He had been 

rescued from the Nile, and bought up in the royal court.    He 

had education and training .  He could interact with Egyptian 

royalty in a way that no one else could.   God’s incredible 

plan is at work.   Moses confronts Pharaoh with the words of 

God.  “ Let my people go.”  

Pharaoh replies  “Why should I let MY people go?”.   But after 

the 10 plagues Pharaoh lets the Hebrews go, and the people 

leave captivity and slavery .     The people get an identity  and 

future and a hope. 

This is called the exodus and is the single most important 

event in Israel’s history.    Without the exodus the children of 

Abraham were a forgotten people and the promise to 

Abraham were nothing.    One of the most repeated phrases 

in the OT is “I am Yahweh, your God who bought you out of 

the land of Egypt.”         From what we learnt about covenants 

this is the why – why should the people obey God.         And 

this is how God chooses to be known – as the God who 

rescues slaves and claims them as his own.       And this is our 

testimony as well .   God has rescued us.  If we don’t 

understand the exodus we don’t understand out own faith.   

Read 1 Peter 2:9-10 

The people reach Mt Sinai where God offers the people a 

suzerain / vassal covenant,  i.e. between a strong ruler and 

weaker party.  See details in week 3.     The people accept 

and become a nation.      They are given law, calendar of 

events  and the tabernacle where God establishes his 

presence in their midst.       So now the people of God are 

living in the place of God with the presence of God. 

Isreal was a theocracy.     A nation ruled by God.        The land 

was actually God’  the  enemies of Israel were God’s enemies.  

This  natin was to be administered by 3 human offices:     

prophet, priest and king.   The priest was to speak for the 

people to God.     The prophets was to speak for God to the 

people.   The king was a political leader who was to keep 

them on track with the covenant.   You would assume the 

king was the top role.      But that is not right.    The king as a 

servant to God.   The ultimate authority was with the prophe 

which is why they often got such a hard time from the kings:  

because they held the king to account.     The story of David , 

Bathsheba clearly shows this.     It was Nathan the prophet 

who had to enter the kings presence alone, unarmed and say 

to David,  “You have sinned.  You must obey the Law.”      

So we see the expansion of God’s redemptive plan to a 

nation.    The promise of a people, a place and presence finds 

its  first fulfilment here.    

To further understand the Mosaic covenant we have to 

introduce a new concept – that of “type”.  “ Type “ is very 

ordinary word but in Biblical studies it has quite a specific 

meaning which can be quite hard to understand.   While a 

symbol   is   abstract representation of something, a  “type”  

is an actual person or event that is a forerunner  or a pattern 

of a future actual person or event.   It is a parallel between 

two actual historical events or a persons.   The earlier event 

or person helps us interpret that latter event or person. 



 

To help us understand this , I will use an old film “ The Flight 

of the Phoenix” to help us.   It is about a group of guys in a 

plane that crashes in the Sahara desert. 

One of the guys is a German engineer who no one likes.      

But as their food and water run out, they find out that he is 

an aeronautical engineer.     He proposes that if they all work 

together they could build a plane out of the wreckage and fly 

to safety.   This sounds very improbable but they have 

nothing to lose so their all work together to try to achieve 

this despite the fact they can’t stand this guy.   

They work to the point of exhaustion to build this thing.      

The night before they are about to attempt to fly this plane, 

the pilot asks the engineer what kind of planes he designed.   

The engineer replies, “model planes.”      This does not go 

down with these  exhausted guys who have put their last 

hope in this man’s rigged up plane.    

But the reality is that a model plane operates on the exact 

same principles as a real plane.   The only difference is that a 

model plane cannot carry much cargo while a full sized plane 

can carry heaps.   This is an illustration of type.       A model 

plane  or this makeshift plane that they cobbled together is a 

real plane that works.     It just is limited in what it can do.     

A type gives a concrete example of something more complex 

and can teach us stuff that we can grasp.    The Mosaic 

covenant  is real and has similar principles as the new 

covenant but  it can’t carry much.      But the new covenant 

can carry everyone. 

