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The Story of Scripture 
Creation 

In Genesis, God shows himself to be the Creator. He has always existed, and as we study 
Scripture, we will find he has always existed as the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—one 
God in three persons. Everything else was created by him from nothing, a fact that shows us he is 
wholly different from us. As we are introduced to his creation in Genesis 1, we see that 
everything he has made is good, and we feel a tension because we recognize that the world as we 
know it misses the mark. It is not good that people get old, that loved ones get sick and die, that 
the world is filled with violence and corruption.  

This tension in the story is intentional. Things are not how God created them or wanted 
them to be. He created a good world, and at its heart is a garden called Eden that represents the 
best of it. Here he places a man and woman (Adam and Eve), both created in the image of God, 
to rule over creation and to fill the earth with the glory of God. This is a world with no sin, no 
sickness, no violence and no death. They have everything that they need. They have fellowship 
with God, they have a purpose, and they have the use of all of creation. God gives them life 
freely with only one condition: they can eat of the fruit of every tree in the garden except the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil. If they eat from it, they will die. 
 
The Fall 

In the next scene, a serpent enters the garden. This creature suggests that God does not 
have humanity’s best interest in mind, that maybe they know more about what they want than 
God does. He suggests that God denies them the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil because he does not want them to be like him. And instead of trusting in the goodness of 
God as displayed throughout his creation and provision for them, they disobey God. This is 
known as the Fall. At this point, sin and its consequences enter into the world, and it is corrupted. 
From here, the Bible shows how the choice of Adam and Eve to disobey God leads to increasing 
destruction and death. It corrupts everything it touches, and humanity can do nothing to rid itself 
of the problem. Evil is in our world because we invited it in, and there is nothing we can do to 
shut it out again. This is the tension we are meant to feel as we read Scripture: one that echoes 
our experience in what is often a cruel world. 

But God is gracious. Instead of letting death be the last word, he makes a promise in 
Genesis 3:15 even as he doles out the consequences of disobedience. When talking to the 
serpent, God says, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring 
and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” God promises that 
there will one day be an offspring (or seed or child) of the woman that will defeat the serpent. He 
will be hurt by the serpent, but in so doing, he will crush its head. This promise will become 
clearer as the story unfolds. 
 
The Good Seed and Righteousness by Faith 

After this, we see the effects of sin driving the world into chaos. Just as God promised, 
sin has led to death. People are choosing immorality, violence, abuse, destruction, and death. A 
few faithful hold to the promise of a seed of the woman: a serpent slayer who will set things 
right, but even these show themselves to be thoroughly infected by sin. The story of Noah 
illustrates this. Things have gone horribly wrong up to this point: “The Lord saw that the 
wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart 
was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5). But Genesis 5:28–29 says, “When Lamech had lived 
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182 years, he fathered a son and called his name Noah, saying, ‘Out of the ground that the Lord 
has cursed, this one shall bring us relief from our work and from the painful toil of our hands.’” 
Lamech, Noah’s father, understands the promise of Genesis 3:15 that God will send a serpent 
slayer to set things right. He hopes that his son is this man. And as Noah grows, it looks like he 
might be; God recognizes that he is the one righteous man on earth.  

Because the world is so evil, God floods the earth, saving only Noah and his family. This 
story teaches us something about the heart of man. Although God has brought judgment upon the 
earth and is restarting with one righteous man and his family, sin has so permeated the human 
heart that even Noah, a righteous man who has just been spared judgment, shows his brokenness. 
The next time we hear about Noah, he is drunk and naked, shaming himself before his children. 
Even the most righteous man on earth falls far short of God’s standard for humanity. Noah 
looked like he may be the promised seed of the woman to slay the serpent, but he is as broken as 
all the rest. Though his faith is to be emulated, he cannot save even himself, much less the world. 
And by Genesis 11, we see the world openly rebelling against the rule of God again. This shows 
there is a heart problem with humanity. We choose to cut ourselves off from God, the source of 
life, and in doing so, we choose destruction. That is the clear trajectory for humanity established 
in Genesis. 

But just as things are looking hopeless, God steps in and chooses a man who will later be 
renamed Abraham to receive a great promise. In Genesis 12:1–2, God says to Abraham, “Go 
from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 
And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that 
you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, 
and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” Of particular importance here is the idea 
that all the families of the earth will be blessed through Abraham (more on that in a minute). Of 
immediate concern to Abraham is how God can make him a great nation even though he has no 
children and has a barren wife. But in Genesis 15, God reaffirms his promise, and Abraham 
believes God and in so doing clues us into how a sinful and broken people might be able to be 
made right with our creator. Genesis 15:6 says, “And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to 
him as righteousness.” Abraham believes that God will come through on his promise, and God 
counts Abraham’s faith as righteousness. This clues us into why people like Noah are considered 
righteous even though we see that man’s heart is broken. They believe the promise of the seed of 
the woman who will slay the serpent. And God is narrowing his promise when he covenants with 
Abraham to bless the nations through his offspring or seed. The serpent slayer will be a child of 
Abraham, and he will be a blessing to the nations.  

The OT’s definition of righteousness can be surprising to many. Many see the OT way to 
salvation as observance to the law of Moses, but this is not the case. It is by faith in the promises 
of God. Romans 4:1–3 assures us that this interpretation is correct, “What then shall we say was 
gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by 
works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. For what does the Scripture say? 
‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” Faith, not works, is and 
has always been the basis of justification. However, it is important to note that belief and 
obedience are closely related throughout Scripture. Belief is counted as righteousness, but that 
belief is always accompanied by a heart that is motivated towards obedience by the grace and 
mercy received. Thus obedience is the fruit (or result) of a life of faith. Faith, not works, is 
counted as righteousness. Obedience flows out of this faith. Obedience can be thought of as 
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living out the identity God gives us because of our faith. We will look at this more in our 
discussion of the New Testament. 

Just as we would expect from our knowledge of humanity, Abraham and his descendants 
continue to exhibit evidence of heart problems. Throughout the rest of the OT, they lie, they 
cheat, they sleep around, they murder. They are thoroughly broken. They will never make 
themselves pure. Even the best choose themselves over God. It is important that we see salvation 
as something completely out of the reach of humanity. But more importantly, God steps in and 
provides salvation to those who are willing to repent. God is faithful despite failures. He 
continues to pursue his people. He continues to offer forgiveness and mercy to those who will 
respond in belief to his promises.  

 
The Exodus and The Law 

A few generations down the road from Abraham, we find that his family (the Hebrews or 
the people of Israel) has grown large, but they are enslaved to the Egyptians. It is important to 
note that this is predicted in Genesis 15:13, a fact that should only further confirm the 
sovereignty of God in our minds. Things are not good. Not only are they oppressed, but their 
numbers intimidate Pharaoh, and he decrees that every Hebrew male child born be killed by 
being cast into the Nile (Exodus 1:22). But one woman, in an effort to save her baby son, places 
him in a basket and floats him down the same river. The daughter of Pharaoh finds the child and 
raises him as her own. This man is Moses. He will lead Israel in the exodus, a climatic moment 
in history where God delivers Israel from Egypt and establishes them as a nation. This will be the 
moment by which OT believers remember the faithfulness of God and becomes the bedrock for 
their hope of future deliverance. 

The story of Exodus shows the power of God. He uses the deliverance of Israel to tell a 
story that will be repeated over and over again. A man will bring a broken people out of the 
bonds of slavery and into a Promised Land. The story of Moses will set the trajectory for the 
greater redemption story where Christ comes to save his people from sin and death and restore 
them and the world to their intended place. Moses, through the power of God, pleads with 
Pharaoh to let his people go. God sends ten plagues, each proving his power over the gods of 
Egypt and the last of which costs the Egyptians that which they took from the Israelites: their 
firstborn sons. Israel is spared this fate through what becomes known as the Passover. God calls 
each house to sacrifice a lamb and paint its blood on the door posts. They are to then eat a special 
meal that becomes known as the Passover meal. That night as the angel of the Lord is putting the 
firstborn to death, he passes over the houses that believe God and act on his commandment to 
sacrifice the lamb, resulting in the sparing of their firstborn sons. This final plague convinces 
Pharaoh to release Israel. 

Despite the miraculous ways God delivers them from Egypt, including the crossing of the 
Red Sea, they again choose fear rather than trust him. God leads them on the way to Promised 
Land in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. He feeds them manna that 
miraculously appears on the ground. He gives them water from a rock when they have nothing to 
drink, and still they grumble against him.  

Finally, they come to a place called Mount Sinai and something amazing happens. God 
makes a covenant (probably the best way to understand a covenant is a promise that is marked by 
loyal relationship) with Israel that they will be his people if they will obey what he calls them to 
do. That sounds good to them and so they say they will. Moses then goes up the mountain to 
meet with God and before he can come back down, they have already failed. They make an idol 
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and begin worshipping it. The only thing that keeps God from destroying them is his promise to 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  

Eventually, they move on. God leads them on towards the Promised Land (Canaan), and 
he continues to provide for them on the way. As they near the land, they send out twelve spies to 
investigate. It is a rich land but also one filled with powerful people. Ten of the twelve spies 
report that they do not believe they can take the land. Two of the spies, Joshua and Caleb, 
disagree and urge the people to trust God. Instead, they doubt his promise and try to stone Joshua 
and Caleb, rebelling against God. God intervenes and is again on the verge of destroying Israel. 
Only his promise stays his hand. The consequence for their actions? None of this unbelieving 
generation will get to enter the Promised Land. All but Joshua and Caleb will die in the 
wilderness as Israel is made to wander in it for the next 40 years.  

This includes Moses. He is like Noah in that he appears to be the one who will bring 
about the promises of God, but despite his great faithfulness, he too sins in ways that show us he 
too is broken and in need of God’s intervention. This is never more evident than when he strikes 
the rock at Meribah in disbelief and frustration, and God says to him, “Because you did not 
believe in me, to uphold me as holy in the eyes of the people of Israel, therefore you shall not 
bring this assembly into the land that I have given them” (Numbers 20:12). Even the great 
prophet Moses falls short of God’s perfect standard and is lost apart from God’s intervention. 
 It is amazing that God continues to provide for Israel even as they wander through the 
desert. But the message is clear – disobedience displays a lack of belief in the promises of God, 
resulting in wandering through the desert rather than entering into the Promised Land (an image 
that will later represent entering into the rest of God). As the 40 years come to a close, Moses 
gives some last instructions to the Israelites before he dies, and they enter into the land without 
him.  

In Deuteronomy 28–29, Moses reminds them of the covenant they have made with God. 
If they believe in him and his promises as demonstrated by their obedience, he will bless them in 
all kinds of ways. If they disobey, they will experience curses, most notably they will face exile 
at the hands of their enemies. Deuteronomy 30:15 sums it up this way, “See, I have set before 
you today life and good, death and evil.” But Deuteronomy 30 also lets us know what is going to 
happen. They are going to disobey and go into exile. They are going to do exactly what everyone 
before them has done. They are going to choose to disobey God and die, and here we are clued in 
as to why: they have uncircumcised hearts. They can’t love God how they are supposed to 
because their hearts are infected with sin and must be made new. This is also called a “heart of 
stone” (Ezekiel 36:26). But there is hope. There will be a day that God intervenes. Deuteronomy 
30:6 says, “And the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so 
that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may 
live.” God is doing something on the behalf of his people that they cannot do for themselves: 
change their very hearts. 

This echoes what we see in Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 12:1–2. God is at work to bring 
about salvation for his people, and we are seeing his plan slowly unfold. It is something he must 
do on our behalf. God will send a seed of the woman who will crush the head of the serpent. He 
will be from the line of Abraham, and he will be a blessing to the nations. Genesis 15:6 assures 
us that those who are considered righteous are those who believe the promises of God. These 
believers will be the ones whose hearts have been circumcised so they will love God with all 
their hearts and souls that they may live (Deuteronomy 30:6).  
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Despite the warning, the prediction of Deuteronomy 30 comes true. Upon entering the 
Promised Land, Israel’s obedience quickly wavers. Numerous accounts like Joshua 7 show the 
Israelites disobeying God thinking they know better than him about what will make them happy. 
At times, they keep things for themselves they were told not to; other times, they are fearful. 
They do not completely conquer the land. Judges records in great detail a people who are quick 
to forget God. He intervenes to save them over and over again, sending judges to help, but they 
continue to fall into unbelief and disobedience. Judges is summed up with its last verse, “In those 
days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25). 
 
 
Kingdoms, Prophets, and Exile 

At this point, God allows Israel an earthly king. A man of kingly stature named Saul 
receives the crown. However, despite his appearance, it quickly becomes apparent that his life 
does not match up. He becomes murderously jealous of a young man named David that God 
chooses to replace him as king (remember disobedience illustrates a lack of belief). David is a 
man specifically chosen by God. He is from the tribe of Judah. We didn’t talk about this, but in 
Genesis 49:10, Jacob, a descendant of Abraham, declares that Judah, or more literally an 
offspring of Judah, will rule forever. All peoples will obey him, and the kingdom will be so 
wealthy he can tie his foal to the choice vine and wash his garments in wine. These are 
Messianic descriptors, meaning that these things describe the Messiah, the one God is sending to 
set things right, and the Messianic Kingdom he will usher in. This is important now because it 
hints to the meaning of the promises of God given here.  

The serpent slayer will be a seed of the woman (a human), a seed of Abraham, from the 
tribe of Judah, and as we will see, a son of David (meaning in the lineage of David). David 
seems to be the next contender for the position of serpent slayer. God handpicks him. As a boy, 
he slays the giant Goliath when all of Israel trembles before him. He is patient and merciful to 
Saul despite Saul’s murderous intentions towards him. He is even called a man after God’s own 
heart (1 Samuel 13:14). But we will see that he too is broken, most notably in his sin with 
Bathsheba. He will sleep with her, a married woman, and then have her husband killed to cover 
his sin. Again, the Bible clearly illustrates even the best of men have hearts that are deeply 
flawed. David is not the Messiah. But he does receive a promise from God that focuses the 
expectations of deliverance. God promises David, “And your house and your kingdom shall be 
made sure forever before me. Your throne shall be established forever” (2 Samuel 7:16). One 
from the line of David will rule forever as the Messianic King. This Kingdom will be described 
in further detail in the prophets, but the gist is that it will be an everlasting kingdom marked by 
righteousness and justice: the two major concerns of God’s law.  

After David dies, his son Solomon begins his rule. His rule, like his father’s, starts out 
promising. He asks God for wisdom and receives it. He writes much of the wisdom literature in 
Scripture (Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, and much of Proverbs). He is successful in his reign. 
The nations come to meet him and pay tribute. In some ways, he is a picture of what the 
Messianic King might look like, but he is as fallen as the rest. He lets his numerous wives lead 
his heart after idols rather than stay true to God. 

The rest of the accounts of the kings of Israel are much like this. Most are outright 
rebellious. Some make a call for renewed faithfulness, but the trend is towards disobedience. As 
a result, God does just what he said he was going to do. The people choose disobedience and in 
doing so, they choose the curse (Deut. 30:15-20).  
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 This leads to disaster for Israel. Under Solomon’s son, the kingdom of Israel is split into 
two kingdoms: Israel in the North, and Judah in the South. The kingdom of Israel is conquered 
by the Assyrians and carried off into exile. The same happens to the kingdom of Judah by the 
Babylonians. At this point, the question is how one in the line of David will sit on the throne 
forever and set things right if there is no throne in Israel? But we must remember that during the 
periods of the kings and now in the exile, prophets are sent to tell the Jewish people they are 
about to be punished and then while in exile why they are being punished. They have disobeyed 
God and are experiencing the curse Moses discussed in Deuteronomy 29. But that is not the end 
of the story. They are also reminded of who God is, how he is faithful to his promises, how he is 
merciful, how he has redeemed them in the past, and how they can expect him to do so again. 
And he will do so in a way that will address the problem they have been unable to address 
themselves. He will give them new hearts. 
 There are many clarifications of the promises of God in the prophets. In our brief 
overview it is important to see that there will be a Messianic (anointed one, promised deliverer) 
King from the line of David (Isaiah 9:6-7; Jeremiah 23:5-5) and yet greater than David (Psalm 
110:1), who in some way is like a son of man and yet who seems to share in the divinity and 
authority of God (Daniel 7:13-14), who will suffer for the sins of others (Isaiah 52:13-53:12) and 
yet will rule forever in righteousness and justice over a world that has been freed from sin and its 
curse (Isaiah 11:1-9). This king will not only save Israel but will bring salvation to the nations 
(Isaiah 49:6). We see that the members of this new kingdom will have a new covenant with God 
in which he will write his law on their hearts and mind (Jeremiah 31:31-34), meaning he will 
make them into the kind of people with hearts that are able to love follow him. There is more 
than we can discuss in this short overview, but it is important to see the expectation of 
redemption and salvation that exists because of the promises of God revolving around the seed of 
the woman as declared by the prophets throughout the exile. 
 This is where the OT ends, with the expectation of a Messiah, a serpent-slayer from the 
line of David who will be a blessing to the nations, who will provide forgiveness of sins, conquer 
death, and rule eternally with righteousness and justice. However, as they trickle back from exile 
and are allowed to rebuild Jerusalem and the temple, no one thinks that this new kingdom has 
come. Israel languishes, waiting for its promised deliverer, and they will do so for 400 years. The 
question for Israel is, “When will this Messiah come?” 
 
