
Sermon on Exodus 18 prepared by Jonathan Shradar  

 

What an experience humanity shared this week, at least in North America. The solar eclipse, this 

celestial event that kept us captivated, all the more in the zone of totality. Eyes upward 

(hopefully shaded) looking at something phenomenal.  

 

All we could do was observe it. Watch it unfold as it left us in awe. Profound experience, that to 

some was nothing but a distraction and to others, a spiritual, emotional moment.  

 

It is the same way for us with Scripture - or at least it can be. To observe, to listen and look at 

events unfolding, many and one in particular that leave us in awe. For those that claim faith in 

what this word declares, we desire to be both hearers and doers. So as we observe, we respond, 

we react, we follow the models and exhortations that are set before us.  

 

As we wrap our summer excursion in the Old, Old Story of Exodus we arrive at such a passage, 

recognizing the value of what is conveyed in the story but all the more recognizing an example 

for us today when it comes to engaging one another and “exhorting one another every day, as 

long as it is called today!”  

 

 

Those united with Christ in faith are beneficiaries of the wisdom of one another as 

they are united to the church.  

 

Exodus 18:5-23  “Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, came with his sons and his wife to Moses in the 

wilderness where he was encamped at the mountain of God. [6] And when he sent word to 

Moses, “I, your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you with your wife and her two sons with 

her,” [7] Moses went out to meet his father-in-law and bowed down and kissed him. And they 

asked each other of their welfare and went into the tent. [8] Then Moses told his father-in-law 

all that the LORD had done to Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel's sake, all the hardship 

that had come upon them in the way, and how the LORD had delivered them. [9] And Jethro 

rejoiced for all the good that the LORD had done to Israel, in that he had delivered them out of 

the hand of the Egyptians. 

 

[10] Jethro said, “Blessed be the LORD, who has delivered you out of the hand of the Egyptians 

and out of the hand of Pharaoh and has delivered the people from under the hand of the 

Egyptians. [11] Now I know that the LORD is greater than all gods, because in this affair they 

dealt arrogantly with the people.” [12] And Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought a burnt 

offering and sacrifices to God; and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat bread with 

Moses' father-in-law before God. 

 

[13] The next day Moses sat to judge the people, and the people stood around Moses from 

morning till evening. [14] When Moses' father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people, he 

said, “What is this that you are doing for the people? Why do you sit alone, and all the people 



stand around you from morning till evening?” [15] And Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because 

the people come to me to inquire of God; [16] when they have a dispute, they come to me and I 

decide between one person and another, and I make them know the statutes of God and his 

laws.” [17] Moses' father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good. [18] You and the 

people with you will certainly wear yourselves out, for the thing is too heavy for you. You are not 

able to do it alone. [19] Now obey my voice; I will give you advice, and God be with you! You 

shall represent the people before God and bring their cases to God, [20] and you shall warn 

them about the statutes and the laws, and make them know the way in which they must walk 

and what they must do. [21] Moreover, look for able men from all the people, men who fear God, 

who are trustworthy and hate a bribe, and place such men over the people as chiefs of 

thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of tens. [22] And let them judge the people at all times. 

Every great matter they shall bring to you, but any small matter they shall decide themselves. So 

it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. [23] If you do this, God will 

direct you, you will be able to endure, and all this people also will go to their place in peace.” 

(ESV) 

 

Israel is poised near the foot of Sinai, soon to receive the decalogue, the law, how to relate to 

God now that he has saved them. As those who believe in Jesus, we can now read this story of 

Israel as the story of our salvation in Christ. The slavery we experienced to sin and the need for a 

redemptive force outside of ourselves. And God comes, works, and saves us. He battles for us 

and brings us to the place he has promised as we rely on him for all of life.  

 

Here in an exchange between Moses and his father-in-law we can learn how to relate to one 

another in the family of God - knowing we are not alone in our faith and experience but meant to 

share burdens, to share life with one another.  

 

Jethro, the Midianite priest (religious man), has had Moses’ wife and two sons with him - we 

don’t know why or for how long - but now that Israel is near his land he has brought the family 

and come to hear from Moses. He has heard all that God had done, and we see what may be a 

conversion experience - coming to belief in Yahweh.  

 

How Jethro behaves and the wisdom he imparts are clues for us as we live in community 

(whatever community means as we define it in 2017!) Prepares us to endeavor to study Acts and 

the life of the church empowered by the Spirit.  

 

In this interaction, the things we want to observe are the Witness (recounting God’s work), the 

Watching (intentional observing of each other), Words shared, and Welcoming Work in 

response.  

 

Those united with Christ in faith are beneficiaries of the wisdom of one another as 

they are united to the church.  

 

1) Witness 



 

What begins as a family reunion of sorts turns into a worship service at the recounting of the 

works of Yahweh for his people.  

 

In Exodus we have met Jethro before, when Moses escaped Egypt in fear for his life he came to 

the home of this Midianite, worked as a shepherd among his flocks and married his daughter. 40 

years Moses is living near Jethro before God brings him back to Egypt to free the Hebrews.  

