
The Covenant of Grace
Exodus 34:1-35

v.10  And [God] said:  “Behold, I make a covenant.”

That is what this is all about.  A covenant.  A bond in blood 
between God and man.  A promise by God to be the God of his 
people.  A promise to make them his people.  A promise of 
blessing.  As verse 10 continues,

 v.10  “Before all your people I will do marvels such as have 
not been done in all the earth, nor in any nation; and all the 
people among whom you are shall see the work of the LORD. For 
it is an awesome thing that I will do with you.”

That’s the covenant of grace, the covenant which God 
established with Adam and Eve right after the fall.  Upon imposing 
upon man the sentence of death, the just sentence of death as 
the punishment for sin,  God does something quite astounding.  
He promises deliverance.  He promises a redeemer.  He says to 
Satan,  

Gen. 3:15   “And I will put enmity Between you and the 
woman, And between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise 
your head, And you shall bruise His heel.”

The covenant established in the days of Moses is but one of a 
successive number of covenants which are the outworking of this 
one overarching covenant of grace.  Remember, as I reviewed 
last week, our context.  God had given his people the law.  Moses 
with with God on the mountain for forty days and forty nights, and 
even before he returned to the people, they had lost patience and 
molded a god of gold with their own hands.

Ex. 32:1  “Now when the people saw that Moses delayed 
coming down from the mountain, the people gathered together to 
Aaron, and said to him, "Come, make us gods that shall go before 

us; for as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the 
land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him." 2 And 
Aaron said to them, "Break off the golden earrings which are in 
the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring 
them to me." 3 "So all the people broke off the golden earrings 
which were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 And he 
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!”

But God would yet keep his promise.  God would yet keep 
faithfully his pledge of covenant blessing, despite the sin of the 
people.  And instead of destroying the nation of Israel in 
judgment, he would lead them into the promised land.  Within this 
covenant of grace.

Ex. 33:14 And He said, “My Presence will go with you, and I 
will give you rest.”

Then we have new instructions from God,
v.1-4

There is something very profound to be learned from this, 
something much more than a mere repetition of what we have 
already seen in the life of Israel in the earlier chapters of Exodus.  
We learn even more about the,

I. THE GOD OF THE COVENANT.  
We learn what he is like.  We learn how he acts and how he 

behaves.  We learn from his own self-revelation what he is all 
about.  And that ought to be our focus as Christians.  To know 
God!  Not merely to have some religious experience.  Not merely 
to obtain some satisfaction of our own needs and desires.  But to 
know who God is and what he is all about.  
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God makes a point to tell us.
v.5-7

What is God like?  What is your God like?  How can you 
describe him?  There are many ways that can be done.  Many 
attributes that can be used as a definition.  Our shorter catechism 
does a good job of summarizing those attributes as the very 
definition of God:  “God is a spirit, infinite, eternal and 
unchangeable in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, 
goodness, and truth.”

From our text this afternoon, let me focus upon the attribute of 
goodness.  And beloved, this is not a mere study of theology or 
doctrine.  This is not a mere lecture about the nature of God.  This 
is a solemn and delightful revelation of that nature.  This is who 
God himself says he is.  He is,

A. A God of goodness.
Just look at the words used. 
v.6

I could take a whole sermon for each of those words.  God is 
merciful.  Or compassionate.  Kind to those in need.  A God with 
tender affection. It is the love of a father, “As a father pities his 
children, So the LORD pities those who fear Him.”  Same word 
there in Psalm 103.  It is the love of a mother, as Isaiah writes.  
“Can a woman forget her nursing child, And not have compassion 
on the son of her womb? Surely they may forget, Yet I will not 
forget you.” 

