
Moving On
Exodus 33:1-23

If there were no grace, then Exodus 32 would be the last 
chapter in the Bible.  If the covenant with Moses was not part of 
the covenant of grace, then there would be no future for the 
people of God.  For surely, they had rejected the covenant.  They 
rejected Moses as the mediator of the covenant, for they couldn’t 
even wait 40 days and 40 nights for Moses to come back down 
the mountain.  They wanted a god of their own, one made by their 
own hands.

Ex. 32:4   “[So Aaron] received the gold from their hand, and 
he fashioned it with an engraving tool, and made a molded calf. 
Then they said, "This is your god, O Israel, that brought you out of 
the land of Egypt!”

God had given Moses these instructions,
Ex. 32:7  “Go, get down! For your people whom you brought 

out of the land of Egypt have corrupted themselves. 8 "They have 
turned aside quickly out of the way which I commanded them. 
They have made themselves a molded calf, and worshiped it and 
sacrificed to it, and said, ‘This is your god, O Israel, that brought 
you out of the land of Egypt!’" 9 And the LORD said to Moses, "I 
have seen this people, and indeed it is a stiff-necked people! 10 
"Now therefore, let Me alone, that My wrath may burn hot against 
them and I may consume them.”

Yet the very next sentence that seems so out of place.  “And I 
will make of you a great nation.”  

God’s people are a stiff-necked people.  God will consume 
them.  That would seem to be the end of it all.  Exodus 33 would 
simply record the complete and utter destruction and annihilation 
of Israel, and the Bible would be over.  End of story.  Except for 

one thing.  God had made a promise to his people, a covenant 
promise.  And God would keep his promise.  “I will make of you a 
great nation.”

Therefore if God is anything at all, he is,

I. A FAITHFUL GOD.
If there is anything at all we ought to learn about God, it is that 

he is faithful.  And true.  And there is a reason for that, a reason 
embedded in the very nature of God himself.  

2 Tim. 2:13  “If we are faithless, He remains faithful; He cannot 
deny Himself.”

In his faithfulness, he shows forth his grace.  Personally.  To 
Moses.  That’s were we begin this afternoon.  We read in,

v.17   “...you have found grace in My sight, and I know you by 
name.”

God says to Moses, “You have found favor.”  You have 
become the recipient of my grace.  So don’t think that God is 
somehow rewarding Moses for his righteousness life.  Don’t think 
that Moses’ blessing is a reward that he has earned as the just 
reward for his good works.  God does not pay Moses any earned 
wages, but sets him apart as the recipient of his grace.

So what we see in response to the golden calf is the response 
of a faithful God.  So we read that instead of destroying his stiff-
necked and rebellious people for their blasphemous idolatry in 
offering their worship to a golden calf that they crafted with their 
own hands,

A. God graciously keeps his covenant promises...despite 
his people’s covenant unfaithfulness.

Chapter 32 ends with plague and judgment. Chapter 33 
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begins with a repetition of recapitulation of the great promise of 
the covenant--the promise of the land.

v.1

It’s time for the people to move on!  In an immediate response 
to their wicked and idolatrous rejection of God at Mt. Sinai, he 
tells them its time to move on.  And they are moving on to receive 
the blessing of the covenant.  That’s grace!  Go to the land, God 
says, “the land of which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
saying, ‘To your descendants I will give it.’”

God’s faithfulness abounds.  Just look at the next verse.
v.2

Hadn’t they forfeited that blessing?  Hadn’t they forfeiting the 
protection of God’s own angel?  Hadn’t they rejected the 
covenant and rejected their covenant God?  Well, yes they did.  
But God never rejected them!  Even in the discipline which we 
saw last week, even with the justice and judgment of death upon 
those 3000 killed by the sword, still God doesn’t reject them.  The 
promise is still valid.  The promise is still true.   And the blessing is 
still sweet.

v.3a

But it does come with a rebuke.  And here is the key to this 
passage, I believe.  For the rebuke does not cancel the grace.  
Rather, the rebuke itself is gracious, for the rebuke is intended to 
bring about a restoration of the covenant relationship.  Through 
repentance.

B. God graciously rebukes his people unto repentance.
Don’t ever miss that idea, that rebukes are words of grace.  

Rebukes are, themselves, gracious, for a rebuke intends to 
reconcile an offended relationship.  A rebuke is designed to put an 

end to the rebellion of sin, not as a declaration of the judgment of 
condemnation.