The Messiah 
 This is the context for the coming of Jesus—a once perfect world broken by an act of 
rebellion by the very ones created to be caretakers of it. This rebellion has led to broken 
fellowship with the creator, humanity’s enslavement to sin, suffering caused by evil, and 
ultimately death. Hope seems distant, but deliverance is coming in a most unexpected way. 
 It is important to note that the NT writers see the coming of Jesus and his preaching of 
the dawning kingdom of God as the fulfillment of the OT Scripture and its promises. This is why 
Matthew begins with a genealogy of Jesus connecting him to Abraham (Matthew 1:1-17), Luke 
records a genealogy connecting him all the way back to Adam (Luke 3:23-38), and all of the 
Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) make frequent use of OT quotes and allusions to 
confirm Jesus as the promised Messianic King. They believe God’s promises in the OT and see 
them fulfilled in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. 
 Although there are plenty of examples of God choosing people of low station to fulfill his 
purposes, the typical Jewish expectation for the Messiah was one who would come in political 
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power. That is not how Jesus comes. He comes from humble beginnings. When he starts his 
ministry he chooses twelve men to invest in. He doesn’t choose the best and brightest; he 
chooses fishermen and a tax collector. But as he begins to minister, it becomes clear that Jesus is 
different. He heals people; he casts out demons; he shows his authority over nature; and he 
miraculously provides sustenance. He amazes the crowds as he teaches as one with more 
authority than they have never seen. He forgives sins; he overturns the temple; he explains how 
they have misunderstood the teachings of the OT. He claims to be the fulfillment of OT, the way 
to the Father, the living water, the light of the world. But most amazing of all, he claims to be the 
Son of God: one with God the Father. That is what all his teachings and miracles are pointing 
towards. The Messiah (or Christ as he is called in the NT) has come and his miracles are 
showing the dawning of the new kingdom promised in the OT. But the Jewish leaders are 
skeptical, which is unsurprising as it threatens their positions of power, and they begin to plot to 
kill Jesus.  
 Jesus’ teachings are surprising. He teaches an upside-down economy for the new 
kingdom he is ushering in. The meek will inherit the earth (Matt. 5:5). You must love your 
enemies (Matt. 5:43-48). You must store up your treasure in heaven, not on earth (Matt. 6:19-
21). Those who want to follow him must expect to be hated and persecuted (Matt. 10:16-25). 
Those who are like children will be the greatest in the kingdom (Matt. 18:3-4). Those who desire 
to be great must serve (Matt. 23:11-12). Earthly riches make entering into the kingdom difficult 
(Matt. 19:23-24). Those who wish to keep their lives must lose it (Matt. 16:24-27). Then Jesus 
shows what he means by all of this by serving us in a way that we could never repay. He does 
something for us that we could never do for ourselves. He pays the penalty for our sins. The 
greatest among us, the very Son of God, serves a world that has been rebelling against him since 
the beginning of time and takes our sins upon his shoulders. He takes our penalty for our sins—
death. The God of the universe becomes the suffering servant of Isaiah 53:5, “…he was pierced 
for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that 
brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.” And because he is perfect, because he is 
sinless, because he is the Son of God, he rises again from the grave (Matt. 28:1-10). Jesus—the 
seed of the woman, the blessing to the nations, the Davidic king, the suffering servant, the Son of 
God—has fulfilled the promise of God. He crushes the head of the serpent. He defeats sin and 
death and inaugurates the new kingdom. 
 
Our Place in the Story 
 This is where you and I find ourselves in the story. Sin and death have been defeated, and 
we are offered a choice. Will we trust Jesus and his work on the cross for the forgiveness of our 
sins or will we trust in ourselves and our works? At first the answer seems easy. But Jesus calls 
us to count the cost of following him. He is coming back to set all things right, but until he does, 
we are to be sharing his story so that others might be saved. And what the Bible tells us is that 
many will reject him and in so doing reject and persecute us. Belief in him will mean hatred by 
the world. The call to follow Jesus is the call to forget about temporary, earthly gain and to 
pursue Jesus and his coming kingdom. It is the call to be willing, like Jesus, to suffer injustice. It 
is the call to share the gospel with those who are still dead in their sin so that they too can know 
God. We will find that we are exiles in this world, that we don’t really belong, but we will also 
find that the temporary cost will be eternally worth it (Matt. 13:44-46). Luke 9:23-25 says, “If 
anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. 
For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it. 
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For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself?” We will 
all die. But Jesus tells us that a temporary life surrendered to him will result in salvation and 
eternal life with him in his new kingdom. 
 Revelation 21:1-4 says, “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven 
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 
And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place of God is with 
man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as 
their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither 
shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.’” 
This is just a small glimpse into what God has in store for those who accept what Jesus has done 
on their behalf, who believe that he is the Christ, the Son of God. While we await his return, we 
are called to live in such a way that we demonstrate our belief, particularly in our proclamation 
of the gospel of Jesus to those who do not know him. 
 In short, we respond to the story of Scripture by knowing Jesus and making him known. 
 
Questions to ask when reading Scripture: 

1. What is the author’s main point in this section of Scripture? 
2. Where does what I’m reading fit in the overall story of the Bible? (i.e. before or after the 

Exodus from Egypt; before or after Jesus; before or after the resurrection, etc.) 
3. What does it mean for those who were the original audience? 
4. What does it mean for me today? 
5. How should I change in response to this Scripture? 

A Few Resources for Understanding the Story of Scripture 
For Small Children: 
The Biggest Story by Kevin DeYoung 
The Jesus Storybook Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name by Sally Lloyd-Jones 
The Big Picture Story Bible by David Helm  
The Garden, the Curtain, and the Cross by Carl Laferton 
thebibleproject.com 
New City Catechism (Available as a book or for free as an app on both iOS and Android) 
For Youth and Adults 
thebibleproject.com 
The Whole Story of the Bible in 16 Verses by Chris Bruno 
Multiply by Francis Chan 
 
For a More In-depth Look 
The Servant King: The Bible’s Portrait of the Messiah by T.D. Alexander 
Old Testament Survey by Paul House and Eric Mitchell 
God’s Glory in Salvation Through Judgment: A Biblical Theology by James M. Hamilton, Jr. 
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Week 1 
Exodus 15:22-16:36 – God’s Provision in the Wilderness 
By Brandon Wingler 
 
Introduction  
 Complaining and criticizing is like going in a downward spiral. Once it starts, it keeps 
going until, well, it doesn’t. Not very profound, I know, but that’s what it feels like to me. It can 
be really easy to fall into a downward spiral of complaints and criticism about the circumstances 
in our lives. Whether it’s work, finances, our relationships with our family or friends, or 
something else, it’s easy to complain when things aren’t how we want them to be.  

It’s even easier to complain when it feels like things aren’t how we need them to be. For 
example, when I was a middle school teacher, many days I felt like I had everything stacked 
against me. My classroom’s air conditioner went out three times in four years, the heater went 
out twice, the whiteboard wasn’t installed properly, the internet often didn’t work, I had to teach 
in the library and the auditorium for nearly three months, the students were often coming from 
volatile circumstances at home, and the list could honestly go on and on and on… and on. If you 
came to my classroom during my planning period, you might catch me complaining about all of 
these various circumstances with another teacher, or even to myself. It was incredibly easy each 
day to complain, leave the school, complain some more, go to sleep, and repeat the process.  

What my constant complaining and criticizing exposed was that I was failing to trust God 
to provide me with what I needed to do what he called me to do. He didn’t call me to fix every 
little and big problem in the school, and he certainly didn’t call me to go about it all on my own. 
He called me to trust him and to look to him to provide each day. Each day was a test of where I 
would put my trust. Would I trust in my own ability to fix things? Would I trust in the situation 
to magically get better if I just continue to complain about it? Or would I trust God to supply me 
with what I needed each day to carry out the works he had already prepared beforehand for me to 
do? I wish I could say I did the last choice often, but I probably did not. But thankfully, each day 
is a new opportunity to return to trust in God.  
 This passage in Exodus is about trusting God to provide for us in all circumstances. God 
does this materially in various ways, sure. However, most importantly, God provides his son 
Jesus as our savior, our redeemer, and our source of life. At the end of the day, what we need 
most is Jesus.  
 
 
Read Exodus 15:22-16:36 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

Passage Specific Questions 
1. Do you have a story of God’s provision in your life you’d be willing to share with your 

community group? 
2. Are there areas in your life right now where it’s hard to trust that God will provide? How 
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can your community group encourage you and challenge you in those areas? 
3. What are some other passages in Scripture where God provides for his people? 
4. Why is it important to remember how God has provided for us in the past? How does it 

help us to face the future? 
 
 
Commentary 
 
Exodus 15:22-16:36 

After God displayed his power by rescuing Israel and crushing the Egyptians, the 
Israelites sang, danced, and worshiped their God. Now on the other side of the Red Sea, the 
Israelites had to continue their journey out from the land of Egypt to the land Yahweh promised 
he would give to Abraham and his descendants in Genesis 12. This land is repeatedly described 
as “a land flowing with milk and honey” (Ex. 3:8). However, the area in which the Israelites now 
found themselves – the vast wilderness of the Sinai Peninsula between Egypt and the land of 
Canaan – was hardly an agriculturally rich and pleasant area. The lack of food, water, and other 
provisions would certainly test their trust and faith in God.  
 That is exactly what occurs as soon as they begin their trek through the wilderness. The 
Israelites travel for three days and fail to discover any water. When they finally do find water, it 
is bitter and not suitable for drinking. As I’m sure any of us would naturally respond in that 
situation, the Israelites complain to Moses. Just as the water is bitter, so are the Israelites. Moses 
calls upon God for help and he graciously gives them part of a tree to throw in the water which 
makes the water fit for drinking. Just as he has many times before, God supernaturally and 
miraculously provides for Israel.  
 Soon after, the Israelites begin to grumble and complain about their food situation. The 
text says that the entire nation grumbled against Moses and Aaron (and, by extension, grumbled 
against God, which is made clear in v. 8). The tendency to complain and criticize was apparently 
part of every individual Israelite’s nature. I suspect the same is true of us. The people suggest 
that their former life as slaves in Egypt was better and conclude that death in Egypt by the Lord’s 
hand would be even better than their current situation which, they concluded, would lead to their 
death by starvation. The Israelites’ complaint is a serious one – they allege that the exodus has 
made their lives worse.  
 And yet, God still provides for his people, despite their miserable attitude and criticism. 
God is gracious and merciful beyond all measure. God rains down some sort of bread-like 
substance from heaven, which we learn later was called manna. In the New Testament, Jesus 
tells his disciples and the Jews, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, 
and whoever believes in me shall never thirst” (John 6:35). After hearing their grumbling and 
confusion at his remarks, Jesus says in John 6:47-51:  
 

Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life. I am the bread of life. Your 
fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down 
from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down 
from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will 
give for the life of the world is my flesh.” 
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Jesus is our daily bread. He is the one who sustains us each day. He provides us with 
life—abundant, eternal life. Jesus laid down his life for us on the cross and raised it back up from 
the grave so that we may have eternal life in him. He is the bread of life, and we celebrate that 
glorious fact each time we take communion.  
 Throughout chapters 15 and 16, God tested Israel. First, he tested them with the lack of 
water. Then he tested them to follow his instructions for collecting the manna. His instructions 
required them to collect the manna daily and a double portion on the day before the Sabbath. For 
an agricultural people, the instruction to only gather as much food as they needed for each day 
would be quite the test. God was teaching Israel to rely on him each day and not to lean upon 
their own wisdom.  

So why would God test his people? I don’t know that there’s an easy, cookie-cutter 
answer to that question. It’s important to be clear here that God’s testing Israel does not mean 
God tempted Israel. James 2:12-15 says,  
 

Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he 
will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him. Let no one 
say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with 
evil, and he himself tempts no one. But each person is tempted when he is lured and 
enticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin 
when it is fully grown brings forth death. 
 
In 1 Corinthians 11:11-13, the apostle Paul writes concerning the events that happened to 

the Israelites in the wilderness,  
 
Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our 
instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come. Therefore let anyone who thinks that 
he stands take heed lest he fall. No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to 
man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the 
temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. 

 
Our own desires and sinful nature tempt us. When we give in to our sinful desires, and 

we allow it to grow, it becomes deadly. When we are tempted, we are not left helpless and 
without a way to escape the temptation. Instead, we are forced to wrestle with whether we will 
choose to sin or whether we will turn to God. We see in Exodus that when Israel chose sin, death 
and destruction were the consequences. However, when they chose to trust God and obey him, 
good things ultimately resulted from that choice, even if they weren’t always immediately 
evident. The record we have of the Israelites and their actions serves as a lesson for us as we 
wrestle each day with our own temptations.   

So why does God test his people? I don’t believe God seeks to “pull one over” on his 
people or fool them to say, “Aha! Gotcha!” Instead, I think God tests his people to reveal to them 
their faith or lack thereof, to grow their faith in him, and to demonstrate their own insufficiency 
if they try to trust in themselves. I believe God places his people into situations that require them 
to trust him and look to him to be their provider and their guide for everything. As someone who 
appreciates a good measure of certainty and clarity with most circumstances in my life, the 
thought of God testing me and placing me into situations which will stretch and mature my faith 
can be uncomfortable. However, despite that, we know that God is good, and he can be trusted. 
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We can learn to lean on his many promises, to trust in him and his goodness, and to rest in the 
peace that God will mature us and preserve us throughout this life until we finally dwell in his 
presence after this life.  
 
Concluding Thoughts 

I think it’s easy to read the accounts in the Bible and to critique the many ways characters 
in those accounts fall short. And to be fair, there are certainly times where we should look upon 
the people and the events and evaluate them with discernment. However, when we look upon the 
Israelites and how they often failed to live in obedience and trust in God, we should be humble 
enough to reflect on our own lives and realize how often we fall short and fail to obey and trust 
God, too. As mentioned earlier, the Israelites grumbled after three days of no water and because 
they felt their food situation was much better during their slavery in Egypt. I can’t speak for you, 
but I would certainly be grumbling after a day, if not sooner, and probably for a host of other 
reasons, too. We don’t have to stick with just these specific examples in this passage. We can 
choose any number of scenarios in our daily lives and realize we often grumble and complain 
and wish circumstances were different, too.  

It’s one thing for us to sing praises and worship God after he brings us out of a terrible 
situation, just like Israel sang and worshiped after being delivered from slavery. It’s another 
thing to live in faith and to trust God when the rubber meets the road. Sanctification, the process 
of becoming more like Christ and growing our faith and trust in God, is a long and winding road 
which is not always easy and fun to travel upon. But we have the promise that God is with us and 
that he is working together all things for his glory and our good.  

When the circumstances of life are pressing upon us, let’s cling to God and trust in him 
and his goodness. When we are tempted to complain and criticize, let’s try to stop and remember 
all the ways in which God has been so gracious and kind in our lives and give thanks to God. 
And instead of complaining and criticizing to each other (or to ourselves!), let’s come to God in 
prayer with our concerns. As we grow in our trust and our faith, we can learn to be at peace, even 
when the circumstances in our life demand anything but peace, because Christ lives within us 
and we find our rest in him. As Paul wrote in Philippians 4:11-13: “for I have learned in 
whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. 
In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance 
and need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” Let us learn to trust God more 
deeply and to rest in Christ more securely. Then we can learn to follow the instruction of James: 
“Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the 
testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you 
may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” (James 1:2-4). 
 
 
The Main Point 

God provides for his people in all circumstances. He offers us eternal life in his son Jesus 
Christ. Those who believe in Christ and trust in him will ultimately never perish and will never 
lack.  
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Matthew 6:9-13 – The Lord’s Prayer. 