Examples of types 

The first Adam  is a type , a  prototype , a forerunner of the 

second Adam, Christ.  Noah’s ark is a type, forerunner   for 

the salvation in the new covenant.    Circumcision is a type of 

baptism. 

The Tabernacle 

The tabernacle and that later temple is a type for what is to 

come in the New Covenant.   Tabernacle literally mean the 

“place of dwelling.”    Exodus 25:8    God chooses to dwell 

with them in a tent, because the people live in tents and 

moved and so God moved with them.    When the people 

lived in cities and were stationary, God shifts his residence to 

a temple and became stationary   

The repeated phrase is  “I shall be their God and they shall be 

my people and I will dwell among them.”     Ex 29:45, Ezek 

37:27, 48:35, Jn 14:23 , 2 Cor 6:16, Rev 21:3.     So for the first 

time since Eden the presence of God lives on earth.    

The design of the tabernacle  was done in such a way as to 

communicate something.  The temple has a similar layout.   

There were three courts    and the further in you went, the 

more restricted it became and the more fancy the décor. 

The outer  court   any Israelite could enter .  It was tent like  

and made of linen.   The Holy place  only the priests could 

enter. It was lined with    purple  embroidered wool.   The 

Holy of Holies only the high priest could enter  and then only 

once a year on the day of atonement.    It was perfectly 

square – a symbol of perfection and was purple with gold 

trim.    

Spare a thought for the guy who was selected to be the high 

priest.   He could only enter after days of ritual cleansing.     

He would wear bells, so those outside would know that he 

still alive.  Everyone  is listening outside to find out if God has 

found some sin in the high priest that would cause him to be 

struck down dead.  So  this is fairly high stress!!   This is all 

designed to communicate one thing.   God lives here, and 

anyone who comes near must be holy or die 

The whole structure of the tabernacle shows the struggle 

between God and humanity.   God desires to live with his 

people.   But all the elaborate systems of sacrifice and the 

increasing restriction show the problem of sin; that  God and 

humans being together is challenging.      Yes God lived 

among the people but an average person, even an ordinary 

priest would never stand in his presence.     Ony one man, 

once a year, under the threat of death, would ever be able to 

do this.     

So the tabernacle is a model.  It was real.    But it only 

delivered to a limited degree.   If humanity were to fully enter 

God’s presence,  something more was going to be needed.   

Not just a model.   So the idea of tabernacle and temple are 

central to the Israelites understanding of God .    

Then John introduces the gospel with the words of Ch 1:14.    

These words don’t have the same impact for us   But every 

Israelite knew that the closest they would come to the 

presence of God was standing in the outer court , maybe 

once every few months,   if he was clean, and whole, and 

bought an  appropriate sacrifice.      

What the New Testament is saying is the holy of holies is 

thrown open, and the lost, the sick, the handicapped  and the 

foreigner are invited to draw near.      The whole book of 

Hebrews in the NT is about explaining how the earlier things 

were types leading to fulfilment in Jesus.    Heb 10:19-23.   

Then when we get to the end of the story, we read the same 

thing.      Revelation 21:3 

Through the Mosaic covenant, for the first time since Eden,  

God dwells among his people.    It is limited but it is there, 

awaiting to be expanded. 

So where does the Law fit in? 

Once we get past the Exodus we have Deuteronomy and 

Leviticus and all those laws.      We tend to think that the Law 

is bad and that in Jesus the Law has been abolished. 

However the law in the history of God’s rescue plan is very 

important.    It  begins  to sketch a profile of what God is like.     

Remember humanity has moved a long way from God and 

really has no idea of what God is like and what is good and 

what is not good.   From the law the people learned that God 

was quite different from the other so called gods that their 



 

neighbours had.    God hated   human sacrifice and  temple 

prostitution.   God was immune to magic.  He could not be 

manipulated.   God was independent from creation.    He did 

not need humans to feed him .   He was not impressed by 

fancy buildings.  God was different and  he expected his 

people to be different as well.      This was a very good thing.        

The law was not a bad thing but a very good thing 

Jesus did fine tune the law.    The sermon on the mount has 

lots of statements that say, “ The law says this but I say this.”       

