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We continue this morning in the book of Deuteronomy, with Moses preaching to the second 
exodus generation of Israel, on the edge of the promised land.

And as happened a couple months ago, I’ve had to split a sermon in two again.

The title, you’ll see in the bulletin, is “The Covenant Received and Passed On.” And like last 
time, the conjunction in the title should have tipped me off that I was trying to do too much.

So, instead, we will consider the covenant received this morning, and passed on next Lord’s Day. 

One heads-up on that: The last two hymns in the bulletin this morning were particularly aimed at 
the half of the title that we’re not talking about today. So we will have different hymns for the 
rest of the service than are in the bulletin. They’ll be from the hymnal, and just keep alert and 
we’ll tell you what they are when we get to them.

For now, we turn to our text: Deuteronomy 4:9-14. 

Please do listen carefully, for this is God’s word for us this morning.

Moses said:
4:9 “Only take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes 

have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life. Make them known to 
your children and your children's children— 10 how on the day that you stood before 
Yahweh your God at Horeb, Yahweh said to me, ‘Gather the people to me, that I may let them 
hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me all the days that they live on the earth, and that 
they may teach their children so.’ 11 And you came near and stood at the foot of the mountain, 
while the mountain burned with fire to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness, cloud, and 
gloom. 12 Then Yahweh spoke to you out of the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of 
words, but saw no form; there was only a voice. 13 And he declared to you his covenant, which 
he commanded you to perform, that is, the Ten Commandments, and he wrote them on two 
tablets of stone. 14 And Yahweh commanded me at that time to teach you statutes and rules, that 
you might do them in the land that you are going over to possess.

This is the word of the Lord.  (Thanks be to God.)

“All people are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and 
the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord endures forever.” [1 Peter 1:24-25]

Let’s pray …

Lord, your word is a lamp to our feet
and a light to our path.
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And we, as your people, have committed ourselves
to keep your righteous commandments.
In the trials we face,
we ask you, Lord, to give us life according to your word.
As you have accepted our praises this morning,
so now teach us the way you would have us to go.
Your testimonies are our heritage forever,
for they are the joy of our hearts.
Incline our hearts to perform your statutes
forever, to the end.
This we ask in Jesus’s name. Amen.
[Based on Psalm 119:105-108, 111-112]

Introduction 

In our text this morning, Moses points back to the events at Mt. Sinai 40 years earlier. And he 
calls on the people to remember what God did there, and to make it known to their children.

As I said, we will focus on the second half of that – making it known to their children – next 
Sunday. But this morning we will be especially considering the first half of that – the call to 
remember.

And Moses gives this call to remember, because, as he says in verse nine, they … and we … can 
be prone to forget. 

“Only take care,” Moses says in verse nine, “and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the 
things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life.”

In our text Moses tells us that though we can be tempted to forget, God calls us to remember his 
covenant.

Though we can be tempted to forget, God calls us to remember his covenant.

And in this text, God calls us to remember his covenant in three particular ways: He calls us to 
remember the relationship at its core, he calls us to remember the range of ways he works, and he 
calls us to remember the response we should have to him.

So he calls us to remember the relationship, the range, and the response.

Remember the Relationship

So the first thing Moses calls them to remember is the relationship that is at the core of the 
covenant.

Moses says in verse thirteen: “And he [that is, God,] declared to you his covenant, which he 
commanded you to perform, that is, the Ten Commandments, and he wrote them on two tablets 
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of stone.”

By emphasizing the covenant in this verse, Moses is also stressing “the relational nature of the 
law.” [Barker, 337]

The commands themselves are relational. They are not just abstract moral principles. But they 
are instructions to Israel about how to be faithful in their relationship to God. God tells them how 
to relate to him, how not to relate to him, and also how to relate to one another within the people 
of God – within God’s family. And while we can tend to leave it out in our minds, the Ten 
Commandments, as a document, are not one-directional. They describe a mutual relationship. 
Before God tells Israel what they are to do, he identifies what he has already done. He says: “I 
am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 
[Deuteronomy 5:6]

When Moses calls Israel to remember the covenant – to remember the Ten Commandments – he
is calling on them to remember specific commandments, that is true. But at the heart of it he is 
calling on them to remember their relationship to God. God has been faithful to them. He has 
saved them. And now they are called to be faithful to him.