	

5 

• John 6:22-59 – Jesus is the bread of life.  
• James 1:2-18 – Testing of one’s faith. 
• James 3:1-12 – The taming of the tongue. 
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Week 2 
Exodus 17 – Water From the Rock 
By Brandon Wingler 
 
Introduction 
  When I was a child, I was an annoyingly picky eater. Most vegetables were a no-go, 
especially if they were green. I didn’t like beef or pork or fish, and I only liked chicken if it was 
shaped like a nugget (preferably the dinosaur-shaped ones). When I walked through the kitchen, 
I’d take a peek at what was for dinner and promptly give my unsolicited opinion about the menu. 
Despite the fact that my parents were graciously offering me food that they prepared with their 
own hands, I was quick to complain and criticize because it wasn’t what I wanted. I thought I 
knew best, and I thought I should get my way. I often failed to thank my parents for their 
provision, and instead I assumed the role of insufferable food critic. (Thanks mom and dad for 
putting up with my unbearable attitude all those years). 
            As I look at Exodus and how the Israelites have often complained and criticized God, I 
see echoes of their hardness of heart in how I was as a child in the kitchen to my parents. The 
situations aren’t one-to-one, of course, but I think the same sinful attitude is present. Like the 
Israelites, I was quick to complain and criticize. Like the Israelites, I judged the gracious 
provision that was given to me because it didn’t come on my terms. Like the Israelites, I rebelled 
against the authority of the ones who loved me and provided for me (usually by refusing to eat 
certain foods like carrots, which I still loathe to this day).  
            In reflecting on this passage in Exodus, we need to confront our own sinful heart’s 
tendency to complain, to rebel against God, and to assume the role of judge of God and of others. 
Rather than grumbling like the Israelites, we need to ask the Holy Spirit to help conform us to be 
more like Christ. As we come to a greater realization of Christ’s sacrifice for us and how he 
provides for us in every way, we can learn to be more content and more grateful for God’s love, 
mercy, and provision.  
 
 
Read Exodus 17 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. What are you grateful for right now?  
2. Are there any areas in your life where you are quick to complain and criticize? How can 

your community group encourage you and challenge you in those areas? 
3. Israel quarreled against God and yet he was merciful to them. How might this inform 

how we can live with those who quarrel against us and against God? 
4. When you read and hear of God’s judgment, what is your reaction?  
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Commentary 
 
Exodus 17:1-7 
 The Israelites grumbled and complained about the lack of water at Marah in Exodus 15 
and the lack of food in Exodus 16. In this chapter, they continue to grumble and complain about 
the lack of water. Their complaint, as with the previous ones, is lodged against Moses. However, 
since Moses was God’s appointed representative to the people, the complaints directed at him 
were ultimately directed at God. It’s worth noting that the Israelites would have certainly 
gathered manna earlier in the day that they complained. The Israelites witnessed God providing 
for them each day through the manna, yet they were still prone to complain. How quick and easy 
it is for the sinful heart of man to forget the mercies and the grace of God. The Israelites again 
failed to trust God to provide for them. They failed the earlier tests from God to trust him and 
now they have decided to test God as further proof of their lack of trust. Because the Israelites 
tested God and complained, the place was named Massah (testing) and Meribah (quarelling).  

God orders Moses to gather some of the elders of the Israelites, take his staff, and go to a 
rock at Horeb. We learn from verse 6 that God tells Moses, “I will stand before you there on the 
rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will 
drink.” We may easily skip the minor but crucial detail that God is described as being on the 
rock that Moses will strike. As for what exactly this scene looked like, we could only speculate. 
What we can know with much more confidence is the character of God. In Deuteronomy 32:4, 
Moses’ final song recorded in Scripture, he sings about God: 

 
The Rock, his work is perfect, 
    for all his ways are justice. 
A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, 
    just and upright is he. 

 
In the New Testament, the apostle Paul identifies the “Rock” as Christ: “and all drank the 

same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock 
was Christ” (1 Corinthians 10:4). Again, it is difficult to decisively conclude what the literal 
scene looked like in Exodus 17. But we can see that this scene in Exodus 17 points forward to 
the cross. Upon the cross, Jesus, the “Rock,” was struck as he suffered in our place for our sins. 
Isaiah 53:5, prophesying about Christ, the Suffering Servant, says: 
 

But he was pierced for our transgressions; 
    he was crushed for our iniquities; 
upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, 
    and with his wounds we are healed. 
 
In the gospel of John, there are plenty of connections with Jesus’ life and the narrative in 

Exodus. While there is too much to cover all of the themes in this space, we can see that water 
often represents life, particularly eternal life. In John 4:14, Jesus says, “Whoever drinks of the 
water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become 
in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” In John 7:37-38, Jesus says, “If anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of 
his heart will flow rivers of living water’.” Just as God provided the Israelites with life-giving 
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water from the rock in Exodus 17, Jesus, the Rock, provides us with eternal life through his life, 
death, and resurrection. Last week we saw that Jesus is the bread of life who sustains us. This 
week we see that Jesus is the Rock who bears our judgment and provides us with living water. 
Come to Jesus, trust in him, and rest secure in the promises of God.   
 The scene here in Exodus 17 must also be contrasted with the scene in Numbers 20:2-13. 
In both passages, the Israelites were without water at the place called Meribah. In Exodus 17, 
Moses was commanded by the Lord to strike the rock. Moses obeyed and the rock poured forth 
water. In Numbers 20, Moses was commanded by the Lord to tell the rock to yield water. 
Instead, Moses took matters into his own hands and struck the rock twice. Moses also took credit 
for the water pouring forth from the rock (“shall we bring water for you out of this rock?”). The 
Lord rebuked Moses. Because of their constant rebellion and unbelief, the Israelites of that 
generation, including Moses, were barred from entering the promised land.  

As mentioned in last week’s commentary in the reference to 1 Corinthians 10:11-13, the 
response of the Israelites serves as an example to instruct us on what not to do. Psalm 95:7-9 also 
warns us to avoid repeating the actions of the Israelites: 
 

 Today, if you hear his voice, 
    do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, 
    as on the day at Massah in the wilderness, 
 when your fathers put me to the test. 

 
Hebrews 3:12-13, referring back to this same event in Exodus and the same reference in 

Psalm 95, further instructs us: “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, 
unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every 
day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” 
The rest of Hebrews 3 and 4 warns to not harden our hearts like the Israelites did in the 
wilderness. We must be watchful and serious to ensure that we do not assume the role of judge 
and charge God with failing to provide for our needs. We must not be led astray by sin. Will we 
be a people who test the Lord, rebel against his authority, and complain against him? Or will we 
trust the Lord, obey him, and offer thanks to him for his goodness?  
 
Exodus 17:8-16 
 The narrative proceeds to detail the battle that occurs between the Amalekites and the 
Israelites. The details of this battle are relatively scarce and may seem a bit odd. We are 
informed that Joshua1 gathered men to fight the Amalekites and Moses would stand atop a hill 
with the staff of God in his hand, accompanied by Aaron and Hur. When Moses held up his 
hand, Israel had success in the battle, but when Moses lowered his hand, Amalek was successful. 
As Moses grew tired, Aaron and Hur helped Moses to keep his hand lifted up. In the end, Israel 
prevailed in the battle. After the battle, the Lord commands Moses to record the events and to 
also recite the events to Joshua, particularly that the Lord will “utterly blot out the memory of 
Amalek from under heaven” (v. 14). Moses then builds an altar and calls it “The Lord is my 

																																																								
1 This is the first mention of Joshua in Scripture. We will read later on that he was an assistant of Moses 

(Exodus 24:13; 33:11), one of two spies who kept their trust in God (Numbers 13 and 14), and the appointed leader 
to succeed Moses and lead Israel into the promised land (the book of Joshua). Joshua’s name means “The Lord is 
salvation.” 
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Banner.” He then concludes that Amalek and the Lord will strive against each other from 
generation to generation. 
 Some commentators believe that Moses lifting his hands up during the battle represents 
intercessory prayer for Israel on the battlefield. Essentially, the thought goes that when Moses 
prayed by lifting his hands up to heaven, Israel was victorious, and when he ceased to pray by 
lowering his hands, Amalek was victorious. However, many other commentators take a different 
approach. They note that the staff being lifted up is meant to clearly indicate and acknowledge 
that God, and he alone, is the one who sovereignly orchestrates the events. Moses, while he may 
certainly have prayed during this battle, was acting as God’s representative, not some wizard 
who could supernaturally change the course of the battle. Moses lifting the staff during the battle 
was meant to show that God’s help was the only way Israel would succeed in battle. In effect, the 
Israelites would rally around the staff as the sign that their God was superior to their enemies and 
that he would fight for them. Moses naming the altar “The Lord is my Banner” also carries forth 
the meaning that the Lord is the one who the Israelites rally around.  

The Amalekites descended from Amalek, one of the grandsons of Esau (Gen. 36:12, 16). 
To be brief, the Amalekites continue the strife and enmity that began with Cain and Abel in 
Genesis 4 and continued through to Jacob2 and Esau, two brothers who strove against one 
another in the womb and for most of their life. In Deuteronomy 25:17-18, we learn that the 
Amalekites attacked Israel while they were “faint and weary” and attacked Israel from behind. 
Presumably, those at the rear of Israel’s advance would have been some of the most vulnerable 
and disadvantaged individuals for warfare – the elderly, the sick, women, and children. We learn 
from the end of this chapter in Exodus, Numbers 24:20, and Deuteronomy 25:19 that the Lord 
would “utterly blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven.” Clearly, the Amalekites 
were regarded as enemies to God and his people for their hostility towards Israel. The 
Amalekites would continue to be a thorn in Israel’s side, constantly attacking and harassing them 
for several generations. However, the Lord would not let Israel be completely destroyed, and he 
would not pass over judgment on those who attacked his people. The Amalekites were 
eventually destroyed, and a faithful remnant of Israel was preserved. God defends his people and 
does not let evil against his people go unpunished. 
 The thought of God’s judgment, especially the idea of him blotting out the memory of 
anyone, probably feels uncomfortable to most of us. Yet, most of us would also say we desire to 
see justice carried out, for evildoers to be punished and for wrongs to be made right. God’s 
judgment displays his divine justice. When we consider the words of Romans 3 that no one is 
righteous and that all fall short of the glory of God, we should be humbled as we understand that 
we are fallen and sinful creatures. No matter how good or righteous we think we are, we are 
lawbreakers, rebels, evildoers. We should have a reverent fear for the almighty power and 
judgment of a just and holy God because we are unjust and unholy and undeserving of grace. 
However, we do not have to live with a paralyzing fear of God’s judgment if we belong to him. 
We are secure in Christ. God promises to cover the sins of those who are found clothed in 
Christ’s righteousness. And even more, God promises that those in Christ are a new creation (2 
Corinthians 5:17). God is just, he is holy, and he is also gracious and merciful beyond all 
measure. Are you secure in Christ? If so, you can rest in the promise that God is good, that he 
will keep you and protect you, and that all evil and wrongdoing done against you and the world 
will be judged and punished. If you aren’t secure in Christ, then turn to him today, believe his 
words, and trust in him. Be adopted into the family of God and be transformed from a rebel to 
																																																								

2 Jacob was also named Israel, and his descendants are the Israelites. 
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God to an heir of the promises of God. Take time to ponder this truth: there are no children of 
God who were not first rebels to God.  
 
 
The Main Point 

God provides for his people and accomplishes the victory for them. Through Christ’s 
sacrifice, we are forgiven of our sins and cleansed of unrighteousness so that we may be clothed 
in Christ’s righteousness. God will judge all the earth and everything in it, and those who oppose 
God and his people will be destroyed. Those clothed in Christ’s righteousness will be saved.  
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Numbers 20:2-13 – Contrast this passage with Exodus 17. 
• Numbers 14 – The Israelites rebel again. Moses intercedes. The Lord judges Israel and 

prohibits them from entering the promised land. A group of Israelites are defeated by the 
Amalekites since the Lord was not with them. 

• Psalm 95 – Worship the Lord, and do not test him and harden your heart like the 
wilderness generation of Israel. 

• Isaiah 52:13-53:12 – A prophecy about Jesus as the suffering servant. 
• Hebrews 3:7-4:11 – A warning to not be like the wilderness generation of Israel.  
• Romans 5:8-11 – Christ reconciles us to God the Father. 
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Week 3 
Exodus 18 – Sharing Responsibility 
By Sebastian Schmidt 
 
Introduction 
 I grew up in a four-generation home in East Germany, that until the expropriation 
through the socialist regime took place, had its own farm. I do not recall exactly when it started, 
but everything I remember from back then was that every family member had their own set of 
tasks to fulfill every day, every week, and every season, according to their abilities. For me it 
started out with holding tools for my grandpa and dad or cleaning the side of the road next to our 
house. One particular task I helped with is still present in my memories: Getting the big backyard 
with all its apple, pear, peach, and cherry trees ready for winter. When I was still little, I had to 
pick up apples, pears, and peaches which had already fallen off the tree while my dad was 
climbing the tree to harvest the really good fruit. My grandpa’s task back then was to do the 
really difficult job: He was in charge of pruning. He was the only one in the family at that time 
who could successfully do the pruning in a way that in the years to come the harvest was greater 
or at least stayed the same. My dad rudimentarily understood what was going on; I was just 
bored and did not understand why we had to cut off the young shoots with the biggest leaves that 
looked so pretty. Later in life, I understood these young shoots consume a lot of nutrition and 
water without bearing good fruit. If they are cutoff, the good branches can produce more and 
better fruit. But at the end of the day, after my grandma, mom, and sister stored the fruits in the 
basement, the whole family helped to finish the job. 

Sounds like a perfect family, but I can tell you, it was not always harmonious, especially 
when the kids wanted to bail out before the job was done. 

Forty years later, I am now the one who is pruning the trees in my parents’ backyard. 
If my family would have never started to give me little chores, and later greater ones, then I 
would have never made it to the pruning level. In my family, I was not asked or invited but 
rather forced to help, but in the end I can say I’ve learned from what they showed me, even if 
back then I would have always preferred hanging out with friends to working in the yard with 
my family. However, it helped me learn some life lessons and it was good that my parents did 
not let me off the hook. 

I was part of my family from the day I was born. Even if I would have never learned 
anything or would have never been able to give something back, I would still be the son of my 
parents and a part of the family. However, because I spent time with my family, I learned a lot of 
things and I evolved into a vital part of the family. 

If I am honest, I want the same thing to happen in my spiritual life. I want to be part of a 
church family that guides me through my life and challenges me to leave my comfort zone. I 
believe that left on my own, it would be much harder to grow spiritually over time. If we invest 
ourselves in the church and the church invests in us, the harvest can be much greater, and over 
time the ones who are being guided become guides for others. 

Our spiritual life does not reach its climax in the moment we are saved. That is just where 
it starts. I know, it always sounds easier than it really is. But, we are not alone in this, we have a 
helper in the Holy Spirit. From the moment we are saved, the Holy Spirit lives in us, gives us 
guidance, and leads us through a process towards sanctification in our earthly lives, if we trust 
and follow him. 
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Read Exodus 18:1-27 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. What is the purpose behind God rescuing you/us? 
2. If you have been rescued/saved, do you think you are helping to advance God’s kingdom 

and are bearing spiritual fruit? 
3. Would you admit that knowing Jesus totally changed your life’s perspective and 

ultimately leads to your own good? How often do you share that outside of church 
settings?  

4. Do you think your church functions correctly, as God intended for the body of Christ? 
5. How do you define ministry? 

 

Commentary 
 
Exodus 18:1-12 

In this part of Exodus 18 we hear about Jethro the priest from Midian again. We cannot 
miss the fact that Jethro is Moses’ father-in-law. It is mentioned about 10 times. 

Who is Jethro? In Genesis 25:1–6, we can read that Abraham married again after Sarah’s 
death and that one of the kids with his second wife Keturah, was named Midian. The descendants 
of Midian are called the Midianites.  

Most likely, the Midianites worshipped a multitude of gods like the Egyptians did, and 
because they were descendants of Abraham, they must have known about the God of their father 
Abraham. Scripture does not tell us if Jethro worshipped different gods, but we can see in his 
reaction to the Exodus that he now understands who the only real God is. Jethro had heard about 
how God had rescued Israel and how he demonstrated his power over the so-called gods of 
Egypt.  

To me the Midianites look like standard non-believing gentiles. They believed in a 
multitude of gods just as the world does in our days. If you look around, people serve all kinds of 
manmade gods—religions politics, types of government, money, health, beauty, the environment 
and so on. 