Jesus was saying you can keep the letter of the law, but 

actually what is needed is a change in our hearts.        But the 

Law by itself did not really change heart motive.     Heb 10:1 

This is why a new covenant was needed that actually bought 

about heart transformation.     How would this happen?   By 

the incredible promise that the presence of God would 

actually come and reside in the individual  believer.    This is a 

radical  mind blowing change. This is what Jeremiah was 

talking about.  Jer 31:31-33 

Jesus and Paul don’t do away with the Law.    The Law lead us 

to Jesus.  So the key question is :   what role does the Law of 

Moses play today? 

1. New  covenants can have new rules.    Jesus 

continually says about the  law, What was the goal?      

Jesus says the goal of the law can be summed up by 

two great commands.   Matthew 23:36-40   So in 

stating the law like this it frees it from the time and 

culture of the ancient people, making it applicable 

across time and culture.   

2.  Jesus redefines lots of things.     The temple is 

defined as Jesus own body, and then the believer 

and the church.   Jesus said he was the final 

sacrifice and was the church’s new high priest.   So 

this means that all the laws about the tabernacle, 

or temple, priests, cleanliness, sacrifice are all 

obsolete. 

3. Before Jesus the people of God were exclusively 

the Israelites,  by blood line.     They were a political 

entity, with a national territory and with prophets, 

priests and kings.    But Jesus made clear in the new 

covenant that his people would be from every 

tongue and tribe and race.      Now the promised 

land was all of the earth.       Now no one nation can 

claim to be the people of God  and no one piece of 

land is Gods’     It all is.  We are no longer a political 

entity.       

4. Now we don’t have priests to mediate for us to 

God.   We are all priests.   We don’t have kings.      

Leadership in the church comes from apostles, 

prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers.     

Elders and deacons 

The only office to survive is prophet, but this is substantially 

different from the Old Testament.   So this means that all the 

laws around governing in a theocracy are also obsolete 

New Testament  writers also specifically says that some laws 

are terminated.   1. The need for circumcising .   2.  Clean and 

unclean animals .  3.  Restrictions around the Sabbath  4. 

Divorce. (this is modified)  

Many of these now obsolete laws can still teach us about he 

character of God but they don’t directly apply in the New 

covenant.      What is left are predominately moral laws which 

Jesus summed up. Love God . love others.   

So to conclude.  For the first time since Eden, we see   God’s 

plan for a people in a place, with his presence.    But it is 

limited.   One blood line,   one place,  very limited sense of 

presence.    The Law begins to sketch out for us something of 

the character of God.      God’s character will be  fully 

revealed in the person of Jesus Christ.    The Mosaic covenant 

is a forerunner, a type to prepare us for the new covenant 

As I was preparing this, the biggest thing that struck me again 

is the profound truth that God’s presence is in us.     And here 

in his people as we meet.   We can so easily loose this truth 

and be flippant.   God is the God of the universe.   Perfect 

pure and all powerful and yet he chooses to live in us these 

fragile vessels that he has washed clean.       That should lead 

us to our knees in gratitude.  In awe.     God present.   Wow.   

Download or listen to this message at: 
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RE FLE C T IO N +  D IS C US S IO N  

Discuss the idea that the Tabernacle and Temple were 

designed to communicate that to approach God you 

had to be holy or die.  Is that message still relevant?    

Have we lost a sense of the holiness and awe of God 

today?   How do we reconcile a holy God with a God of 

love?  

If the tabernacle was designed to communicate a 

theological message, what do church buildings past and 

present communicate about God?   

Can you think of ways the Law has been misused by 

Christians?     How can we figure out what is of 

relevance today?      What about sexual issues, tithing, 

divorce,  tattoos?   Do the two great commands cover 

these issues?  Or any other New Testament 

instructions? 

How has the role of prophet changed from Old to New 

Testament?   

Put yourself in the place of a 1st century Jew, bought up 

under the Old Covenant.   What would be the things 

you would struggle with about the changes to the New 

Covenant?    What would be mind blowing, or 

challenging to change?   What things would you need 

to retain in order to remain part of Jewish culture?   

What can the Old Covenant teach you about God that is 

relevant for you today?  
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