We might think about it like this. When Christians are called on to remember the covenant – 
including to remember the commands of the covenant – it is similar to when a man or woman is 
told to remember their marriage vows.
 
First, they are not being told to remember a past event like a piece of data, but they are being told 
to remember a foundational moment in a relationship.

Second, they are being told to remember the terms of the relationship, that is true – but they are 
not terms like the terms of a business contract or a political agreement. They are instead terms of 
love. They are the terms of a loving and affectionate relationship. And the terms exist in order to 
protect, and strengthen, and properly define that loving and affectionate relationship.

Third, to remember those details of the relationship is to remember the relationship itself – the 
love and actions that led to the relationship, and all that has come from the relationship since 
then.

Israel is called on here to remember their relationship to God – to Yahweh. And we are called to 
do the same. Because, as Moses stresses in verse nine, it is possible to forget.

It is possible for us to begin to think, and act, and speak, as if our faith is not, at its core, a 
relationship. But instead we can slip into thinking of it as just a helpful system of thought. A 
plausible worldview. Or an ethical system that helps us live a moral life. Or a spiritual system 
that encourages and comforts us. Or something else.

And the covenant may do all those things. But that’s not what the covenant is. The covenant, at 
its core, is a relationship with God our Maker. This is the first thing that Moses calls us to 
remember here. 
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Remember the Range of Experiences 

The second thing our text calls us to remember is the range of ways that God works among his 
people.

And this may not be as obvious on a quick reading of the text, but just a little bit of reflection 
gets us there, and helps us see just how obvious this reality must have been to the original 
audience.

Let’s recap the events that have formed that original audience. Forty years earlier God has 
rescued Israel from oppression and slavery in Egypt. After defeating Egypt, he brought his 
people to Mt. Sinai, where he spoke to them. Then, from there, thirty-eight years before Moses 
spoke these words to the people, God brought Israel to the edge of the promised land, and they 
refused to go in. As discipline, God said that with just a couple exceptions, all the people age 
twenty and up – the adult generations that refused to enter the land – all the people from twenty 
and up would die in the wilderness, and then the next generation would enter the land. [Numbers 
14]

And it is that next generation whom Moses is speaking to here. For 38 years Israel was in the 
wilderness. And all who had been 20 or older had died, except for Caleb and Joshua, and (for 
just a bit longer) Moses.

Think about what that means for this population. First, there is almost no one in Israel over the 
age of 57, because those who were 20 or older 38 years earlier had died. So, you have this 
younger population. 

But then when Moses addresses this population, he says in verse nine “Only take care, and keep 
your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from 
your heart all the days of your life.”  

And what are the things he wants them to remember? He says in verses ten through twelve – he 
wants them to remember:

how on the day that you stood before Yahweh your God at Horeb, Yahweh said to 
me, ‘Gather the people to me, that I may let them hear my words, so that they may learn to 
fear me all the days that they live on the earth, and that they may teach their children
so.’ And you came near and stood at the foot of the mountain, while the mountain burned with 
fire to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness, cloud, and gloom. Then Yahweh spoke to you 
out of the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of words, but saw no form; there was only a 
voice.

Moses wants them to remember what happened on Mount Sinai, when God spoke to Israel. He 
urges them to remember it.

But what is this population’s relationship to those events?

The population Moses is speaking to could be broken down into three main groups, in terms of 
their relationship to the events Moses wants them to remember.

26



First, there were those who would have real memories of those events. Now, if earliest memories 
tend to go back to ages three or four, then this would be the people roughly from their early 
forties up to age fifty-seven. Some – those who were teenagers when God spoke to Israel from 
the mountain – would remember it pretty well. Others – those who were age 3 to 5 at the time – 
probably had much more hazy memories. And a range would exist between them. But this first 
group – from their early forties to their mid-fifties would have real personal memories of what 
Moses is calling on them to remember.