In this case, the rebuke includes a measure of discipline, 
God’s refusal to “go with them.”  But even that is couched in 
gracious language,

v.3b

So God seeks to bring his people to repentance.  That’s grace.  
Just look.

v.4-6

Moses even showed forth this discipline of God, by removing 
the tent, or tabernacle.  And I think the reference would be to 
God’s tent, the tabernacle of worship, not Moses’ own tent, in,

v.7 

God is saying to his people, “you are polluted, and I cannot 
remain in your midst.”  Surely the warmth of fellowship with God 
was removed.  Even the symbol of God’s own presence among 
the people was removed, the tabernacle.  But again take great 
notice, God did not removed himself completely or entirely from 
his people, but continued to give them opportunity to come to him.

v.8-10

Calvin writes this, “This was a sign of the divorce between 
God and the Israelites, that the tabernacle should be removed 
from the camp and pitched at a distance, as if God were tired of 
His connection with them. He had promised as a special blessing 
that He would dwell in the midst of the people; and now, by 
departing elsewhere, He declares them to be polluted. In a word, 
the removal of the tabernacle was like the breaking of the tables; 
for, just as by the breaking of the tables Moses dissolved the 
covenant of God, so he thus deprived the Israelites for a time of 
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His company and presence.”

Calvin continues, “But their thus going out was in token of 
repentance; as though they acknowledged that they were 
unworthy to receive an answer from God, unless they departed 
from that place which they had defiled by their atrocious crime. 
Now, it was useful for them to be thus humbled, in order that 
idolatry might be held in greater detestation...Meanwhile, it must 
be observed, that though God at this time departed from them, it 
was only so far as to reject them from close access to Him, and 
not that they were altogether alienated. For their worship was a 
sign of faith; they were allowed to pray to God and implore His 
favor; and they knew that they were heard in the person of 
Moses. Their separation, therefore, was not such as totally to cut 
off the hope of pardon, but such as to quicken their anxiety, and to 
exercise them to repentance. Thus God often designedly hides 
His face from sinners in order to invite them to Him in true 
humiliation. And this we must carefully attend to, lest, when He 
chastises us either by word or deed, terror, or a sense of our 
criminality, should hinder our prayers; but rather let us seek Him 
from however great a distance. The object of excommunication is 
nearly similar; for those whom the Church rejects from the 
company of the faithful, are delivered to Satan, but only “for the 
destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of 
the Lord.”

Do you see how this applies to us, then?  We, too, must turn 
from our sins in coming to God.  We, too, in Christ, ought to 
realize that God’s rebuke is gracious, it is not a condemnation.  
We, too, must always see God’s good mercy in drawing us unto 
himself.  We must see his faithfulness to keep his covenant 
promises, even when we ourselves are unfaithful.  

And don’t miss the obvious point here in our text that,

C. God graciously speaks to his people through a 
mediator.

Moses stood before God, and God’s glory continued to shine.  
God talked with Moses.

v.9-10

Then notice verse 11.
v.11

God speaks to his people through a mediator.  Literally, 
“mouth to mouth.”  God put his own words in the mouth of his 
prophet Moses.  Similarly, we read in,

Deut. 18:18  “I will raise up for them a Prophet like you from 
among their brethren, and will put My words in His mouth, and He 
shall speak to them all that I command Him.”

God graciously speaks to his people.  Though now it is just 
Moses, in whose mouth God put his own word.  Now God has 
spoken in his own son, who is the word of God itself, the word 
which became flesh.  And Moses the mediator in Exodus 33 
becomes a prophecy and a type for Jesus, so great is God’s 
grace.

Acts. 3:19  “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins 
may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may come from the 
presence of the Lord, 20 "and that He may send Jesus Christ, 
who was preached to you before, 21 "whom heaven must receive 
until the times of restoration of all things, which God has spoken 
by the mouth of all His holy prophets since the world began. 22 
"For Moses truly said to the fathers, ‘The LORD your God will 
raise up for you a Prophet like me from your brethren. Him you 
shall hear in all things, whatever He says to you. 23 ‘And it shall 
be that every soul who will not hear that Prophet shall be utterly 
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destroyed from among the people.’ 24 "Yes, and all the prophets, 
from Samuel and those who follow, as many as have spoken, 
have also foretold these days. 25 "You are sons of the prophets, 
and of the covenant which God made with our fathers, saying to 
Abraham, ‘And in your seed all the families of the earth shall be 
blessed.’ 26 "To you first, God, having raised up His Servant 
Jesus, sent Him to bless you, in turning away every one of you 
from your iniquities.”