It looks like Jethro finally understands and truly believes that there is no other god than 
the God of Israel. He rejoices about all the things God has done to rescue his people from Egypt 
and how God used his son-in-law as the leader of the Israelites.  Because of this, Jethro brings a 
burnt offering. This means a complete animal is sacrificed without holding any parts of the 
animal back. This could be seen as Jethro bringing every former sinful worship to other gods to 
the table and making an end to it. Jethro understands that only the God of Abraham deserves 
worship.  
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Moses, Aaron, and other elders share a meal in the presence of God. This is a 
foreshadowing of what our life as Christians ought to look like. We study the Bible, share our 
testimonies in communion with other believers, and tell the people how God works in our life to 
bring glory to God. Tim Chester puts it this way: “The climax of this astonishing drama (the 
exodus) is a meal in the presence of God to which the nations are invited. And this is the climax 
because this is what endures. The dramas come and go. They live only in the memory. But the 
meal continues. The presence of God continues. This moment is replicated whenever the people 
in our church eat a meal together.” 

In the end, there will be an even more dramatic final exodus when Jesus himself gathers 
his people from all the nations into the new Israel. 

We are told that Jethro was on his way to visit Moses and he brings Zipporah and 
Moses’s two sons, Gershom and Eliezer, with him. Our bible translations reveal the meaning 
behind the names. Gershom means “I have been a sojourner in a foreign land” and Eliezer means 
“The God of my father was my help, and delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh”. 

There are two things I would like to highlight about this family reunion. One is how 
Moses welcomed his father-in-law. At this time, Moses had much more power than his former 
boss Jethro. Moses is the leader of the whole nation of Israel. Moses could have easily required 
Jethro to bow down before him, but Moses in respect to his father-in-law, the father of his wife 
and grandfather of his sons, went to meet them on their way. He was humble enough to bow 
down, and kiss Jethro. What a great gesture to welcome his in-laws. Our world tells us that we 
are only worthy if we have worldly possessions and status to offer. This story shows us that we 
should never think more highly of ourselves than other people. It does not matter what the 
worldly ranking tells us about them. We should always show respect to other people. Ultimately, 
God is going to judge in the end. Judging in this way should not be our concern or business. 

Second, Zipporah and the sons are reunited with Moses. We cannot surely say why they 
were separated. The last time we heard about them in the story was after Zipporah circumcised 
her son at a lodging place while they were on the way to Egypt. 

There are two possible reasons why they separated. One reason is that Moses had sent 
them back to Jethro for their own safety. Moses already had a glimpse of what was going to 
happen in Egypt and just wanted to know that they were at a safe place. Another possible reason, 
which to me would fit better in the whole Bible story, is that Zipporah left on bad terms right 
after the circumcision. “You are a bridegroom of blood to me” (Exodus 4:25). 

Possibly this bloody situation showed Zipporah what God really requires from us. He 
wants us to repent, he does not want us to feel good with the way we are living in sin. No sugar 
coating. He wants us to cut off the sinful flesh and live in the spirit alone. Often times when 
“Jesus crucified” is preached, people get offended because they would need to admit that Jesus 
had to die because of them, too. This is a bitter pill to swallow—someone had to give his blood 
on behalf of our sins. Maybe this pill was too bitter for Zipporah and she wanted to return to her 
old life in Midian and to stay in the flesh.  

In case that was the reason for her return, this would point us once more to Jesus the 
bridegroom and us the Church as the bride. Zipporah as the bride knew after what happened at 
the lodging place that the God of the Israelites is the only true God and that she should follow 
him and in this case, also Moses her bridegroom to whatever place he leads them. Instead, she 
turns away and goes back to the old known circumstances in Midian. It is too often the same 
story for believers. We know that Jesus died for us, but we constantly turn away from him and 
try to keep one foot in the good old times the world offers. We should know that the world is not 
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our home, but it still seems hard to turn away from it and to follow Jesus 100%. We are 
sojourners in the world! This is not our final destination! If we would just understand this and 
have it resonate in our minds all day, our focus would be on what lays ahead and not on the 
struggles of this life/world. Jesus already knows that we will lose focus frequently, but he always 
welcomes us back and welcomes us home if we repent.  

Finally, Zipporah is reconciled with her bridegroom Moses. 
One more thing we can interpret here is that whatever circumstances hit our lives, we 

should never neglect our spouse, if we have one. A husband and wife are one flesh in Christ and 
must stay together (apart from a few extenuating circumstances) to be a spouse to each other and 
to be parents for the kids. If a husband and wife are living in harmony they can be greatly 
effective for the Lord. 
 
 
 
Exodus 18:13-27 

Jethro joins his son-in-law and sees his normal working day. Moses sits to judge the 
people. Remember that at this point, the Ten Commandments have yet to be given to Moses. 
However, knowing that Moses frequently had conversations with God and got firsthand advice 
on how to handle/judge different situations amongst the Israelites, he was indeed somebody who 
has been entrusted with doing a legitimate job as a judge. Because the nation of Israel was very 
big, probably a lot of disputes arose amongst the people and the people wanted to hear God’s 
advice through their leader Moses. What probably started out small became a never-ending 
exhausting routine for Moses and for the people that had to stand in line most likely for days 
until their case was heard.  

Jethro advises Moses that this is not a good situation and that he needs to change things 
up. Jethro tells him to find able men and to teach them the statutes and the laws of God. “Able” 
is defined in verse 21 as “men who fear God, who are trustworthy and hate a bribe.” Moses takes 
the advice from Jethro and starts finding able men. 

I need to pause shortly. The story goes on quickly and Moses puts the advice from Jethro 
into action. But we don’t know if Moses put Jethro’s plan in action right away or if he wrestled 
with it for a while.  

Even if advice comes from a trusted source like a known believer, family member, or 
friend, there are some principles on how to come to a wise decision. At least the following 
should be considered:  

• Know what the Word tells you in regards to the advice and pray to receive God’s 
wisdom. 

• Seek the counsel of trusted/proven men and women of God . 
• Ask yourself, “Will this build up the kingdom of God or is it to achieve my self-centered 

goals and own interest?” 
• Allow some time to pass. Important decisions should not be made in the heat of the 

moment. 
 However, in this case it seems like the advice was coming directly from God delivered by 
Jethro. What we see happening here is an establishment of eldership for Israel. An assembly of 
God’s people needs to have a certain leadership structure to fully function. Moses selected able 
men, whom he knew, whom he trusted, and who probably walked the way of faith alongside 
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him. I think this foreshadows once more how the church of Christ should work and how different 
positions/ministries should be filled within a church assembly. 
 Moses taught them about the ordinances and ways of God and how they should make 
their judgments to please God. Like Moses who wisely chose leaders over 1000, 100, 50 and 10, 
church pastors and elders need to share their workload and recruit able men to become the next 
generation of leaders. 
 Church is not a one-man show. It is not meant to be one pastor who does all the work, 
carries the burdens, and makes us feel good while everyone else sits back relaxed. What are the 
implications for us, for our church, to function in a way God intended it? 

In Ephesians 4:12-16 we can read that pastors and teachers are to equip, teach, prepare 
and encourage the people of God to fill whatever ministry role is needed to build up the body of 
Christ. Every believer is called to be a minister! Our Christian development does not stop after 
we become believers or after baptism. We ought to grow and to share responsibilities according 
to our God given abilities. This is not an easy job to accomplish. We need to work hard to 
prioritize the right things to make good use of our abilities, to use them in a way which is God 
centered and builds up the body of Christ. We should develop in our walk with Christ from 
drinking spiritual milk to eating spiritual meat (Hebrews 5:12-14).  

This is where, for example, elders can help to guide us. They are mature in their faith and 
their obedience. The Bible calls them overseers and shepherds of the church (1 Peter 5:1-2). In 
this role, they encourage and support us to take on ministries within the church and to further 
develop the church body. Every church member is invited to play an essential role to build up the 
body and to be able to help spread the gospel. Moreover, those roles are most likely to change 
over the years due to different circumstances and mostly due to continuous spiritual growth. 

At the end of the chapter, we see Moses as the highest judge over the Israelites. The 
Israelites were able to handle almost all matters on their own. But in case of any hard cases the 
lower judges could not solve on their own, he allows them to bring the case forth to him. 

In a living church you see the concept of support and accountability moving further into 
community groups, discipleship, prayer groups, worship teams, Sunday school, and other 
activities which further the kingdom of God. In that kind of church family setup, we learn to trust 
and listen to the advice of our brothers and sisters and at the same time are able to give godly 
advice to them. We believe that the Holy Spirit will guide us and our brothers and sisters in those 
situations. As we practice these things, the congregation is equipped on the job, ministering to 
each other as led by the Holy Spirit. 

We see this system also in the New Testament in Matthew 18:15-17 “If your brother or 
sister sins go and point out their fault, just between the two of you. If they listen to you, you have 
won them over. But if they will not listen, take one or two others along, so that every matter may 
be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses. If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the 
church…” 
 
 
The Main Point 

God calls every believer to be a vital part of his church. We are all called to be ministers 
of the gospel. If we follow his call, we will be busy enough with getting to know and sharing 
Jesus to not be caught up by this world, but to rejoice in the fact that we are only sojourners in 
this world and that our focus is on the coming kingdom of God. 

Jesus has overcome this world and if we believe in him, we will too! 
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A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Leviticus 1:1-17 – Laws for burnt offerings. 
• Genesis 19:26 – Don’t look/turn back to your old life after you’ve been saved. 
• Luke 15:11-32 – The Parable of the Lost Son. Jesus never gives up on us and takes us 

back if we repent. 
• Proverbs 2:1-12 – God’s wisdom guides to wise decisions. 
• 1 Corinthians 12 – We are all called to minister. 
• 2 Corinthians 5 – We are ambassadors of Christ. 
• 2 Corinthians 4:16-18 – We are sojourners of this world. Stay strong and keep your focus 

on eternity.  
• Ephesians 4:11-16 – Building up of the body of Christ. Getting ready for ministry. 
• 1 Timothy 4 – Spend your time on earth wisely. Abide in the word and make Jesus 

known. 
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Week 4 
Exodus 19 – The Lord Offers a Covenant to Israel and They Accept 
By Michael Green 
 
Introduction 
 Documentaries on Mount Everest are disturbing to me. There is something other-worldly 
about that mountain. And it’s troubling to me how it interacts with human nature. There is a 
haunting mystique about it, a sentiment reinforced by the fact that the first two climbers 
attempting to reach the summit in the 1920’s, George Mallory and Sandy Irvine, still lie frozen 
on the mountain, preserved by the cold, dry air. Mallory has been located; Irvine never has. The 
last documentary that I watched said that there are over 100 dead bodies frozen on the mountain. 
Some websites estimate 200.3, Due to the difficulty of removing them, the bodies serve as 
permanent, morbid signposts for adventurists seeking to summit the world’s largest peak, many 
of which aren’t experienced climbers. The bodies, often clad in fancy, neon climbing apparel, 
stand out against the white snow for climbers to see as they press on toward the summit in 
pursuit of the selfie of all selfies. When I see the climbers preparing to make their ascent, having 
already spent many days climatizing their bodies, I think to myself that I wouldn’t set foot past 
the basecamp. Actually, I wouldn’t set foot in the basecamp. With jagged ice in the background 
and flags furiously flapping in the foreground, I have zero motivation to spend a single night in 
those little windblown North Face tents resting in the shadow of the world’s tallest peak.   
 In this chapter of Exodus, Israel is going to meet with God at a mountain. When it comes 
to awe-inspiring grandeur, Mount Sinai doesn’t hold a candle to Everest. As a matter of fact, a 
basic Google search will confirm that the basecamps on Everest are more than double the 
elevations of the peaks of potential locations for Mount Sinai. But, when the Lord descends on 
the mountain in fire, enveloping it in smoke, accompanied by rolls of thunder, bolts of lightning, 
and trumpet blasts, it must have been a scene that would make Everest look like a rock-climbing 
wall at a family fun center. A person would have had a better chance of survival summiting 
Everest in Bermuda shorts and flip flops than climbing Mount Sinai on the day that the Lord 
descended. 
 
 
Read Exodus 19 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. Why is it dangerous for man to interact directly with God “in person”? 
																																																								

3 Katie Serena, “The Bodies of Dead Climbers on Everest are Serving as Guideposts,” All that is 
Interesting, accessed on December 6, 2021, https://allthatsinteresting.com/mount-everest-bodies; “How Many Dead 
Bodies Are On Mount Everest?” Climber News, accessed on December 6, 2021, 
https://www.climbernews.com/how-many-dead-bodies-are-on-mount-everest/. 
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2. What fears come to mind regarding the holiness of God? What comforts? 
3. How is your view of God impacted when considering that God’s love, tenderness, grace, 

compassion, and mercy are all undergirded by his holiness?  
4. As believers, why are we freely welcomed into the presence of the Lord as his children? 

On what grounds are we set apart and prepared for the presence of the Lord?  
 

Commentary 
 
Exodus 19:1-8 

Moses and Israel camp in the wilderness of Sinai, in front of Mount Sinai. A study bible 
will tell you that about three weeks have passed since the exodus from Egypt.4 Ryken sums up 
this point in redemptive history well.  
 

“[Israel’s] arrival was the fulfillment of God’s promise, for when God first revealed 
himself to Moses at the burning bush, he said, “I will be with you, and this shall be the 
sign for you, that I have sent you when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you 
shall serve God on this mountain” (3:12) …Israel’s arrival at God’s mountain is one of 
the high points of Exodus. It marks the achievement of God’s plan to save a people for 
his glory.”5 

 
Upon their arrival, Moses, representing Israel, goes up the mountain to meet privately 

with the Lord. Moses is Israel’s intermediary, their go-between, their advocate. And, on the flip 
side, Moses is the mouthpiece for the Almighty. The Lord communicates through Moses to 
Israel. And, in this communication, the Lord proposes an arrangement.  
 He starts off in verse 4 by reminding Moses of what has just transpired in Egypt. The 
Lord delivered Israel from bondage to Egypt, an act so beautiful that the Lord uses poetic 
language when describing it: “I bore you on eagle’s wings” (v. 4). He brought Israel out of Egypt 
and to himself in a mighty fashion. And since that time, the Lord has intentionally embedded that 
event into the psyche of the Israelites, commanding them to partake in certain annual events like 
the Passover and reminding them directly as well. He wants them to remember that he is their 
deliverer.  
 In light of that, he tells Moses that Israel will be his “treasured possession” in all of the 
earth if they will but “obey [his] voice and keep [his] covenant” (v. 5). They will be set apart for 
the Lord. This is the Lord’s proposal: He will be theirs and they will be his if they will be faithful 
to him. And Moses, the arbitrator, is to communicate the Lord’s proposal to Israel. Moses does 
as the Lord commands, gathers the elders and discusses what the Lord has offered. Verse 8 then 
says that “all the people” were in accord, voicing together that they will do all that the Lord has 
requested. Moses relays this back to the Lord on behalf of Israel, and all seems right with the 
world.  
 That is the immediate context anyway. Like the hopeful first meeting in a romantic 
comedy, things will quickly fall off the rails. Israel will not come close to holding up their end of 
the bargain. In fact, the next time Moses goes up on the mountain for an extended time with the 

																																																								
4 See ESV Study Bible footnote on 19:1-3, for example. 
5 Philip G. Ryken and R. Kent Hughes, Exodus: Saved for God’s Glory, Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2015), chapter 43. iBook. 
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Lord, Israel will handcraft a golden calf to worship. But, while this situation sits nestled in that 
immediate context, it also lies in the framework of a larger story that is developing, a story that 
the Lord is writing that involves delivering mankind from the bondage of sin through the Son of 
God, Jesus Christ. The giving of the law will play a big role in that story. Like looking into a 
mirror, the law of God will show Israel’s (and our) true nature. Israel isn’t just in need of 
deliverance from Egypt. They are in need of new hearts. Their continual failure to follow the 
laws of God and be faithful to him will make that abundantly clear. Their (and our) ultimate need 
is deliverance from the bondage of sin.  
 