Second, there would be those who were there, but were so young that they would have no 
memory of what happened at Sinai: those who would be between their late thirties and early 
forties at the time Moses is addressing them in Deuteronomy 4. They grew up being told they 
were there – maybe being told of how they responded as children to hearing the voice of God – 
but they themselves would probably not remember it.

And then there would be everyone else: everyone younger than their late thirties. Which would 
include the bulk of the fighting force about to enter the new land. That third group wasn’t even 
there at Mount Sinai. They hadn’t been born yet. And yet Moses here calls on them not to forget 
“how,” he says to them “you stood before Yahweh your God” … “and you came near” and saw 
the fire and the darkness … and “you heard the sound of words” from God’s own mouth.

Moses calls them all to remember – though some would have real and clear memories of those 
events while others had not yet been born. And Moses speaks to them all as being involved – 
though some had heard the words and responded to them at the time, and others never had that 
opportunity.

There is a range of experiences among the people of God while Moses addresses them in 
Deuteronomy four, and yet Moses addresses them as one, and calls on them all to remember the 
ways God has worked among them.

And each individual, depending on their relationship to the events of Mt. Sinai – depending on 
whether they had witnessed it themselves, or been told about it as they grew up – each individual 
needed to understand their call within the framework of how they had received the covenant.
How they obeyed Moses’s command to remember, would, in some sense, depend on where they 
fit in the range of ways that God had worked among his people.

And the same is true for us.

Now, none of us were at Mt. Sinai – that is true. But for those of us who are believers, God has 
worked among us in a range of ways. And we need to consider what it means for us to remember 
the covenant and how God brought us into it.

So what are the main categories of how God has brought his covenant to each of us?
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Conversion Experiences

Some of you here have had conversion experiences. You did not believe, and then one day you 
did. You were not following Christ, and then, one day, you were.

Maybe you can pinpoint the moment it changed. Maybe it was more gradual, over a period of 
time. But either way – whether a particular hour or a particular season of life – you can identify a 
turning point, an upheaval in your life when you went from denial and resistance towards the 
Lord, to acceptance, faith, and striving toward obedience towards him.

In some circles of American Christianity, those kinds of stories are prized. They can be treated as 
a sort of badge, and as a source of assurance about the genuineness of your faith. If you lack one, 
you can even feel pressure to make one up. Such stories can feel like a concrete event that points 
to the Lord’s objective work in your life.

But other times, later conversion can be a point of insecurity – especially if we know other 
Christians who have known the Lord their entire lives. We can start to feel the gaps – the benefits 
of years of discipleship that they have but that we have missed.

I became a believer in high school. Some of you came to know the Lord later in life than that. 
When we talk to someone who grew up being catechized, who grew up hearing and reading the 
Bible on an almost daily basis from as early as they can remember, who remember prayer as a 
part of life from their earliest days, we can feel the lack of instruction and formation from our 
many years apart from the Lord – from the years where we were maybe being shaped in ways 
opposed to that. And we can then be tempted to think of ourselves as a sort of lower-tier of 
Christians – as lacking the potential for holiness or for spiritual accomplishments or service 
which other Christians have.
 
But thankfully, even an initial look at Church history reveals that those thoughts are false. Even a 
cursory study of the history of God’s people over the centuries shows how often it was those who 
came to faith later in life – those who lacked interest in the Lord until adolescence or adulthood – 
that God has used among his people.

To be sure, he has very often used those who grew up in the faith as well – but he also has taken 
a delight in using those with less of a spiritual pedigree.

And the Scriptures affirm something like this pattern. The Apostle Paul writes to the church in
Corinth: “We have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God 
and not to us.” [ 2 Corinthians 4:7]
 
Think of the older adults present in Deuteronomy 4 as Moses is speaking to them – those who 
were teenagers at the time of Sinai. On the one hand, these men and women would have much 
more dramatic memories and experiences than anyone else. But they also lacked some things 
that younger men and women around them had. And I bet that weighed on them at times.