Beloved, behold your God in this way.  For this is the 
description of God thought ought to bring you to repentance for 
your sins.  Listen to how Nehemiah prayed as he led the people 
of Israel in a prayer of repentance in,

Neh. 9:16 “But they and our fathers acted proudly, Hardened 
their necks, And did not heed Your commandments. 17 They 
refused to obey, And they were not mindful of Your wonders That 
You did among them. But they hardened their necks, And in their 
rebellion They appointed a leader To return to their bondage. But 
You are God, Ready to pardon, Gracious and merciful, Slow to 
anger, Abundant in kindness, And did not forsake them. 18 "Even 
when they made a molded calf for themselves, And said, ‘This is 
your god That brought you up out of Egypt,’ And worked great 
provocations, 19 Yet in Your manifold mercies You did not forsake 
them in the wilderness. The pillar of the cloud did not depart from 
them by day, To lead them on the road; Nor the pillar of fire by 
night, To show them light, And the way they should go.”

What a danger it is for your soul if you only perceive of God in 
terms of his justice or punishment, fearing his terror and dreading 
his discipline, scared of him and exasperated by a false 
perception of his harshness.  What a danger it is for your soul to 
forget or even to neglect this great declaration of God’s 
goodness.  He responds to his sinful people with a revelation of 
his mercy.  The Lord is merciful.

And, closely related to that, he is gracious.  In other words, he 
shows his faithfulness to us of his own will and motive, not 
because of anything deserving in us.  He is longsuffering toward 
us, not treating us as our sins deserve.  So we read,

Ps. 103:8  “The LORD is merciful and gracious, Slow to anger, 
and abounding in mercy. 9 He will not always strive with us, Nor 
will He keep His anger forever. 10 He has not dealt with us 
according to our sins, Nor punished us according to our iniquities. 
11 For as the heavens are high above the earth, So great is His 
mercy toward those who fear Him; 12 As far as the east is from 
the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us.”
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That is the God whom I declare to you, the same God whom 
Moses declared at Mt. Sinai.  “The LORD, the LORD God, 
merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in goodness 
and truth.”

Abounding in goodness.  That is who God is.  That is what 
God is all about.  Goodness.  Or maybe translated faithfulness.  It 
is perhaps the supreme word in Hebrew for everything to do with 
God’s goodness.  It is his covenant faithfulness.  His loyalty, a 
loyalty best used to describe the best of a friend.  Never, never 
will he betray his own beloved people.  His lovingkindess, as the 
word is often translated.  It is everything that there is to be good 
about God.  And God himself declares, “I abound in it.”  “I 
overflow with this goodness.  And truth, the Hebrew word for 
faithfulness.

This is our God, the God whom we serve.  He is a covenant 
God, keeping his covenant promises for generation after 
generation,

v.7a

Thousands there are thousands of generations!  Just as he 
promised in the original giving of the law,

Ex. 20:5  “For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, 
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and 
fourth generations of those who hate Me, 6 but showing mercy to 
thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments.”

Showing mercy to thousands of generations.  Thus we read, 
Deut. 7:9  “Therefore know that the LORD your God, He is 

God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and mercy for a 
thousand generations with those who love Him and keep His 
commandments.”

To all the generations until Jesus shall return again in glory at 
the end of the age, he shall show mercy.  And grant the great 
blessing of the forgiveness of sins.

But not to everyone in every generation--only to those who 
repent.  And so we read in the rest of,

v.7b

Just as God is a God of goodness, he is also,

B. A God of justice.
And here is the necessary balance, keeping us from a 

sentimental and superficial view of God merely as a God of love.  
Surely he is that.  But the warning is given to those who would 
presume upon that love.  He will punish sin.  He will punish 
sinners, to the third and fourth generation.

But remember, beloved, even with that warning, how much 
greater is his faithfulness goodness, for the justice is threatened 
four generations.  The goodness is promised for a thousand!  And 
so, as we have seen so often before, as the preeminent 
characteristic of all of God’s attributes, he is,

C. A God of glory.
A God of revealed glory!  Moses had asked to see it,
Ex. 33:18 And he said,  “Please, show me Your glory.”  19 

Then [God] said, "I will make all My goodness pass before you, 
and I will proclaim the name of the LORD before you. I will be 
gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will have compassion 
on whom I will have compassion."