 

They asked each other about their welfare, catching up on life as they head into Moses’ tent. 

Then Moses shares the most important information, all that the Lord had done to redeem his 

people. All of the hardship they experienced and the deliverance God provided. Fresh off a 

victory over the Amalekites, by relying on God… all of the miracles performed, the provision 

they received.  

 

Jethro, maybe for the first time, rejoiced for all the good the Lord had done, gives a blessing 

saying that now he knows that Yahweh is greater than all other gods. From Moses’ witness, they 

move into worship. A burnt offering before the Lord, the elders and Aaron come and there is a 

meal of celebration.  

 

Rather than just a cordial exchange, “nice to see you father-in-law,” Moses loves him enough to 

give the good news of what God has done. And faith as a gift from God falls, Jethro sees the 

overwhelming evidence and knows.  

 

Now the observation we are making this morning comes with the question of how we relate to 

one another in the family of God, in the church? It starts with witness… investing time into each 

other's lives, enquiring of welfare, and reminding one another of what the Lord has done.  

 

This is the model given to the church in the New Testament, the call of Hebrews 3 (wonderful 

sermon from Tab) and 10, spurring one another one by exhortation, by witness.  

 

2 Peter 1:13 “ I think it right, as long as I am in this body, to stir you up by way of reminder,” 

(ESV) 

 

Do you know that this is Christianity? There is an initial telling of the goodness of Jesus - 

Jethro’s “Now I know” moment. Then from professed faith, ongoing and consistent reminder of 

the gospel. Of Christ’s grace, his finished work. The Christian life never separated from what we 

need reminding of.  

 

That because of the cross former slaves are free. Those that deserve judgment and eternal 

punishment for sin (which is a category broad enough for all of humanity) yet believe in Jesus, 

that he is the God-man who lived a perfectly obedient life and died as our substitute, now live 

justified, pardoned and empowered to live as he did.  

 



Let’s be honest, we can remind each other of a lot of things… things that don’t change the 

balance of eternity. But the main thing is what matters. The good news of salvation, 

sanctification and coming glory secured for us by Jesus, experienced as we are united with him 

in faith.  

 

So in our community we strive, we actually make an effort, to be a gospel-reminding people. We 

gossip the gospel. And while it can be done on a public, anonymous level, the witness here is 

relational (one-on-one) and goes on. There is more.  

 

2) Watching  

 

The next day, after the worship service, Moses goes back to work and Jethro observes him. He 

watches Moses.  

 

Now being the prophet and leader of a people is hard work. Think of corralling and keeping 2 

million people happy! Moses had been taking it all on his shoulders.  

 

Jethro notices something's not right. Now it is important to see that there is relationship here. 

Moses has given Jethro entry into his life, he allows him in to watch. This is not a stranger 

spying on Moses…  

 

And he is intentionally “seeing” what is going on here. He could have just watched and noticed 

nothing, but he asks Moses why he does what he does, wanting to help not hurt Moses.  

 

Moses says he has to do it this way, the people come to him and he judges disputes and gives the 

people God’s law.  

 

It is from a place of access that Jethro can watch Moses. And Moses isn’t faking it, he is living his 

normal life. 

 

Who has this access in your life? Who sees you when you aren’t faking it? Not in the guarded 

coffee shop conversation, or Sunday worship but your normal routine. Who can be in your house 

when it is a wreck with legos and dirty clothes and dishes everywhere?!  

 

The church has redefined “discipleship” in such a way that we don’t have to let people into our 

lives. It becomes a class or a book to read, good things, but it is done sterilized, seemingly 

separated from everyday existence.  

 

Those discipleship relationships that have been most beneficial in my life have been this close. 

The kid living in the basement sees how I treat my wife, what my priorities are at home. The 

couple that is invested in time and proximity can watch our lives and ask questions.  

 



This is foreign to us, goes against our independent Western sensibilities. I remember one 

exchange, a young man came to the house to talk about some difficult things in life, and the 

family was finishing up dinner. He offered to stay on the porch until I was “ready,” ‘Get in here 

and do dishes with me!’ See my life, let me see your life so we can watch them together to ensure 

we are allowing the good news of Jesus to penetrate everything… even how we face dishes in the 

sink!  

 

You might be thinking, ‘Pastor, I can handle the witnessing part… we can worship as a 

congregation and its great. But if I let someone that close, they might end up having the same 

opinion of me that my wife has!’ But the watching isn’t even the uncomfortable part… Because 

there might be correction, there might be counsel given that meddles with you. But it is good for 

you! 

 

3) Words  

 

Jethro asks his clarifying questions and then gives the wisdom of this chapter of Exodus.  

 

Exodus 18:17-18 “Moses' father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good. [18] You 

and the people with you will certainly wear yourselves out, for the thing is too heavy for you. You 

are not able to do it alone.” (ESV) 

 

He doesn’t challenge Moses’ role as leader he points out that the way he is doing it is unhealthy.  

 

It is interesting here that Moses is a man who God speaks to, directly. But here God uses 

someone else to deliver the message - one important enough that it is kept in Scripture.  