Exodus 19:9-15 

The Lord responds to Israel’s pledge by letting Moses know that he is going to meet with 
them in person. In Scripture, when the Lord interacts with mankind directly (i.e. “in person”) the 
Lord prescribes the methods for approaching him. Man interacting directly with God is a 
dangerous thing. He is holy in a sense that we can’t comprehend; we are sinful to a degree that 
we can’t fully perceive. As a result, interacting with the Lord can be quite dangerous. It is to be 
taken very seriously. In his book, The Holiness of God, R.C. Sproul writes, “When the Bible 
calls God holy, it means primarily that God is transcendentally separate.  He is so far above and 
beyond us that He seems almost totally foreign to us.”6 Situations in Scripture where God 
interacts directly with man accentuate the “foreignness” that Sproul mentions. God is pure in a 
way that we don’t understand, a way that we are not. He is utterly sinless, and we are not. Sproul 
goes on to provide a great working definition of the holiness of God: “[Holiness] is purity and 
transcendence. It is transcendent purity.”7 And, as such, God prepares Israel for his arrival.  
 God’s presence will no doubt impact Israel in hope that they might “believe [Moses] 
forever” (v. 9).  In anticipation of this profound event, Moses is to prepare the people. All of the 
preparations communicate that one doesn’t just haphazardly bounce up into the presence of God 
without some kind of covering, some kind of prescription from God as to how to approach him 
rightly. They are to be set apart for the Lord. This includes washing their garments and 
abstaining from intimacy. The Lord is deserving of their full attention, and he wants his people to 
fixate on him and his arrival. They are not to touch the mountain. They will behold the Lord 
from the base of the mountain. Any person that touches the mountain is to be put to death, 
“stoned or shot; whether beast or man, he shall not live” (v. 13). Beholding the Lord in all of his 
glory is serious business. The Lord means what he says. In fact, Moses’ own nephews, Nadab 
and Abihu, will end up serving as a terrifying example of the consequences of approaching God 
haphazardly when they offer “unauthorized fire before the Lord, which he had not commanded 
them” (Leviticus 10:1). They are engulfed by fire, and it isn’t just an unfortunate work-related 
incident. It is the good and righteous penalty that the Lord levies on them for worshiping him 
wrongly. In reference to the event, the Lord says, “I will be sanctified, and before all the people I 
will be glorified” (Leviticus 10:3).     
        
Exodus 19:16-25 

On the third day, the Lord arrives in dramatic fashion with thunder, lightening, and 
trumpet blasts. I would say it’s an entry fit for a king, but it’s one that no earthly king could 
mimic. It’s an entry fit for the Creator. It’s an entry fit for the transcendent Lord of Heaven and 
Earth. In response, the people “trembled” (v. 16). From an intimidation standpoint, this scene 
																																																								

6 R.C. Sproul, The Holiness of God (1985; repr., Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 1998) 36. 
7 Sproul, The Holiness of God, 38. 
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probably would make Everest seem like a rock-climbing wall at your local family fun center. As 
John Calvin points out, “Men are never duly touched and impressed with a conviction of their 
insignificance until they have contrasted themselves with the majesty of God.”8 The mountain is 
enveloped in smoke. The Lord descends in fire, accompanied by bolts lightening, booms of 
thunder, and blasts of trumpets. And all of this probably pales in comparison to his speaking. As 
the trumpets get louder, Moses speaks to God and “God answer[s] him in thunder” (v. 19). God 
tells Moses to come up the mountain to speak with him, and Moses does so. 
 At that point, God reminds Moses that no one is to try to come up the mountain to behold 
the Lord. The result would be a mass loss of life. The priests that come near the Lord should be 
consecrated as well, the Lord reminds Moses. Moses responds by “reminding” the Lord that he 
has already warned the people about what to do and not do in this situation. The Lord then tells 
Moses to go down and get Aaron, his brother, to come up with him and give the people and the 
priests one last warning not to “break through to come up to the Lord, lest he break out against 
them” (v. 24). Moses did as the Lord told him.  

Anytime that we have a discussion about God’s holiness, I think it is good to remind 
ourselves of where we sit in redemptive history in comparison to the events surrounding Mount 
Sinai. As believers, when we focus on the Lord, particularly his holiness, we will most likely be 
acutely aware of the fact that we are not holy. This can cause fear to well up within us. But, in 
those times, we should remember that our holiness does not rest on who we are or what we have 
done, do, or will do. Our “preparation” for meeting with the Lord isn’t based on ceremonial 
washings or abstinence. It is based on the holiness of the Son of God. He has washed us clean in 
a way that ritualistic cleansing never could. We are declared holy in presence of God based on 
the holiness of Christ. His life counts for ours, and we are welcomed into the presence of the 
Lord as his children. So, rather than staying distant from the Lord and making sure not to touch a 
mountain lest we die, we run to the Lord, welcomed into his arms based on the life, death, and 
resurrection of his Son.   
 
 
The Main Point 

On Mount Sinai, God covenants with the people of Israel. If they will be faithful to him, 
they will be his “treasured possession among all peoples.” They agree, and the Lord meets with 
them at the mountain, embedding the event in the minds of the people. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Leviticus 10:1-11 – Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu don’t follow the Lord’s commands 
regarding properly worshiping him, and they are consumed by fire.  

• Isaiah 6 – The prophet Isaiah has a vision of the Lord in which the Lord’s voice thunders 
and Isaiah pronounces curses upon himself due to his uncleanness.   

  

																																																								
8 Sproul, The Holiness of God, 47. 
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Week 5 
Exodus 20:1-21 – The Ten Commandments 
By Rand Nelson 
 
Introduction 
 One of my favorite movies growing up was Hook with Robin Williams, Dustin Hoffman 
and Julia Roberts (and Jimmy Buffet, Carrie Fisher, Glenn Close, Phil Collins, and George Lucas 
– look it up). I loved the idea of Peter Pan, a childish hero who made everything fun for his band 
of lost boys. I loved that everything about their life was free, innocent and full of adventure. And 
I loved watching one of the greatest bad guys to ever appear on the silver screen–Captain James 
Hook–have all of his dastardly plans foiled by adolescents wielding sling shots and egg shooters.  
 There’s one scene in Hook I think of every time I consider the Ten Commandments. Peter 
Pan goes to visit Tinkerbell (the pocket-sized fairy who assists Pan and the lost boys), who is 
moping in her house because she’s heartsick for Pan. He doesn’t understand why she’s acting 
this way and assumes it’s because she feels sick. To cure whatever is ailing her, he suggests she 
get a thermometer, because it’ll make her feel all better.  
 As the scene goes, this little pearl of medical advice demonstrates Pan’s innocence and 
childish nature. That’s because thermometers, X-ray machines, scales, stethoscopes, and 
whatever that rubber hammer thing doctors hit you on the knee with aren’t tools used to treat 
patients; they’re tools used to diagnose patients. A thermometer will inform you that you have a 
fever, but it will do nothing to break the fever or to help heal your body from what is ultimately 
ailing it. That’s not a thermometer’s design; it’s not a thermometer’s purpose.  
 The entire law of God (not just the Ten Commandments) reflects God’s wisdom and 
character. Because of this, obedience to the law will more often than not result in favorable 
outcomes. However, the law is not a ladder to be climbed to earn salvation, nor is it a contract 
that we can fulfill the requirements of and put God in our debt. More than anything else, when 
we look into the law of God we should see the holiness of God and our desperate need of his 
grace. 
 
 
Read Exodus 20:1-21 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. When you consider the Ten Commandments as a test for your life out of 10, how well do 
you think you perform?  

2. In terms of what God commands, how do you think the Ten commandments are more 
than meets the eye?  

3. What would you say is the purpose of the Ten Commandments?   
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Commentary 
 
Exodus 20:1-2 

While Exodus 20 is known primarily for containing the Ten Commandments, it is 
important to note and remember the foundational beginning in how the chapter starts. God 
speaks these words to his people, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” This frames all that follows under two main points:  
 First, God reminds his people who he is. He is the Lord their God. He is the God who 
they are familiar with. He is the God who displayed his power and glory in the judgment of 
Egypt through a series of catastrophic and miraculous blows to their nation and people. The 
commands that follow for God’s people are established on the foundation of the relationship they 
have with their God.  
 Second, God reminds them of his deliverance. He is not only the Lord their God, whom 
they know; He is the God who brought them out of slavery, who delivered them. In speaking of 
this, God is reciting his history of faithfulness to his people and reminding them of how he has 
already delivered them. In other words, the commandments he is about to give them are not 
conditions to be met so that he will deliver them; they immediately follow his reminder that he 
has already delivered them.  
 So then, we see that the Ten Commandments are framed by and built upon a foundation 
that the Israelites serve a God who knows them, loves them, keeps his promises to them and has 
already delivered them out of bondage. Because they are his people and he is their God, they 
should obey what he commands.  
 
Exodus 20:3 
 As God has just publicly humiliated a powerful empire’s whole pantheon of gods to 
illustrate that he is the only true God, it should not surprise us that he commands his people to 
have no other gods before him. It should be understood with all of the commandments, that what 
God prohibits is not merely what first comes to mind, but includes a whole category of 
wrongdoing that would be offensive and sinful. For example, what we read here would speak 
immediately to the idolatrous practices common among the Egyptians (worship of Ra, Isis, 
Imhoteph, etc.), but certainly also includes other things we would make to be God that are not. 
There is no limit to what an unregenerate heart can worship as God—sports teams, money, 
pleasure, food, other people, political parties. Idolatry seems to be the superpower of fallen 
humanity.  
 
Exodus 20:4-6 

When it comes to making carved images of God, it would seem there are two main things 
in play here. First, God forbids that man would worship any of God’s creations as if they were 
God. This includes worship of angels, the sun, the moon, the earth, anything that is on it, or 
anything represented as a god by those things—the Sun god, the god of the harvest, etc.  

Second, we should also understand that God forbids us to try and capture his own image 
through artistic means that are meant to bring us to worship. “To devise any image of God, is in 
itself impious; because by this corruption His Majesty is adulterated, and He is figured to be 
other than He is.”9 In other words, because we are unable through limited means to capture the 
																																																								

9 John Calvin and Charles William Bingham, Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses Arranged in 
the Form of a Harmony, vol. 2 (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2010), 108. 
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fullness of God, even our best artistic attempts communicate to the world a corrupt image of his 
nature and thereby speak false things about him.  

We may think that, because we have no idols in our home, we are not guilty of idolatry. 
This is to misunderstand the 2nd commandment. When we think of God contrary to how he 
reveals himself in scripture, we commit idolatry. Ryken explains this concept well:  
 

“We also make an idol whenever we choose to worship God for some of his attributes but 
not others. The old liberal church wanted a God of love without justice; so they denied 
fundamental doctrines like the wrath of God and the substitutionary atonement. Now 
many evangelicals are downplaying the same doctrines. Nearly half of the students at 
evangelical colleges and seminaries say that talking about divine judgment is bad 
manners. Feminist theologians deny the fatherhood of God. They prefer a god more in the 
image of woman. Open theists deny the foreknowledge of God. Although they say that 
God knows some things about the future, since he does not know what human beings will 
decide to do, he does not know everything. In effect these theologians are advocating a 
deity who thinks more the way they do, a god who is trying to figure things out as he 
goes along. But all these new theologies are really forms of idolatry. When people say, ‘I 
like to think of God as …’ they are usually remaking God in their image.” 

 
Sorry, Ricky Bobby. 

Lastly, we should recognize that God speaks of himself here as being a jealous God. This 
is his primary reasoning behind the first two commandments. Because he is the Lord our God, he 
jealously forbids worshiping false gods and worshiping himself (the true God) falsely.  
 
Exodus 20:7 

When God calls his people to not take his name in vain, he is communicating to them that 
his name is not to be separated from his person, presence and power.10 He is primarily 
prohibiting his people from irreverently using his name, to swear by his name, or to in any other 
way treat it with triviality. In short, commandments 1-3 speak broadly yet heavily to how we 
worship God, how we think of God, how we may/may not portray God, and how we speak of 
God. In all of these areas, we are to be governed by a reverential fear of the Lord that commands 
our respect and devotion.  
 
Exodus 20:8-11 

As is commonly seen in the Old Testament, God commands certain rhythms to the 
calendar and lifestyle of his people as a gracious reminder of his goodness and faithfulness to 
them (the Passover, the Feast of Booths, etc.). Likewise, he here commands that one day from 
every seven should be set aside as a day of rest unto the Lord. When God commands this, he is 
not intending to allot his people a day of recovery from their late night at the football game, the 
slumber party, or the bar; his desire for this day is that his people would be in intentional pursuit 
and worship of him. He commands a day each week set aside to this end—that we (and our 
spouse, children and friends) would pause from everything else and draw near to him.  

When we do this, we follow the pattern he set for us in creation which verse 11 mentions. 
God created the world in 6 days and began his rest on day 7. He did not rest because he was 
tired—for the Lord “does not grow faint or grow weary” (Isaiah 40:28); he rested because his 
																																																								

10 ESV Study Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2011), 176.   
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work was complete. Hebrews 4:10 says, “for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested 
from his works as God did from his.” We should follow the example set by our creator and rest 
because we know that our works are complete in Christ.  
 
Exodus 20:12 

What most commonly comes to mind when we hear the words, “Honor your father and 
mother” is the idea that children who live in the household of their parents should listen to and 
obey what their parents tell them. This is certainly true and is certainly intended to be 
communicated here, but the command does not stop there. Children should also honor and 
respect their parents after their relationship changes—caring for them in their old age and 
honoring them long after they leave their household. And this command could certainly extend 
to relationships outside of the immediate family: “When God tells us to respect our parents, he is 
telling us to respect anyone who has legitimate authority over us. This is something the Israelites 
would have readily understood because they often used the term father in relationships outside 
the home.”11  
 Of course, it is the case that parents may command something God forbids or forbid 
something God commands. When this is the case, children should respectfully obey God rather 
than their parents. Furthermore, many fathers and mothers–through abuse, negligence, addiction, 
and more–have lost the respect and affection of their children. This command does not intend to 
sugarcoat this very painful reality. And this command may be a source of pain for many of us 
who have found ourselves in these situations. A good example of a person in a terrible situation 
who chose to obey God and honor his father (authority figure) is David,12 who refused to kill 
King Saul on more than one occasion to honor God in obedience to his will. This does not mean 
that children young or old should remain in abusive and life threatening environments (David 
fled from Saul more than once), but that—so far as we are able—we show honor to those whom 
God has put in our lives as authority figures.  
 
Exodus 20:13-16 

Generally speaking, most people groups and societies throughout history have had 
prohibitions against murder, adultery, stealing, and lying. This should not surprise us because 
scripture testifies that there is a sense in which the law of God is “written on their hearts” 
(Romans 2:15, speaking of Gentiles who keep the law because of their conscience, even though 
they do not have the law).  
 It seems that, within these commandments, there’s a perceived neutral space for people 
who think higher of their moral goodness than they ought. For many of us, it’s easy to look at the 
issue of murder, adultery, stealing and (probably to a lesser extent) lying and think we’ve got 
these commandments down. However, the way Jesus interprets the law forces us to view the 
entirety of God’s law in a new, far more exposing light.  

In Matthew 5:21-37, Jesus explains how these commandments go far beyond their 
surface-level readings. According to Jesus, being unrighteously angry with your brother is liable 
to the same judgment as murder, looking at a woman lustfully causes you to commit adultery in 
your heart (divorce and remarriage without a just reason is also adultery), and our “yes” should 
be yes, and our “no,” no. This is not Jesus giving a new law for a new age; this is Jesus 
																																																								

11 Philip G. Ryken, Exodus: Saved for God’s Glory, Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015), 
606.  

12 Ryken, Exodus, 609.  
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explaining the full purpose and extent of the law, lest we think we can outwardly adhere to a set 
of stipulations while inwardly violating their principles.  

A few other brief notes on these commandments:  
• The word used for murder here does not simply mean “to kill.” There are 

numerous places and reasons in the Bible where God even commands killing. It 
can also carry the meaning of negligent killings such as a drunk driver killing 
someone with their vehicle or failing to put a fence around your house’s balcony.  

• There are countless ways to be guilty of sexual immorality and adultery (and 
because of our secular, progressive culture, the list keeps growing). Christians 
should not think that, because they are single—or because they stopped short of 
sexual intercourse with someone not their spouse—that they are innocent while 
they engage in pornography, while they lust after someone not their spouse, 
and/or commit emotional adultery by giving their affection to another. 

• Christians are bound to the truth. We are to be a people who seek truth in all 
circumstances, even when it is painful or does not agree with what we want in our 
desires. This does not merely mean that we should not say things that are not true, 
but that we should ensure that the true testimony we give is not selectively 
rendered in a way that leaves people with a false, incomplete, or sensationally 
emphasized understanding.  

• When we think about stealing, we should not only think about taking something 
that does not belong to us but also consider that things can be legally acquired in a 
way that is corrupt and unjust. The legal and shrewd path is not always the right 
thing to do.  

 
Exodus 20:17 

It would seem that most people don’t think twice about coveting. And our culture 
certainly does not think this is a sin that needs to be repented of. In short, coveting is wanting 
something that someone else has. It is no sin to desire to have things—material things (food, 
clothing, furniture, cars) or immaterial things (friendship, romance, a promotion, health). But it is 
a sin to covet things, and it is a sin primarily for two reasons. First, coveting naturally exists in a 
space of discontentment. When we covet, we proclaim to God that we are dissatisfied with the 
lot or station he has for us in our lives at a given time and place. Furthermore, we communicate 
to God–consciously or unconsciously–that he should scoot over and let us sit on his throne for a 
while, because he’s holding out on us and we could do better ruling the universe than he.  