My glory, says God, is my goodness.  And that goodness 
manifested before the eyes of the people of Israel is described 
with these words,
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v.5

The cloud of glory.  The glory of his name.  A glory that literally, 
physically, visually caused Moses’ face to shine in its presence.  
And so we read,

v.29-35

And yet, beloved, there is something especially amazing in all 
of this.  We have received an even greater revelation of the glory 
of God.  For note the veil that Moses wore,

v.33-35

No doubt this was to protect the people of Israel from 
observing the unseeable glory of God.  That privilege was given 
only to Moses.  But remember how the Apostle Paul makes 
reference to this passage in 2 Corinthians 3, comparing the 
ministry of Moses with that of Jesus.  So great is the contrast, so 
much great is Christ’s own personal glory, that Paul would refer to 
the ministry of the law as the “ministry of death.”

2 Cor. 3:7  “But if the ministry of death, written and engraved 
on stones, was glorious, so that the children of Israel could not 
look steadily at the face of Moses because of the glory of his 
countenance, which glory was passing away, 8 how will the 
ministry of the Spirit not be more glorious? 9 For if the ministry of 
condemnation had glory, the ministry of righteousness exceeds 
much more in glory. 10 For even what was made glorious had no 
glory in this respect, because of the glory that excels. 11 For if 
what is passing away was glorious, what remains is much more 
glorious. 12 Therefore, since we have such hope, we use great 
boldness of speech-- 13 unlike Moses, who put a veil over his 
face so that the children of Israel could not look steadily at the 
end of what was passing away. 14 But their minds were blinded. 
For until this day the same veil remains unlifted in the reading of 
the Old Testament, because the veil is taken away in Christ. 15 

But even to this day, when Moses is read, a veil lies on their 
heart. 16 Nevertheless when one turns to the Lord, the veil is 
taken away. 17 Now the Lord is the Spirit; and where the Spirit of 
the Lord is, there is liberty. 18 But we all, with unveiled face, 
beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by 
the Spirit of the Lord.”

So the veil remains for those today who fail to see Jesus as 
the fullness of God’s glory.  And now, writes Calvin, “in the gospel 
God presents himself with open face.”

So read Exodus 34, about the glory of God which was so 
great that Moses had to cover his face before returning from 
God’s presence to meet with the people.  And then, beloved, take 
off that veil from your own eyes and see the glory of God in the 
person of Jesus Christ.  So let me exhort you as Paul exhort the 
Colossian church, 

Col. 2:6   “As you have therefore received Christ Jesus the 
Lord, so walk in Him, 7 rooted and built up in Him and established 
in the faith, as you have been taught, abounding in it with 
thanksgiving. 8 Beware lest anyone cheat you through philosophy 
and empty deceit, according to the tradition of men, according to 
the basic principles of the world, and not according to Christ. 9 
For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily; 10 and 
you are complete in Him, who is the head of all principality and 
power.”

Now let’s shift.  That’s what God is what.  What are his people 
like?  Here we find quite a contrast, for what we read about the 
people of the covenant is not very positive.  We have seen all this 
before.

II. THE PEOPLE OF THE COVENANT.
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If there is one thing obviously and abundantly evident, it is that 
in this covenant of grace God promises blessings to his people 
despite their unfaithfulness and rebellion.  And so this great glory 
of God’s goodness is portrayed to us in stark contrast to, and in 
spite of, the behavior of the people.  For the people are,

A. A rebellious people.
And God’s grace is magnified by that contrast.  The nature of 

grace is brought into such sharp focus, because it is so obvious 
that grace is God’s favor bestowed upon undeserving people!  
Just look at how Moses prays,

v.8-9  

That is so clear, and such an accurate description of the 
relationship between God and his people.  It is plea for grace, that 
God would be merciful to his people despite their sinful 
rebelliousness.  The description of the people is that we are “stiff-
necked.”  Harsh and severe in stubbornness.  That’s what it 
means.  Unmovable in the pursuit of autonomy.  The word 
actually comes from agriculture, describing both the oppressively 
heavy yoke oxen were forced to bear in plowing the fields, and as 
well their own stubborn rebellion to that yoke.  A stiff-necked ox is 
an animal flatly refusing to be directed or governed, fighting the 
authority over it by sheer force and brute strength.  It is a refusal 
to be subject to oversight.