So the graciousness of God shown to his people at Mt. Sinai 
points the way to the gracious of God that continues to be shown 
in Jesus Christ, now the one and only mediator between God and 
men.  Yet, despite that graciousness of God, Moses perceives a 
great problem.  Don’t miss what God said in his discipline upon 
the nation, 

v.3

What is Moses to do?  God has said, “I will not go up in your 
midst.”  I will not go with you!  So Moses responds appropriately,

v.12-13

“Show me your way.”  Lead me.  Direct me.  Guide me.  Help 
me.  And God answers,

v.14

This is such a crucial promise, for surely we are in the same 
position as Moses.  We need God’s presence.  Literally, it is “my 
face.”  God’s face is his benevolent and gracious personal 
provision for all our needs.  God’s face is representative of his 
approval and his blessing, as I often read in pronouncing the 
benediction, “The Lord turn his face toward you...”  That is the 
blessing we all desperately require.  That God would shine his 
face upon his.

Ultimately, that means salvation.
Ps. 80:3  “Restore us, O God; Cause Your face to shine, And 

we shall be saved!”

Such,
II. A GLORIOUS GOD.

And so we see,
A. The glory of God’s presence.
The glory of God’s face!  And notice how that presence of God 

is further described, 
v.14  “I will give you rest.”

That means relief from the troubles and difficulties of the 
world.  It means an absence of trouble.  “Rest” defines an escape 
from the stresses of the world. And to put it that way, how many of 
you will admit that you need God’s presence to go with you, too?

What a danger it is to think that you can direct your own paths!  
What a grave peril it is act as if you don’t need God’s presence to 
go with you, and go before you.  What dire consequences await if 
you go through the experiences of life with a constant, conscious 
dependence upon the glory of God’s presence.

So follow Moses’ example,
v.15

“If you don’t go with us, we’re not going!”  Moses continues,
v.16

And the answers so well,
v.17

There is such a marvelously encouraging personal touch in 
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that, for not only will God’s presence go with Moses, but notice, 
because Moses has found favor in God’s sight, God declares, “I 
know you by name.”

You see, God’s presence with us is not merely some 
anonymous force.  God’s presence is not merely some token of 
spiritual power.  It is personal.  God knows your name.  And if 
your name is known by God, then everything about you is known 
by him.  He is personally directing your paths, and personally 
providing for you whatever you need.

This is glorious.  But for Moses, that wasn’t enough.  This 
gracious promise of the glory of God’s presence didn’t end the 
conversation.  Moses asks what I believe to be the most 
exhaustive and most bold request any man could ever possibly 
ask God.

v.18

Imagine yourself asking such a thing.  “Show me your glory!”  
Imagine having such confidence and assurance that you could 
stand before God as request to see his glory.  

And you should.  Your prayers should be so bold.  Your 
confidence in God should be so great, for so great is his 
faithfulness to you just as it was to Moses.  So do it.  In whatever 
form or with whatever request it might be for your life, ask God to 
do the impossible.  Ask God to reveal his glory to you.  Ask God 
to act in a way that will show forth his own glory.

But look at how God answers.  Look at how God himself 
defines his own glory.  He calls that glory his goodness, which 
should be of no surprise to you.  

v.19   “I will make all My goodness pass before you, and I will 

proclaim the name of the LORD before you.”

And he does.
v.20-23

Such grace, to give Moses a glimpse.  An image.  But not the 
fullness, for “no man shall see God and live.”  Moses sees God’s 
back, as it were.  He puts Moses in the cleft of the rock, covers 
him with his hand, and when he has passed, takes away his hand 
so Moses can see his back.  Now, God has no such body parts, 
but is revealing himself in a way that condescends to our ability to 
understand.  And the understanding is so clear and vivid.

But then notice how he defines his goodness, his goodness as 
the preeminent aspect of his glory.

v.19  “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will 
have compassion on whom I will have compassion.”

That is the classic expression of his sovereignty, the 
sovereignty of God.  It is,

B. The glory of God’s sovereign goodness.
Beloved, this is rather amazing, because this doctrine of the 

sovereignty of God is very troublesome to some Christians, even 
as it was to me much earlier in my Christian life.  Some outright 
deny it or reject it, claiming these words to express not the glory 
of God’s goodness but rather would express an arbitrary 
unfairness that contradicts the rest of what the Bible teaches 
about God.  So many people explain it all away.  As they explain 
away the specific examples of these words used to apply to the 
lives of individual people.  Such as Jacob and Esau.

Remember what Paul writes in Romans 9, when he addresses 
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the very difficult question of why the Israelites, as a nation, have 
rejected Jesus Christ.