Second, coveting will absolutely birth bitterness, envy and even hatred toward our 
brothers and sisters in Christ. We see what they have and, wanting those things ourselves, we 
begin to loathe them because they have those things, rather than celebrating the blessings God 
has given them. Social media has made this problem ten times worse and it’s easy to let our 
thoughts get carried away: “Their house is always so clean” or “Weren’t they just at Disney 
World like 3 months ago?!” or “Oh, my gosh—WE GET IT—you got married. How many 
pictures did y’all take?!” The command against coveting is meant to guard our contentment in 
what God has given us, and protect our relationships with our brothers and sisters.   
 
Exodus 20:18-21 

My wife and I try to teach our kids through catechism–a question and answer format of 
memorization that has historically been used to teach children the essentials of the Christian 
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faith. Having established that no one can keep the law of God perfectly (Romans 3:10-12), and 
that this is because of our inherited sin nature from Adam (Romans 5:12), question 15 of the New 
City Catechism reads this way: “Question: Since no one can keep the law, what is its purpose? 
Answer: That we may know the holy nature of God and the sinful nature of our hearts and thus 
our need of a Savior”13 (Romans 3:20).  

This is at least part of what is on the minds of God’s people when they see the smoke and 
lightning. Even though God’s people have just confidently told Moses in Exodus 19:8, “All that 
the Lord has spoken we will do,” they now have second thoughts. They see the smoke from the 
mountain and the flashes of fierce lightning as God gives the law and rightly think of God’s 
judgment. Knowing of God’s holiness and their own sinfulness, the people are understandably 
fearful. 

And so they stand far off, trembling. Because of their fear of God’s wrath, they do not 
dare approach him, but instead ask Moses to approach him on their behalf. Whether or not they 
realize it, what they have just affirmed is their need for a mediator, their need for someone to 
stand in the place between their sin and God’s holiness. In this story, Moses occupies this role, 
but the book of Hebrews speaks of how Jesus is far superior to Moses in that “the builder of a 
house has more honor than the house itself” and “Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a 
servant… Christ is faithful over God’s house as a son” (Hebrews 3:5-6). Furthermore, the 
ministry of Moses (and Joshua) was not able to give God’s people the rest that they have in 
Christ, but with Christ as their faithful high priest, God’s people no longer stand trembling on the 
side of a mountain, fearful of his wrath; they confidently approach his throne to receive the grace 
and mercy their sinful conditions so desperately need.   
 
 
The Main Point 

The Ten Commandments reveal the character of God in the demands for righteousness he 
has for his people. They clearly expose our sin and make us realize our desperation for Christ’s 
grace and mercy. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Hebrews 3-5:10 – Jesus’ superiority to Moses and ministry as our great high priest.  
• Romans 3 – We are all (in Adam) morally bankrupt and cannot obey God’s law, but 

Jesus did and we have hope in him.  
• Matthew 5:21-37 – Jesus shows us the full purpose of the law, keeping us from thinking 

we keep it merely by obeying its surface level.  

																																																								
13 New City Catechism for Kids: 52 Questions & Answers for Our Hearts & Minds, Mobile Application 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018).  
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Week 6 
Exodus 20:22-23:33 – The Mosaic Covenant  
By Rand Nelson 
 
Introduction 
 Warning labels are important. They protect consumers from being harmed by the misuse 
of everyday products. Most of them appear to be common sense: “Caution: Do not hold 
chainsaw by wrong end,” “Warning: the Starbucks beverage you’re about to enjoy is extremely 
hot,” and “Metal containers must not be placed in this microwave oven.” While these stickers 
won’t save everyone from injury–some people won’t give them a second thought–they will at 
least keep the endless number of lawsuits at a slightly lesser number than would be otherwise.  
 Every now and then, some labels transcend the basic cautions we have come to expect 
(“Sharp Edges,” “Hidden Drive,” and the oh-so-familiar “Hot plate, hot plate!” as the waiter 
brings out your fajitas), revealing that something must have happened before to make this 
company feel the need to include this message. Here’s an example: A viral image of an ad for a 
1500 watt Vidal Sassoon hair dryer includes the message, “Do not use while sleeping.” 
Immediately, when you read these words you know that some person at some time thought it was 
a good idea to leave their hair dryer on through the night (I’m assuming) to keep them warm. 
When the embers died out and the smoke cleared, perhaps Vidal Sassoon had to pay someone for 
damages; perhaps not.  
 But warning labels, guidelines, boundaries, and laws often tell a story (or at least a 
hypothetical story). We can learn from the way these things are presented and structured exactly 
what they’re trying to protect, prevent, and prohibit. The same can be true for God’s laws. They 
speak to his character and reveal something about his heart–who or what he was trying to 
protect, which crimes he finds the most severe, and what he considers justice. Not only does 
obedience to his law ensure the safety of his people, it also promises their divinely appointed 
blessings.  
 
 
Read Exodus 20:22-23:33 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. When you read these laws, what do they reveal to you about the character and heart of 
God?  

2. How do you think about and explain the hard things mentioned in the Bible such as 
slavery and the conquest of the land of Canaan? How do we answer accusations that the 
Bible is pro-slavery and pro-genocide? 

3. Why is the covenant that Jesus makes better than the Mosaic Covenant? 
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Commentary 
20:22-26 – This may sound like an obvious statement, but God reserves the right to tell his 
people how he desires to be worshiped. Having just given the Israelites the 10 Commandments, 
God details for them a few things about worship that must now define their relationship. First, 
there is a restating of the idea that God is God alone. He is the God who has spoken with them 
from heaven and clearly displayed his glory. He is not mute and powerless like the gods made of 
wood, metal and stone. He will not permit his people to retain idols made to represent the being 
of other gods, nor are they allowed to image Yahweh in forms of silver or gold as if these 
representations could accurately depict even the tiniest fraction of his glory.  
 Second, God reveals what kind of altars he wants his people to use in their worship. It 
may seem odd that God prohibits his people from using tools to craft his altar, but as John 
Mackay points out, this is with good reason:  
 

“An altar made from such costly and aesthetically pleasing stone would be a tribute to 
human craftsmanship, but it would be defiled from the Lord’s point of view because it 
distracted attention from him and his goodness. The restriction to natural stone would 
have emphasised that it was a God-given provision and not an act of human 
conception.”14 

 
This law may seem to have little application to our present day, as we no longer have any 

need for altars (Hebrews 10:18), but the principle behind the law has certainly stood the test of 
time. If God at one time forbade his people from smoothing out the stone used to make his altar 
because the human skill might distract attention from him, what does he think about the modern-
day obsession with fog machines, lasers, synthesizers, choreography and the elaborate 
employment of sermon object lessons used in the worship service? At some point (and I don’t 
claim to know where that point is) pastors and worship leaders transgress this principle to grow 
their followings, showcase their creativity and/or fuel their egos.  

 
21:1-23:9 – This section of laws given by God to his people includes a variety of different 
commands, sentences, retributive outcomes and more. Rather than detailing every section and 
explaining all the potential reasons why these laws exist, it is a better use of our time to group 
them in ways where certain themes and details can be discussed.  
 
About Slaves – You’ve probably heard people raise the objection that the Bible is pro-slavery; 
therefore, if God is real, he is a monster. Well, in both the Old and New Testament there are 
verses that deal with slavery as it existed in the world at those respective times. However, God 
prescribing boundaries and practices for how to operate as God’s people within a corrupt system 
does not make him an advocate of that system. Furthermore, as Michael Kruger points out in 
Surviving Religion 101, “When people hear the word slave today, they can think only of 
plantations in the antebellum American South, where slaves were acquired sometimes through 
kidnapping, had no financial resources, and were often cruelly abused. But the chattel slavery of 
the nineteenth century should not be read back into texts written in the first century.”15 While 
Kruger speaks of first century slavery during the time of the Apostle Paul, the same is true for 
																																																								

14 Philip Graham Ryken and R. Kent Hughes, Exodus: Saved for God’s Glory (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 
Books, 2005), 692. 

15 Michael J. Kruger, Surviving Religion 101 (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2021), 204.  
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the slavery here mentioned in Exodus; it simply does not reflect the same practice that most of us 
are historically familiar with. Slavery in this time was a practice that most entered into 
voluntarily as a means to pay off debt, and many would choose to remain in the house of their 
master forever because it meant income, shelter, food, and—in some cases—family.16  

In addition to these things, these commands would have been somewhat radical for their 
time because they actually imposed heightened restrictions on how a master could treat his 
slaves. Masters could not strike their slaves with rods and kill them without facing punishment 
(21:20), and if after striking their slave, the slave loses his eye or tooth, the slave is permitted to 
go free (21:26-27). Some other laws about slaves overlap with our next category and will be 
discussed there.  

 
Protecting the Vulnerable – It may surprise you that God permitted a man to sell his daughter 
to another man as a slave (21:7), but this was not that she would join the man’s household and 
live as a slave. It is far more likely that this refers to a situation where a poor man sells his 
daughter to a wealthy man as a secondary wife, because he cannot afford the cost of a wedding.17 
The laws that follow this are put in place clearly with these kinds of young women in mind. She 
can’t be sold to a foreigner, and if she is given to the rich man’s son as his wife, the rich man is 
to love her like a daughter-in-law (21:8-9). If he loses interest in her and takes another wife, he 
still must provide for her. If he violates these commands, the girl is legally free again without 
any fee.  
 On more than one occasion, God forbids his people to mistreat sojourners (22:21, 23:9). 
He also forbids exacting interest from the poor when they are loaned money, and if a poor man 
offers his cloak as collateral, God commanded that it be returned to him at nighttime so that the 
poor man could sleep comfortably in the cold (22:25-27). Widows fell into a class that seemed to 
be very protected, at least from how God speaks of his wrath burning hot over their mistreatment 
(22:22).  
 In all of these laws, we see the heart of God caring for people who had little means, 
power, influence, or ability to defend themselves. God cares how you treat people, and brings to 
the mind of his people where they were before he delivered them, “For you were sojourners in 
the land of Egypt” (22:21). We should share in the heart of God for those around us who are 
vulnerable to mistreatment, who may fall through the gaps of our society, and who need our 
help. But our attempts to help these people must not violate God’s justice. While he commands 
that we should not take advantage of the poor, he also commands that we should not pervert 
justice by showing them partiality in their lawsuits. This is something to keep in mind during a 
day and age when we sometimes canonize the oppressed, mistreated, and poor rather than 
viewing their life and choices with objectivity.  
 
Negligence and Restitution – Another thing we learn about God from these laws is that he holds 
people accountable for their actions (or inactions) when bad things happen unintentionally. If 
two men are fighting and bump into a pregnant woman causing her to prematurely deliver her 
children, they are liable to a fine as determined by a judge. However, if there is harm done to the 
child, they are to pay–perhaps even with their lives (21:22-25).  

																																																								
16 The ESV Study Bible, English Standard Version (Crossway Bibles: Wheaton, IL, 2001), 178.  
17 The ESV Study Bible, English Standard Version (Crossway Bibles: Wheaton, IL, 2001), 178. 
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 You could also be put to death if you knew your ox had an aggressive tendency for 
goring and gored someone to death. But if the ox did not have a history of this kind of 
aggression, the ox was killed but you weren’t liable (21:28-32).  
 If you dug a hole and didn’t cover it up, and your neighbor’s animal is injured or killed 
by falling into it, congratulations–you now own your neighbor’s lame animal; you just have to 
pay him for it (21:33-34). And if your gender reveal fireworks show goes badly and you start a 
fire that consumes your neighbor’s grain, you have to pay for that as well (22:6). What we learn 
from these kinds of laws is that God protects personal property and innocent life by holding his 
people accountable for both their wickedness and their negligence. Furthermore, God demands 
that they make restitution or atonement with their kinsmen. Apologies are nice, but they do not 
fix what’s broken. So, God demands that his people restore or repay for what they have 
damaged. The same is true with our debt of sin to God. We do not escape God’s judgment and 
wrath merely because we did not intend to sin nor because we apologize; his holiness demands 
that sin be paid for. And so our sin is either paid for by Jesus on the cross and we escape God’s 
judgment, or our sin is paid for by us in eternity.  
 
Wicked, Perverse and Pagan Practices – There are also some laws given here that speak to 
God forbidding certain practices. Under these laws, sorceresses, those who make sacrifices to 
false gods, and those who have sex with animals are to be put to death (22:18-20).  
 
23:10-19 – These verses pair well with verses 20:22-26 in that they continue thoughts on the 
commands that God has for his people in their devotion to him. Not only are God’s people to 
observe the Sabbath, but they are also to observe a year of sabbath for their land and their 
vineyards. This serves the dual purpose of allowing for rest and letting the poor and wild animals 
eat from the crops that naturally grow during this year.  
 God orders a series of feasts that must be observed by his people and gives rules for how 
these are to be observed. These feasts mark God’s deliverance of his people from Egypt and his 
continual sustaining of them through the sowing and gathering of their crops.  
 
23:20-33 – God concludes this section of laws he has given to his people (Exodus 19-23) with a 
promise of all that he will do if his people obey his laws. He promises the coming of his 
messenger, or angel. God’s people are to listen to and obey this messenger because he will lead 
them into the place prepared for them. Rebelling against this messenger would result in an 
unpardonable transgression–for “my name is in him” (v.21).  
 If you’re hearing the description of this being and it’s starting to sound familiar, you’re in 
good company. While scholars certainly differ in terms of who they believe this messenger to be 
(or what form he may have taken during his appointed role), most I have read have come to see 
this as a Christophany, or a pre-incarnate cameo of Jesus in the Old Testament. This is supported 
by the fact that this figure seems to have the authority to pardon or to not, and he clearly 
represents God more than the typical angel (“my name is in him”) and is yet a figure distinct 
from the Father. If we read forward into the book of Joshua, a figure similar in description 
appears after God’s people cross the Jordan river (Joshua 5:13-15). Notably, this figure tells 
Joshua to remove his shoes–something only previously asked of Moses while in the presence of 
God.  
 This angel of the Lord goes before God’s people into the Promised Land and sees to the 
destruction of its people. So long as they obey God’s commands, God promises blessings, 
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including that he will remove sickness, cause them to live to the fullness of their days, and 
prevent them from having miscarriages and being barren. It is here repeated again that they are 
not to worship other gods. Sometimes when cultures would conquer a people, they would absorb 
their gods, adding them to their collection–but God alone is truly God; they must not worship 
anyone or anything other than him. Furthermore, they are not to covenant or make peace with 
these people lest Israel be polluted by their gods and practices.  

It may come as a surprise to us today that God ordained the judgment and destruction of 
the Canaanites rather than their salvation. At least part of the reason for our sympathy and 
confusion here is because we assume the innocence of the Canaanites. Why would God wipe out 
whole nations of people who were just minding their business? We need to understand that the 
Canaanites are not innocent people who are unfortunately in the wrong place at the wrong time, 
squatting on land promised to God’s people. They were an exceedingly wicked collective of 
people whose unrighteousness is documented in multiple passages of scripture (Leviticus 18:24-
25, Deuteronomy 18:9-14). God’s display of military might, removing them from the land of 
Canaan, takes place in his perfect timing (Genesis 15:16) as a demonstration of his righteous 
judgment of sin for the Canaanites while simultaneously showing his mercy to Israel. 

This covenant promises land to God’s people if they will obey his laws, but they won’t–
they can’t, at least not perfectly. Throughout their unfolding history, they will worship false gods 
and intermarry with the people they are called to drive out. But there is another covenant, a better 
covenant that God promises to make with his people in Jeremiah 31:31-34. In this covenant, God 
does not write his law on tablets of stone, but on their very hearts and minds. This is language 
that transcends the impossible keeping of the law by promising spiritual transformation on the 
basis of a relationship with God the Father, founded upon his mercy and forgiveness available 
through Jesus Christ, the great high priest and perfect, once-for-all sacrifice.  
 
 
The Main Point 

In the giving of the law, we learn about the heart of God—that he cares for his people, his 
name, the vulnerable, for accountability, for restitution, and how he is to be worshiped. He 
makes a covenant with his people to deliver the land of Canaan to them, as promised, if they will 
obey his commands and honor him as the only true God. Israel will be unable to follow the law. 
This points to a need for a new covenant.  We can look forward and see that Jesus’ life, death 
and resurrection enacts a new and better covenant that completes God’s plan of redemption for 
his people.  
 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Joshua 2 - Rahab hides the spies and explains how she does this out of a righteous fear of 
their God.  

• Joshua 5:13-15 - The commander of the army of the Lord who goes before Israel in the 
Promised Land.  

• Jeremiah 31:31-34 - The new and better covenant where God promises forgiveness to his 
people.  