It is a common description of God’s people.  For example,
Deut. 9:6  “Therefore understand that the LORD your God is 

not giving you this good land to possess because of your 
righteousness, for you are a stiff-necked people. 7 "Remember! 
Do not forget how you provoked the LORD your God to wrath in 
the wilderness. From the day that you departed from the land of 
Egypt until you came to this place, you have been rebellious 
against the LORD. 8 "Also in Horeb you provoked the LORD to 

wrath, so that the LORD was angry enough with you to have 
destroyed you.”

And likewise,
Deut. 10:16  “Therefore circumcise the foreskin of your heart, 

and be stiff-necked no longer.”

Such an appropriate confession of sin.  Such an appropriate 
expression of humility.  And such an appropriate embrace of 
God’s grace.  “We are stiff-necked.”  “We are stubborn and 
rebellious.”  “Now, God please forgive us.  Pardon our iniquity.”

Sometimes, I fear, we may well approach God in the same 
way young children might approach their parents after some sort 
of conflict or discipline.  They want reconciliation and restoration, 
but not necessarily through the means of humble confession.  In 
other words, it is a lot easier to say “I’m sorry” than “I was wrong, 
please forgive me for being wrong.”  So don’t go to God simply to 
seek his reconciliation and forgiveness without first telling him 
what you have done that is so horribly wrong.  Don’t ask for God’s 
forgiveness without first admitting to him that your sin is nothing 
less than a stubborn and rebellious rejection of his goodness and 
mercy.  

But with that confession, oh beloved, ask him to forgive you.  
And he will!  He promised that he would , and he will.

1 John 1:9   “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to 
forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

God will forgive you, because he has entered into a covenant 
relationship with you through Jesus Christ.  And the blessing of 
the covenant is that instead of having to pay the curse of the 
covenant yourself, God has provided the atoning sacrifice himself.  
God himself has provided the blood of the covenant which is shed 
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for the forgiveness of sins, and he has done so in the flesh of his 
own son.

And look at the faith of Moses, willing in the same breath to 
confess the stubborn hard-heartedness of the people of God, and 
to believe in the faithfulness of God to keep his promise.  He 
prays,

v.9  “...and take us as Your inheritance.”

The Psalmist declares in,
Ps. 94:14  “For the LORD will not cast off His people, Nor will 

He forsake His inheritance.”

You see, people of God, that is who we are.  Oh yes, we are 
stubborn and stiff-necked.  But we are also heirs.  We are heirs 
because we are children!  Thus we are,

B. A beloved people.
Beloved children.
Rom. 8:16  “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit 

that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs--heirs of 
God and joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him, that 
we may also be glorified together.”

So we read in,
Heb. 6:17 Thus God, determining to show more abundantly to 

the heirs of promise the immutability of His counsel, confirmed it 
by an oath, 18 that by two immutable things, in which it is 
impossible for God to lie, we might have strong consolation, who 
have fled for refuge to lay hold of the hope set before us. 19 This 
hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast, 
and which enters the Presence behind the veil, 20 where the 
forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus, having become High 
Priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”

And the inheritance is nothing less than eternal life.  Our own 
eternal home in heaven. 

Tit 3:7  “...that having been justified by His grace we should 
become heirs according to the hope of eternal life.”

And so read we read and study this book of Exodus with the 
understanding of its direct application to us.  The inheritance here 
is not simply that the nation of Israel would inherit some land in 
the Middle East.  But that we as Christians would inherit the 
whole earth.  The promise is for us.

Gal. 3:29  “And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s 
seed, and heirs according to the promise.”