Rom. 9:10  “And not only this, but when Rebecca also had 
conceived by one man, even by our father Isaac 11 (for the 
children not yet being born, nor having done any good or evil, that 
the purpose of God according to election might stand, not of 
works but of Him who calls), 12 it was said to her, "The older shall 
serve the younger." 13 As it is written, "Jacob I have loved, but 
Esau I have hated.”

There it is.  The purpose of God according to election.  That is 
his sovereignty.  And as God himself declares, his sovereign 
goodness.  But how can it be good, this thing called sovereign 
election?  That’s the very object Paul had to answer.

Rom. 9:14   “What shall we say then? Is there 
unrighteousness with God? Certainly not! 15 For He says to 
Moses, "I will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and I 
will have compassion on whomever I will have compassion." 16 
So then it is not of him who wills, nor of him who runs, but of God 
who shows mercy.”

Paul quotes Exodus 33 to defend the doctrine of election.  
Paul quotes God’s own exposition of his goodness and glory to 
define the working of election related to Jacob whom he loved 
and Esau whom he hated.  And if that wasn’t enough, he uses 
Pharaoh as the second example,

Rom. 9:17  “For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, "For this very 
purpose I have raised you up, that I may show My power in you, 
and that My name may be declared in all the earth." 18 Therefore 
He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills He hardens.”

Again he answers an objection,
Rom. 9:19  You will say to me then, "Why does He still find 

fault? For who has resisted His will?" 20 But indeed, O man, who 

are you to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him 
who formed it, "Why have you made me like this?" 21 Does not 
the potter have power over the clay, from the same lump to make 
one vessel for honor and another for dishonor? 22 What if God, 
wanting to show His wrath and to make His power known, 
endured with much longsuffering the vessels of wrath prepared 
for destruction, 23 and that He might make known the riches of 
His glory on the vessels of mercy, which He had prepared 
beforehand for glory.”

You see beloved, God’s sovereign election of some unto 
everlasting life and others unto eternal condemnation is to show 
forth his own glory.  “I will have mercy on whomever I will have 
mercy, and I will have compassion on whomever I will have 
compassion.”  

Let me ask a simple question, why is this “good”?  Why does 
God express the doctrine of election as the evidence of his 
goodness?  After all, Christians for centuries have debated this 
very doctrine.  Some have not only denied it, but even hated it.  
So why is it the very pinnacle of his goodness?  

The answer is quite simple.  Because were it not for election, 
had God not predestined some unto everlasting life, no one would 
be saved.  Were it the case that God did not sovereignly choose 
to show mercy and compassion, then all mankind would have 
perished in their sin.  This is the goodness of God, that God 
would choose to be gracious to those who were, by nature, 
children of his wrath.  This is the goodness of God, “that while we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  That verse, Romans 5:8, 
begins:  “But God demonstrates His own love toward us.”

“I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious.”  And beloved, if 
that were not grounded in God’s own sovereign mercy and 
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goodness, he would be gracious to no one.  For if there were 
something in us that earned his grace, why, then, it wouldn’t be 
grace at all!

So learn to see the glory of God’s sovereign goodness when 
you study the whole subject of election and predestination.  
Election is not a doctrine to debate or argue over, but rather it is 
to be the subject of our deepest devotion and our most earnest 
songs of praise.  At least, it was for the Apostle Paul, who sings 
this doxology,

Eph. 1:3  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the 
heavenly places in Christ, 4 just as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame 
before Him in love, 5 having predestined us to adoption as sons 
by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His 
will, 6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has 
made us accepted in the Beloved. 7 In Him we have redemption 
through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches 
of His grace 8 which He made to abound toward us in all wisdom 
and prudence, 9 having made known to us the mystery of His will, 
according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, 10 
that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might 
gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in 
heaven and which are on earth--in Him. 11 In Him also we have 
obtained an inheritance, being predestined according to the 
purpose of Him who works all things according to the counsel of 
His will,12 that we who first trusted in Christ should be to the 
praise of His glory.”

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  
Blessed be God for his glorious goodness, that by his grace, he 
might show compassion and mercy upon anyone at all.  And 
blessed be God for his glorious goodness that by his grace, he 

has shown compassion and mercy upon me!  Thus we are left to 
sing the words of the familiar hymn,  “And can it be that I should 
gain an interest in the savior’s blood?  Died he for me, who 
caused his pain?  Amazing love!  How can it be that thou, my 
God, shouldst die for me.  Amazing love, how can it be that thou 
my God shouldst die for me?”
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