Do you realize that they grew up without the Scriptures? They had not yet been written. Instead 
the spiritual instruction they received as they grew up was just whatever instruction was passed 
on to them by their parents and others as they grew up in Egypt. We can imagine that that varied  
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quite a bit – especially as some of that older generation displayed their faithlessness later on. 
Many in this older group probably grew up without knowing much about the Lord, and then one 
day the Lord suddenly acted. He defeated Egypt, he parted the Red Sea, he appeared on Mount 
Sinai. That was an abrupt turning point in their lives. And then, after that, they received the 
Scriptures and more detailed instruction through Moses.

But one wonders if they felt insecure at times compared with others around them – with those 
who had grown up under the instruction of Moses, who had grown up with the Word of God 
written for them, who had grown up with the tabernacle of God before them instead of the 
pyramids of Pharoah. Those other Israelites had so much that those born a few years earlier 
lacked.
 
And yet, when Moses calls on the people to remember Sinai, we cannot help but think that those 
who were teenagers at the time – those who had concrete memories of those events – had a 
special calling and a special role towards those who had not experienced that dramatic turning 
point. They had their own contribution to the people of God, which God had always planned for 
them, and equipped them for, and was now calling them to.
 
In the same way, if you came to receive the covenant through a conversion experience, do not 
disparage your story. Do not disparage your faith. Do not disparage your role in the Body of 
Christ. For God has frequently delighted to use among his people those whom he has brought to 
himself in such a way. And he has a plan and a role for you among his people as well.

Though it may be a source of sadness – though it may be a source of ongoing struggle with sin – 
still, you have an insight into the dramatic works of God that many others do not. And God calls 
you to remember how he has worked in your life.

So there are those who have come to receive the covenant through a conversion experience – that 
is one major group. 

Covenant-Succession Experiences

The other major group has come to receive the covenant through a covenant-succession 
experience. You grew up in a place where active faith in Christ was a part of life around you, and 
you cannot remember a day of your life where you did not know the Lord as your Savior.

This is the experience of others of you here. You have grown up in the faith – maybe even right 
here in this congregation – and rather than an abrupt turn in your life, your faith has more or less 
been the story of ongoing discipleship from your earliest days.

There are, as we have already said, many benefits to receiving the covenant this way. And most 
of you know this. And yet, at the same time, you too can sometimes question your relationship to 
the Lord because of the ways it differs from those with a more dramatic experience. In fact, your 
coming to know the Lord can look so natural and ordinary, that there is a temptation to think of 
what you experienced as just a natural and ordinary process. What I mean is – there can be a 
temptation to wonder if it’s just a cultural thing that you absorbed … which can lead you to 
wonder if the only thing to your faith is inculturation.
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“Is it really my faith if it was given to me, and I did not find it myself?” you may wonder.

“How do I know this is all real if I only know about it because other people told me as I grew 
up?”
 
Now, on one level these questions can be part of a process of growing and maturing in your faith 
– and so asking them in a way that seeks to grow in your relationship to the Lord is not 
necessarily a bad thing.

But other times, we can ask these questions in a way that is rooted in false assumptions. As one 
theologian points out, we can sometimes ask these questions with an unarticulated assumption
that natural life and spiritual life are supposed to be two completely separate things. And so, if 
our spiritual life looks so natural – if it takes its formation especially from the natural means of 
instruction and inculturation as a child – then we can wonder if our spiritual life is spiritual at all, 
or if it’s just a natural imitation.

But this suspicion or concern comes from a false view of Biblical spirituality. In the Bible, 
spiritual life is not a separate and additional layer added on top of, or alongside, natural life. 
Instead, it is the correction of our natural lives, a work of restoring them to what God intended 
them to be at creation. [Leithart, 113-136]
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