Therefore, beloved, you who are the people of God today, you 
who believe in Jesus Christ, though you are yet sinful in the 
stubbornness of your own hearts, you are joint heirs with Jesus 
Christ of the whole of heaven and earth.  God is your father.

Gal. 4:6   “And because you are sons, God has sent forth the 
Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying out, "Abba, Father!" 7 
Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then 
an heir of God through Christ.”

That’s what it means to be the covenant people of God.  And it 
is to those people in the covenant of grace to whom God gives his 
law.  I just can’t emphasize this enough, and I hope that you find 
me repetitive week after week, because that means that you get 
it!  God gives his law to his own people, who are already forgiven 
of their sins and by faith, made heirs of heaven.  God gives the 
words of the covenant to his people of the covenant.  These 
words, these laws, are not the means by which the people enter 
the covenant.  They are the way in which the covenant people of 
God show forth their love and gratitude to the covenant God who 
has redeemed them by grace.
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So we come to,
III. THE WORDS OF THE COVENANT.
The stipulations of the covenant.  The duties and obligations 

of the covenant.
v.27-28

And what were those words?  What is included in them?  Two 
things, really.  A promise of blessing and a call to faithfulness.  
Let’s look first at,

A. A promise of blessing.
v.10-11

Ultimate, that is the promise of redemption.  Not just the 
escape from the land of slavery in Egypt, but the establishment in 
their own land.  God will drive out all the nations of that land.  God 
will give the land to his people.  That is his great covenant 
blessing.  And remember, that was the promise made so clearly to 
Abraham.

Gen. 12:1  Now the LORD had said to Abram: "Get out of your 
country, From your family And from your father’s house, To a land 
that I will show you. 2 I will make you a great nation; I will bless 
you And make your name great; And you shall be a blessing. 3 I 
will bless those who bless you, And I will curse him who curses 
you; And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed." 

Gen. 15:18  On the same day the LORD made a covenant 
with Abram, saying: "To your descendants I have given this land, 
from the river of Egypt to the great river, the River Euphrates-- 19 
"the Kenites, the Kenezzites, the Kadmonites, 20 "the Hittites, the 
Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21 "the Amorites, the Canaanites, the 
Girgashites, and the Jebusites."

With that promise comes,

B. A call to faithfulness.
And be sure to keep these things together.  It is not a call to 

faithfulness as the means by which the promise is to be received, 
for remember the prayer of confession, “Pardon our iniquity and 
our sin, and take us as Your inheritance.”

But with that pardon there is not a license to sin.  As Paul 
expresses it so forcefully,

Rom. 6:1  “What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin 
that grace may abound? 2 Certainly not!”

And to his covenant people, God says,
v.12

That’s the broad concern.  That God’s people not imitate the 
world.  Especially when it comes to worship.

v.13-17

In the days of Old Covenant, that meant prescribed feasts and 
festivals,

v.18-26

Thus in response to God’s marvelous grace, there was to be a 
testimony of faithful consecration, faithful devotion, covenant 
faithfulness.

That remains the call of God today for his covenant people.  
Beloved, you who trust in Jesus Christ for your salvation, you 
have an eternal inheritance reserved in heaven for you, “an 
inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade 
away.”  With that great and living hope which is yours “according 
to [God’s] abundant mercy [by] has begotten [you] again to a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead,” be faithful to God.  Be faithful to the words of the covenant.
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As I have just quoted from 1 Peter about that living hope and 
eternal inheritance, let me end with Peter’s own application,

1 Peter 1:13  “Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be 
sober, and rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be 
brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; 14 as obedient 
children, not conforming yourselves to the former lusts, as in your 
ignorance; 15 but as He who called you is holy, you also be holy 
in all your conduct, 16 because it is written, "Be holy, for I am 
holy."”

Beloved, confess and repent of your stiff-necked 
rebelliousness, and walk humbly and faithfully in obedience to 
your covenant-making and covenant-keeping God.
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