• Hebrews 8 - Explains how Jesus, the great high priest enacts the new and better covenant 
promised in Jeremiah 31:31-34  
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Week 7 
Exodus 24 – The Confirmation of the Mosaic Covenant 
By Grayson Holbert 
 
Introduction 
 In Exodus 24, the Israelites find themselves sitting at the base of a mountain called Sinai, 
awaiting the return of their divinely appointed leader Moses, who has traveled to the top of the 
mountain to receive a series of commandments from God on behalf of the people. Israel arrived 
at the foot of this mountain after an unlikely and awesome exodus from their slavery in the land 
of Egypt. In a single act of divine judgment and deliverance, the spirit of the LORD punished the 
sins of the Egyptians by killing their first-born sons and “passed over” the sins of the Israelites 
who followed the command of the Passover. In the midst of the chaos, the outraged emperor of 
Egypt banished the people of Israel from the land. The Israelites seized the opportunity to escape 
their captivity, plundering their oppressors as they departed the country on a journey to find a 
new home. However, as the Israelites wandered through the wilderness, they quickly found 
themselves trapped between the impassable depths of the Red Sea and the forces of the Egyptian 
army who were in hot pursuit. As the Israelites lost all hope and turned against their leader 
Moses, the LORD once again delivered his people in a display of power and glory. The LORD 
parted the sea in front of the Israelites, allowing them to pass through the waters and escape the 
Egyptian pursuit. When the Egyptians followed the Israelites into the sea, the waters crashed 
down on the entire army, and the Israelites found themselves free to pursue a place where they 
could worship the LORD. The Israelites, following the LORD in the form of a cloud, and living 
off a bread-like substance that daily fell from the sky, eventually arrived at the foot of the 
mountain. The New Testament refers to these commandments received by Moses on the 
mountain as the “letter of the law”, often referred to today as the “Old Covenant.” These 
commandments, given to Israel so their nation would reflect the character of their God, are 
recorded sporadically from Exodus to Deuteronomy. God presents these commandments as a 
covenant, or partnership that the Israelites are called to confirm and live by. This covenant 
confirmation process is where we find ourselves as we read the passage in Exodus 24. This week 
we will explore how the old covenant reveals our need for a new heart, and how this is made 
possible through the new covenant established by the work of Jesus Christ. 
 
 
Read Exodus 24 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. Have you ever felt far from God? If so, why do you think this is the case? 
2. When Moses speaks the words of the old covenant to the Israelites, they say they will be 

obedient to everything the LORD has spoken. However, they will not be faithful to the 
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LORD, breaking the terms of the covenant again and again. Why can’t the Israelites just 
be obedient? 

3. Throughout the Old Testament, we read that blood sacrifice is used to ratify covenants. 
How does this point us to the new covenant in Jesus’ blood? 

4. In the New Covenant, Jesus has paid for our sins and reconciled us to God. What is the 
sweetest part of the new covenant for you personally? 

 

Commentary 
Exodus 24:1-2 

“Then he said to Moses, “Come up to the Lord, you and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and 
seventy of the elders of Israel, and worship from afar. Moses alone shall come near to the Lord, 
but the others shall not come near, and the people shall not come up with him” (24:1-2). 

Why did the leaders of the people of God have to worship him from afar?  
In the beginning, God created the world and everything in it. He created mankind in His 

image to reflect His nature, glorify His name, and govern His creation (Genesis 1-2, Isaiah 43:7, 
1 Corinthians 10:31). However, the man He created was deceived into rebelling against God and 
disobeying His commands (Genesis 3). This act of disobedience broke the union between God 
and man for generations to come. No longer could men be in right standing before God because 
of their broken state (Romans 5:12; Romans 3:23). 

The problem that the Israelites have at the beginning of Exodus 24 is that they are 
separated from God. God is so good and so holy that sinful men are unable to be in His presence. 
To be in the presence of God as a sinful man is to be a criminal in the throne room of the king. 
There is no escape from God’s judgment, for the whole world is His. There is no injustice in His 
kingdom, for He is perfectly just. To live in any form of disobedience to the commands of the 
King of kings is to write yourself a death sentence (Leviticus 10:1-2; 2 Samuel 6:1-7; Romans 
6:23). 

For this reason, the Israelites are unable to commune with God, rather they must worship 
him from afar. This is why Moses alone is called to come near to the LORD. Even though Moses 
wasn’t any better off than the rest of the Israelites, God was using Moses to communicate how 
He will ultimately reconcile Himself to His people: through one who mediates a covenant. In 
Exodus 24, Moses mediates the old covenant between God and the Israelites. As we will discuss 
later, this covenant is but a shadow of the one to come, mediated by Jesus Christ (1 Timothy 
2:5). 
 
Exodus 24:7 

When Moses returned from the mountain top, he brought back with him a covenant, a 
partnership, that God was extending to his people. This covenant would call Israel to follow a 
certain set of commandments that reflect the character of God in some way or another. If Israel 
would keep the commandments, God would bring them blessing. If they were disobedient, they 
would receive the just consequences for their disobedience (Deuteronomy 11:26-28). Ultimately, 
despite their spoken intentions, Israel would fail to keep this covenant over and over again, and 
therefore received the just curse of the Lord for breaking the covenant they agreed to keep. 

The Israelites are not only in need of disciplinary action. Whenever the LORD 
disciplined them they eventually returned to their old ways (Deuteronomy 8:5). They are not 
only in need of new circumstances. Once the Israelites reached their new home and built a 
kingdom to rule themselves, they still rebelled against the LORD, following false gods and their 
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evil practices and receiving the due penalty for their error (Hosea 6:7). What the people of Israel 
need is a new heart. They need to be restored to their Father God. They are in need of a savior. 

This problem, however, does not stop at the Israelites, it continues to us. In a letter to the 
early church the apostle Paul explained our condition in this way: “For I know that nothing good 
dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to 
carry it out” (Romans 7:18). We, like the Israelites, fail to be obedient and faithful to God 
because we are slaves to our temporary and selfish desires (Romans 1:18, 6:16). But this usually 
turns out poorly for us because our desires do not align with the desires of our Father God, the 
creator of the universe.  

Friends, I imagine this reality hits a little too close to home for most of us, I know that it 
does for me. We have a problem that we do not have the power to solve. Without extraordinary 
or divine intervention, you and I, along with Paul and the Israelites, would remain in our broken 
state, caught in an inescapable feedback loop of self-destruction and rebellion against God. 
Without God’s provision of a savior, we are no different than the Israelites who cannot enter 
God’s rest. 

But friends, there is good news, because we have a good God. There was a prophet 
named Jeremiah who spoke of a day when God would save his people from this self-destructive 
cycle. Here are the words of the prophecy:  
 

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their 
fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, 
my covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, declares the Lord. For this is 
the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: 
I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, 
and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each 
his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them 
to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember 
their sin no more” (Jeremiah 31:31-34). 

 
I mean come on people! This is fantastic news for us! Forgiveness, mercy, and restoration 

to a people who are unfaithful! What God has spoken through His prophet, He will accomplish 
through His Son. The Old Covenant is not the end of the story. In the next section we will see 
how the saving work of Jesus Christ has brought about this new covenant between God and His 
people. Good news, good news! What more could we ask for than to know the LORD? 
 
Exodus 24:5-8 

Different cultures have always had different ways of agreeing to different covenants. In 
modern America, if a couple wanted to get married, the bride and groom would publicly state 
their ‘I do’ in the presence of witnesses and sign a marriage agreement. If you wanted to buy a 
car, you would shake hands with the car salesman and sign a contract. To ratify the Old 
Covenant given to the Israelites, God had his own method. The Old Covenant was ratified when 
the Israelites were sprinkled with the blood of a blood sacrifice. The purpose of this covenant 
was twofold. It not only established the agreement between God and Israel, it set Israel apart 
from the other nations. The sprinkling of blood is used elsewhere in Exodus to identify and set 
apart the priests, those who would mediate between God and man, from the rest of the people. 
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When Moses sprinkles Israel with the blood of the sacrifice, it symbolically gives Israel the 
identity of a priestly kingdom, a nation that will bless the nations (Deuteronomy 4:5-8, Genesis 
12:3). However, as we follow the story of Exodus 24, the most important thing to remember is 
how the covenant between God and Israel was ratified—by a blood sacrifice. 

Fast forward to the night of Jesus’ arrest: Jesus and His disciples were in Jerusalem 
celebrating the Passover meal, an annual feast of remembrance to remind the Israelites of when 
God passed over the sins of the Israelites in the land of Egypt. This divine event was so 
extraordinary because the Israelites were saved from God’s judgment on Egypt by covering the 
doorposts of their house with the blood of an unblemished male lamb (Exod 12). As Jesus and 
his disciples gathered around the table for this celebratory meal, Jesus did not give the ordinary 
teaching that would be given during the meal. Instead, he gave his disciples a new teaching, 
explaining that He was the new Passover lamb:  
 

“Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to 
the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had 
given thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the 
covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:26-28).  

 
Within 24 hours, the perfect Son of God would be sacrificed for the sins of the world. His 

blood would establish a NEW COVENANT! If we believe in the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ our sins are forgiven! The punishment for our disobedience has been paid for by 
another! No longer do we try to keep every letter of the law, but rather we have been born again 
through the Spirit of God who writes the law on our hearts! Through the blood of Jesus Christ we 
are partakers of this new covenant! Today, when we celebrate the Lord’s Supper we are 
reminding ourselves of the new covenant that we have in the blood of Jesus Christ! Just as the 
blood of an animal sacrifice ratified the old covenant, the blood of Jesus has ratified the new 
covenant which frees us from the bondage of sin. 

This new covenant is far better than the old covenant in every way (Hebrews 8:6). While 
the old covenant was earthly and temporary, the new covenant is heavenly and eternal. In the 
book of Hebrews, the author explains it this way: “For Christ has entered, not into holy places 
made with hands, which are copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the 
presence of God on our behalf. Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters 
the holy places every year with blood not his own, for then he would have had to suffer 
repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end 
of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself”(Hebrews 9:24-26).  

In order to pay for sins and amend the sinner’s relationship with God, the old covenant 
required a priest and a sacrifice. However, the sacrifice would only pay for the sins previously 
committed, and the priest himself was a sinner. In other words, the old covenant was insufficient 
to reconcile God to man. The author of Hebrews says it this way: “For since the law has but a 
shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities, it can never, by the 
same sacrifices that are continually offered every year, make perfect those who draw 
near”(Hebrews 10:1). Where the Old Covenant fails, the New Covenant in the blood of Christ 
succeeds. 

In the New Covenant Jesus acts both as the heavenly priest and the perfect sacrifice. The 
sacrifice of His blood was sufficient to pay for the past, present, and future sins of His people 
because He fulfilled the law on our behalf (Matthew 5:17-18). As our great high priest, He 
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offered this sacrifice in the heavenly realms, and then sat down, because his work was finished 
for eternity. The author of Hebrews says it this way: “But when Christ had offered for all time a 
single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, waiting from that time until his 
enemies should be made a footstool for his feet. For by a single offering he has perfected for all 
time those who are being sanctified.” (Hebrews 10:12-14).  

This truth should make us rejoice like the apostle Paul when he says: “Wretched man that 
I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord!” (Romans 7:24-25). When you and I sat helpless, deserving of death, God sent his only 
Son, Jesus Christ into the world to pay the penalty for our sin. Whoever believes in Him will not 
perish but have eternal life (John 3:16). Friends, this is the God we serve, full of mercy and 
grace. Since we now have the Son of God to intercede for us, “let us draw near [to God] with a 
true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and 
our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:22), for we are participants in this New 
Covenant. As a result, “there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and 
death. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own 
Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the 
righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but 
according to the Spirit. (Romans 8:1-4).  

What a God we have, friends. Let us worship Him accordingly. No longer must we 
worship Him ‘from afar’ like the Israelites, for the blood of Jesus has brought us near (Ephesians 
2:13). 
 
Exodus 24:9-11 

There are only a few times recorded in the scriptures when people see a glimpse of the 
LORD, and each person’s response is different. However, one thing remains the same: When a 
mere human sees the glory of the eternal God they crumble in reverence. They not only 
recognize the glory of the Lord, they become painfully aware of their sinful state, and fear for 
their lives. When the prophet Isaiah was given a vision where he saw the LORD in His temple he 
said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a 
people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” (Isaiah 6:5). When 
Jacob encountered the LORD on the way to meet his brother Esau he was surprised that he did 
not die on the spot. He said, “I have seen God face to face, and yet my life has been delivered” 
(Genesis 32:30). When Manoah the father of Sampson encountered the angel of the LORD he 
said, “We shall surely die, for we have seen God” (Judges 13:22).  

When God reveals a glimpse of Himself to the Israelite elders, He is visibly showing 
them the reality of His presence. However, God does not only want Israel to know that He is 
real, glorious, and worthy of worship. He also wants them to know that He desires to dwell with 
them. When the elders of Israel approached Him on the mountain, God did not smite them. 
Rather, he invited the elders to eat and drink in His presence. Throughout human history sharing 
a meal has been a sort of peace offering. In the same way, this feast on the mountain was a 
picture of the type of relationship God was inviting His people into, one of unity and covenant 
rest. 
 
Exodus 24:15-18 
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Throughout the scriptures, God has chosen to reveal himself to men in the form of fire. 
When God makes His covenant with Abraham, He manifests himself as a smoking fire pot and a 
flaming torch. When Moses is called by God to lead the people out of Egypt, God reveals 
himself through a burning bush. When the people of Israel escaped from Egypt, they followed 
God in the form of a pillar of fire (Genesis 15:17, Exodus 3:3-6, Exodus 13:21). Although we 
cannot know for certain, it is safe to assume that God reveals himself in this way because His 
character is like that of fire: pure, refining, life-giving, dangerous.  

When God called Moses to enter into his presence on top of the mountain, despite the 
fact that the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire, Moses was obedient. For the presence 
of the LORD is only frightening to those who are in rebellion against him. Thank God we have a 
savior in Jesus Christ who has reconciled us to God through a new covenant, so we may one day 
see God face to face, and not be consumed. As followers of Jesus, and worshippers of the Most 
High God, we should heed the advice of the author of Hebrews when he says: “let us offer to 
God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 
12:28-29).  
 
 
The Main Point 

The Israelites’ inability to follow the Old Covenant mediated by Moses points to our need 
for a savior. This savior is Jesus Christ, who mediates a new covenant ratified by His blood. This 
New Covenant pays for the sins of His people and restores them to a right relationship with God. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Deuteronomy 11 – Moses recounts God’s faithfulness and calls Israel to obey the LORD, 
setting before the Israelites the blessing that will flow from obedience and the curse that 
will come from disobedience. 

• Hosea – The prophet compares the unfaithfulness of Israel in their old covenant 
relationship with God to that of an adulterous woman in a marriage covenant. However, 
God reveals that there will be a day when He will rekindle the love of Israel, and they 
will be faithful to him again. 

• Matthew 5 – Jesus explains the nature of sin and claims that He is the fulfillment of the 
righteous requirements of the old covenant, as predicted by Israel’s prophets. 

• Romans 7-8 – The apostle Paul explains the nature of the old covenant, our inability to 
follow it, how the work of Christ redeems us from this tragedy, and how the Holy Spirit 
enables us to live under the new covenant. 

• Galatians 3 – The apostle Paul explains that the old covenant did not nullify or replace 
the promises of God given to Abraham. 

• 2 Corinthians 3 – The apostle Paul explains the surpassing glory of the new covenant in 
comparison to the old covenant. 

• Hebrews 8-10 – The author explains the ministry of Jesus Christ available to believers in 
the new covenant.  
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Week 8 
Exodus 25-27 – God Tabernacles with His People 
By Grayson Holbert 
 
Introduction 
 I’m not a parent, but I imagine that if you are, you probably desire to have a meaningful 
relationship with your children. I imagine that you love spending time with your kids, and you 
hope they love spending time with you. But it probably goes past that. You don’t just want to 
hang-out with your kids every once in a while, you want to spend lots of time with them, 
teaching them how to live, watching them grow, shaping them into flourishing people. But more 
than anything else, you want your children to know the depths of your love for them. It’s the type 
of love that only a parent could have for their child, that only you could have for them. It’s why 
you want to be in their presence, and it’s why you want to dwell with them.  
 Unfortunately, most of the time your kids won’t always understand this love you have for 
them. Even worse, they might reject it. They might break off the relationship that they have with 
you, deciding that there are other things that will fulfill them in the world. They might decide 
that they know best, and that your rules and provisions are only slowing them down. Once again, 
I’m not a parent, but I imagine that if you are, you would set into action a plan to restore your 
relationship, so you can once again dwell with your children. 
 The analogy isn’t perfect, but this story reflects the nature of our relationship with God. 
For God is far greater than our earthly fathers in every way, and we are far more rebellious 
children than we can imagine. God is a perfect father, all loving and all powerful, and we have 
decided to go our own way, despite the good intentions of our Father. The Scriptures tell the 
story of our God, who at great cost to himself, set in motion a plan to restore the relationship 
with His people so He may dwell with them again. 
 Our passage this week tells a part of that story. After bringing His people out of the land 
of Egypt, God meets with their leader Moses to give him a blueprint for a building known as “the 
tabernacle,” a “tent of meeting” that can hold His presence so He can dwell with His people. 
However, even though this tabernacle will allow God to dwell with His people, it will not 
remove the barrier of sin that divides God from His people. Throughout this passage we should 
notice how the design of the tabernacle teaches us about the character of our God, and how it 
points to the work of Jesus Christ, who has removed the barrier of sin, and made a way for us to 
dwell with God eternally. 
 