 

‘Moses you can’t be everyone’s accountability partner!’ Find qualified men to help lead the 

people, let them hear disputes, delegate some of the authority so you and the people can 

flourish.  

 

Now we could focus on this wisdom, the truth conveyed - maybe you have heard a sermon on it 
already - the importance of sharing burdens and leadership. One of the reasons we have elders 

with shared authority.  

 

“Healthy communities of faith practice shared ministry by having an “every-member ministry.” 

While some are appointed to leadership, every Christian has a part to play in the body of 

Christ… You can pray for people. You can care for people. You can teach others. Every Christian 

has spiritual gifts to use for the good of the body (1 Pet. 4:10). Healthy communities of faith have 

active members serving, loving, and praying… Done in the spirit of “[carrying] one another’s 

burdens; in this way you fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2).” 

 

 



This truth delivered by the words of someone who in relationship has watched and values Moses 

enough to counsel him toward a better way.  

 

Exodus 18:23 “If you do this, God will direct you, you will be able to endure, and all this people 

also will go to their place in peace.” (ESV) 

 

I hate this personally. Because in my flesh I really think I have the best solutions. But I don’t 

always see myself clearly and need others to speak. I can remember one conversation with my 

friend Ben, driving down the street I was complaining about those I was attempting to disciple, 

and how they needed to get their acts together and how frustrating it was leading them. He 

essentially says, you need to let God be God, and try gentleness. I think he was sick of my 

moaning and anger!  

 

But I needed to hear it… shoot I probably need him to get in the car with me again!  

 

I could have heard the words, the counsel and said “yeah, whatever!” But the miracle happens 

when the counsel is acted upon when it is welcomed so that the people will go to their place of 

peace.  

 

4) Welcoming Work  

 

“Moses listened to the voice of his father-in-law and did all that he said.”  

 

Moses welcomes, accepts, honors, implements the advice of Jethro and life changes, the 

situation changes. It might not be the end of difficulty for Moses or the truth that can be applied 

to every circumstance, but here it is what was needed, given by a believer who cared for Moses 

not his own agenda.  

 

Moses listens and responds by doing, heeding the advice.  

 

This is where real biblical community happens. Mutual relationships, with access, ability to 

watch with eyes and hearts that value the other. And the freedom to speak, not criticize but to 

counsel.  

 

It is where transformation happens. It is where sanctification happens. It is where the love of 

Christ and our love for one another is revealed.  

 

Those united with Christ in faith are beneficiaries of the wisdom of one another as 

they are united to the church.  

 

While Jesus isn’t mentioned per se in this story, he is certainly modeled.  

 



He is first the better Moses that judges the universe  - he is the only one that can handle it all - 

the only one all of us can go to over and over for help. This is why we live depending on him, his 

work, his power, his grace.  

 

But all of this is also what Jesus does. He bears witness, preaching of the kingdom, of God’s 

faithfulness to save his people. He watches, he takes on humanity in order to see us, to 

experience all that we experience, to feel life in this flesh.  

 

He gives words, telling some of us how we have it wrong and have been going about things with 

tainted motives and destructive results. His words comfort the hurting, heal the sick, call the 

crowds to believe in the One God has sent, and as Peter says to Jesus, he is the only one with the 

words of life.  

Then he does the work. He takes the action himself… he bears the burden.  

 

We observe, and stand in awe of his finished work… like the eclipse but oh so much better.  

 

Because he has done it, we can live to do the same things. To witness reminding each other and 

expose strangers to Jesus. We can watch, actually be in each others lives not superficially but 

genuinely interested. We can give words of exhortation, or counsel, of affirmation. And we can 

welcome the counsel of one another, we can benefit from the wisdom found there.  

 

Our world does not need another group of relatively disconnected people living for self. It is a 

tall order, but our Savior has given us the Spirit to break fresh ground, to form us into the people 

he says we are.  

 

Accept this morning that you can’t bear it all alone. First, that you can’t save yourself, that you 

can only rely on Jesus for redemption, hope and life. And then whether a leader or not, look for 

others to share ministry and this new life with.  

 

As the church, live to witness, watch, give words, and welcome the exhortation of others. That 

the kingdom, that the church would be a place of peace for the people of God.  

 

We can only do it looking to Christ and by the meddling work of the Holy Spirit, igniting the 

church for God’s glory.  

 

“As a community of faith, we need power; we need to speak the good news; and we need a 

shared ministry. As a community of faith, we - like Jethro and Moses and the elders - gather 

around one table. We also rally around the cross, our banner, and we enjoy fellowship with one 

another because of the work of our great mediator, Jesus Christ.”  

 

Those united with Christ in faith are beneficiaries of the wisdom of one another as 

they are united to the church.  

 



 

May this be true of us. Put away your preference for privacy, your scripting of life. Long for the 

spiritual milk of the word and community that you may grow up into salvation, tasting that the 

Lord is good.  

 

1 Peter 2:4-5 “As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God 

chosen and precious, [5] you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, 

to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” 

(ESV) 

 