 
Read Exodus 25-27 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 



	

40 

1. What does it mean to dwell with someone? What are some reasons you would want to 
dwell with someone? What are some reasons you might not want to? 

2. Does the design of the tabernacle make you think differently about God’s presence? 
3. In the tabernacle, there was a veil that separated men from the presence of God. Do you 

still act as though there were a veil separating you from God, or have you embraced the 
saving work of Jesus Christ who tore down the veil? 

4. In the same way God dwelt with His people in the tabernacle and Jesus dwelt with men 
on earth, the Spirit dwells within believers today. Does this change the way that you view 
yourself as a believer, as a dwelling place of God? Does it change the way you live? 

 

 
Commentary 
 
Exodus 25:1-2 
 Before God gives Moses the blueprint for His new dwelling place, the tabernacle, He 
asks His people to contribute materials for its construction. What a privilege the Israelites had to 
participate in His design. It is important to remember that the resources God is asking the 
Israelites to contribute for the tabernacle were probably the riches that they plundered from the 
Egyptians as they escaped after the Passover (Exodus 12:36). Under the LORD’s provision the 
Israelites escaped from their slavery, and only under His provision did they have any wealth at 
all as they left Egypt. Everything that the Israelites had they owed to the providence of the 
LORD. So when God asks them for materials for the tabernacle, He is only asking for a portion 
of the wealth He has provided for them.  
 As this was true for the Israelites, it is true for us today. Our God owns all things, and all 
things are from God, for He is the creator of all things (Psalm 50, 2 Corinthians 9:7, Acts 20:35, 
James 1:17, Hebrews 13:16). Not only is He the creator of all things, He is the sustainer of all 
things, so we should trust Him with the resources we have been given (Matthew 6:26-34). When 
the LORD created, he created with a purpose, and we get to play a part in His creation. The 
LORD created humanity to be stewards of His creation that would “Be fruitful and increase in 
number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1:28). The LORD desires for his people to 
participate in the work that he is doing. Throughout the Scriptures we can see that He uses men 
and women and their materials to display His glory. God supplied the Israelites with the 
materials to build the tabernacle, and gave the Israelites people with skills and abilities to use 
these gift offerings to build the tabernacle (Exodus 31:1-11).  
 Today, God has not asked you or me to build a tabernacle, but if we have been saved by 
Jesus Christ and adopted into the family of God, he has asked us to walk in the good works that 
He has prepared specifically for us. “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10).  
 
Exodus 25:8 
 We know from other passages in the scriptures that God is everywhere. His presence fills 
the heavens and the earth and by His power creation itself remains intact (Acts 17, Psalm 139:7-
12, Jeremiah 23:24, Colossians 1:17). However, there are also instances throughout the scriptures 
when the presence of the LORD manifests itself in a very tangible way. For example, earlier in 
Exodus, when Moses encountered the presence of God in a burning bush, God told him, “Do not 
come near; take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy 
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ground” (Exodus 3:5). The intentional, concentrated presence of God in the bush made the entire 
area around the bush holy, pure, or set apart. To understand this concept, it’s helpful to compare 
the nature of God’s presence to the power of the sun. It is beautiful and life-giving, but if you 
bring anything too close to it, it gets burnt to a crisp. This is the type of presence God had in the 
tabernacle, full of the glory of the LORD (Exodus 40:34-35). He wanted His people to 
experience His presence in a real, tangible way. God makes this intention known later in the 
passage: “I will dwell among the people of Israel and will be their God. And they shall know that 
I am the Lord their God, who brought them out of the land of Egypt that I might dwell among 
them. I am the Lord their God. (Exodus 29:45-46). God wants the Israelites to know that the 
tabernacle was an overflow of His desire to reconcile the relationship with His people, to dwell 
with them as He led them towards their new home. As a result, “whenever the cloud [of the 
LORD] was taken up from over the tabernacle, the people of Israel would set out. But if the 
cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out till the day that it was taken up. For the cloud of 
the Lord was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in it by night, in the sight of all the house of 
Israel throughout all their journeys” (Exodus 40:36-38). This was the heartbeat behind the design 
of the tabernacle. When God moved, the Israelites followed. Where God was is where the 
Israelites wanted to be. By dwelling in the tabernacle, God is taking steps to restore the 
relationship that He had with mankind when he first dwelt with them. 
 In the beginning when God first created His people, He dwelt in their presence, and they 
obeyed His commands and reflected His character throughout creation (Genesis 1:26-31). 
However, the people eventually rebelled against the LORD, deciding that they knew better than 
their Creator, and that God could not be trusted. This decision broke the unity between God and 
His people. They could no longer stand in His presence, for they had been corrupted by sin, and 
they could not remain in the presence of God. However, God did not design His people to remain 
in rebellion, away from His presence. He establishes his presence in the vicinity of his people in 
the tabernacle. God will eventually lead the Israelites to a new homeland, where they would 
establish a flourishing kingdom. However, in a moment of weakness, and in fear of their 
kingdom being destroyed, Israel chose to ally themselves with foreign nations rather than trust in 
the LORD. A prophet named Isaiah condemned the Israelites for this behavior, and told them of 
the coming of their true savior, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the 
virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.” (Isaiah 7:14). In the 
original language “Immanuel” means “God with us.” Isaiah was talking about Jesus! The 
tabernacle was not the final way that God would dwell with his people. In the gospel account of 
John, we read how God the Son dwells with His people. It reads, “And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of 
grace and truth.” (John 1:14). In order to dwell or tabernacle with his people, God became one of 
His people! God “tabernacle” among us by taking on flesh and blood. For although the 
tabernacle allowed God to dwell with His people, it did not restore the relationship He had with 
them before sin entered the world. However, where the tabernacle falls short, Jesus does not. 
This is why it is important to see that the tabernacle was designed to point the people of God to 
the true tabernacle—Jesus Christ. 
 
Exodus 25:9 
 God commands Moses and the Israelites to follow the exact instructions for building the 
tabernacle three times throughout the passage, so it must be important (Exodus 25:40, 26:30, 
27:8). Everything that God is about to reveal to Moses must be exact down to the smallest detail 
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because the tabernacle is designed to be an earthly representation of a 
heavenly reality. In the same way, when the priests minister in the 
tabernacle, it is an earthly representation of the heavenly ministry of Jesus 
Christ (Hebrews 8:5, 9:24).  
 God instructed Moses to build the tabernacle in such a way that it 
was divided into sections. The first two sections were called the ‘tent of 
meeting’, for it is where the Israelites would meet with God. The first 
section was called the ‘holy of holies’, or the ‘most holy place’. This is 
where the presence of God would dwell. This area was closed in by a 
curtain, or veil. The second section was called the holy place. It contained 
the altar of incense, the bread of the presence, and the lampstand. The last 
section was called the outer court, which was essentially a closed courtyard. 
It contained the washing pool, or laver, and the altar of sacrifice, or the 
brazen altar. To symbolize the majesty of God’s presence, the materials 
closest to the holy of holies are gold while the materials furthest away are 
bronze. To symbolize the purity of His presence, only the high priest could 
enter into the holy of holies, and only the priests could enter the holy place. 
Everyone else could only enter the outer court. Only those who were 
ritually pure and set apart could come close to the presence of God. 
 This week we will look at God’s presence in the Holy of Holies, 
and the veil that separates men from this presence. In a few weeks the 
Exodus 35:1-40:33 commentary will explore the rest of the tabernacle 
symbolism that reveals the character of God, and points to Jesus Christ.18 
 
Exodus 25:10-22 - The Holy of Holies  
 Inside the holy of holies, there was only one thing: The ark of the covenant covered by 
the mercy seat. Other nations had throne rooms for their king, but Israel had the holy of holies, 
for God was their King. One helpful way to understand the nature of the ark would be to think of 
it as a box of agreement. Inside this box, God would command Moses to keep a copy of the 
covenant He would give him, engraved into stone. Over time the box would also gather items 
that reminded the Israelites of the faithfulness of their God in keeping His promises 
(Hebrews 9:4, Exodus 34:28, Exodus 16:32-33, Numbers 16-17). In this way, the 
box would testify of the covenant that God had made with Israel, and the nature of 
Israel’s covenant partner, God. 
 On top of the ark, there was a lid called the “mercy seat.” A helpful way to 
think about the mercy seat, is to visualize it as God’s earthly throne. This mercy seat 
was covered by two cherubs [heavenly beings] that faced each other. We are told 
that this is where the very presence of the LORD resided, between the cherubim (1 
Samuel 4:4, 2 Samuel 6:2). It was the place where the LORD would meet with 
Moses throughout the rest of the Exodus. It was called the mercy seat because this is where the 
blood of an animal sacrifice would be sprinkled to atone, or pay for, the Israelites’ sins (Leviticus 
16). Once a year, on behalf of the people, the high priest would enter into the Holy of Holies 

																																																								

18 Pictures taken from Vernon McGee, In His Presence: The Tabernacle, God’s Portrait of Christ, Thru the 
Bible Radio Network, accessed January 18, 2022, 
https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/mcgee_j_vernon/eBooks/tabernacle/chapter-i-in-his-presence.cfm. 
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after a very extensive ritual cleansing and literally throw the blood of an animal sacrifice on the 
mercy seat. Through the blood of this animal sacrifice, God would have mercy on His people. 
Notice that only a high priest, once “perfected” by the ritual cleansing could enter into God’s 
presence on behalf of the people, to offer a blood sacrifice that would atone for their sins. In the 
eyes of God, sin is a serious problem, and atonement for sin can only be done as God prescribes 
it. 
 As one might imagine, the ark of the covenant was powerful and dangerous. After all, it 
was the place where the LORD’s presence dwelt on the earth. Throughout the rest of the Old 
Testament there are stories that reveal just how powerful the ark was. My favorite is found in 1 
Samuel, when the Israelites went to war with a nation known as the Philistines. The Philistines 
ended up defeating Israel in battle, and as they were plundering the Israelites, they stole the ark 
and brought it back to their pagan temple. It says that “the Philistines took the ark of God and 
brought it into the house of Dagon and set it up beside Dagon [their false idol]. 3 And when the 
people of Ashdod [the Philistines] rose early the next day, behold, Dagon had fallen face 
downward on the ground before the ark of the Lord. So they took Dagon and put him back in his 
place. 4 But when they rose early on the next morning, behold, Dagon had fallen face downward 
on the ground before the ark of the Lord, and the head of Dagon and both his hands were lying 
cut off on the threshold. Only the trunk of Dagon was left to him.” (1 Samuel 5:2-4). Terrified 
that the God of Israel had just slain their idol, the Philistines moved the ark and brought it to a 
city called Gath, “But after they had brought it around, the hand of the Lord was against the city, 
causing a very great panic, and he afflicted the men of the city, both young and old, so that 
tumors broke out on them.” (1 Samuel 5:9).  
 Church, behold your God, who does not live in temples made with human hands, but 
rather sits on a heavenly throne. The same God that dwelt in the tabernacle is the same God that 
we worship today. Holy, powerful, and mighty—the King of kings and the Lord of lords. 
 
Exodus 26:31-33 - The Veil and The Cherubim 
 In between the “holy of holies” and the “holy place” there was a veil (or curtain) with 
images of cherubim [heavenly beings] woven into it. This veil guarded the presence of the 
LORD, placing a hard divide between His presence and the presence of men. To fully understand 
the symbolic significance of this veil, we need to take a look at how God used the cherubim in 
Genesis. 
 In the beginning, we are told that God created mankind in His image and placed them in a 
paradise-like garden, where He dwelt among them. In the garden there were two trees. “The tree 
of life… and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” (Genesis 2:9). God commanded the 
man: “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden,  but of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” (Genesis 2:16-
17). However, the man and his wife rebelled against God, disobeying His commands. As a result 
God “drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim and a 
flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life.” (Genesis 3:24). What a 
tragedy! The man that God created to dwell with Him and govern his creation could no longer be 
in His presence. Once outside the presence of God, humanity could no longer flourish as they 
were intended to do, but in the presence of a holy God sinful people would crumble. God would 
not allow this separation to last eternally, but for the time being, He could not allow corrupted 
people to dwell in His presence. He placed the cherubim outside the garden to prevent them from 
eating from the tree of life, and remaining corrupted forever. All hope seemed lost, but in the 
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midst of delivering this punishment, the LORD told of a day when a descendant of the woman, 
Eve, would defeat the serpent who deceived them into rebelling against God (Genesis 3:15). But 
for now, the punishment of death remained, and men remained separated from God. 
 We don’t hear about cherubim for the rest of the story until now, when God commands 
that their image be woven into the veil and placed on the mercy seat. In the same way the 
cherubim guarded the tree of life in the garden, they would guard the presence of God in the 
tabernacle. The veil stood between the presence of God and His people as a solemn reminder that 
sinful men cannot stand in the presence of a holy God. 
 This reminder remained with the Israelites for centuries. The veil did not stand only in the 
tabernacle. Once the Israelites settled in the land promised to Abraham, they built a permanent 
temple where God could dwell in their presence (Genesis 17:7-8, 1 Kings 6:11-14). However, 
even though the people of God had found a home, their problem remained the same. Once the 
temple was built, the veil still stood. The presence of God that they experienced in the garden is 
not available. The high priest could come into the Holy of Holies to atone for sins once a year, 
but the people themselves could never stand in His presence. The people needed the savior that 
God had promised in Genesis 3. 
 This savior is Jesus Christ. After taking on flesh and living a life free of sin, He became 
the perfect sacrifice to atone for the sins of His people, and He became an eternal priest to 
mediate with God on our behalf. When Jesus was crucified, the scriptures say that “Jesus cried 
out again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit. And behold, the curtain of the temple was 
torn in two, from top to bottom. And the earth shook, and the rocks were split.” (Matthew 27:50-
51). In the moment when Jesus died, the veil that separated man from the presence of God was 
torn from TOP TO BOTTOM. God had torn it. No longer do we need a tabernacle or temple to 
house the presence of God, for the blood of Jesus has sprinkled us clean from our sins, so we can 
stand before God without blemish. Jesus is the savior that was promised in Genesis 3! He 
defeated sin and death by resurrecting after three days! 
 This is what Jesus meant when He said: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one 
comes to the Father except through me. (John 14:6). He is the only way to restore our 
relationship with our heavenly Father. He is the only way through the veil that separated us from 
our Creator. He took on the punishment of sin so that we could eat from the tree of life! Through 
the blood of Jesus, the veil is no more! Remember that the tabernacle was only a replica of 
heavenly places. When the high priests of the tabernacle entered into the earthly temple they had 
to go through the veil. But Jesus is our Great High Priest who entered into the heavenly place, 
made the perfect sacrifice, and TORE THE VEIL DOWN. Now, through Jesus, we as believers 
always have access to God. 
 Friends, we are forgiven through the work of Jesus Christ! “We have this as a sure and 
steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain [the veil],  

where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf (Hebrews 6:19-20). No longer do we have to 
sit in fear of the punishment of our sin, for God has taken it upon himself. Therefore, “if we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). So church, “since we have confidence to enter the holy places by 
the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, 
through his flesh, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a 
true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and 
our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:19-22).  
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 Because of the work of Jesus, there is no more veil. The people of God may be with him 
again, and experience eternal life. “And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 17:3). 
  
Application 

The scriptures portray the earthly ministry of Jesus as a ‘tabernacle’ of God’s presence, 
but they describe believers in Jesus Christ as the permanent dwelling place of God’s presence. 
Before his crucifixion, Jesus taught his disciples that when He left them, He would send them the 
Holy Spirit: “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you 
forever,  even the Spirit of truth… for he dwells with you [Jesus] and will be in you [Holy 
Spirit].” (John 14:16-17). If we believe in Jesus Christ this very Spirit dwells in us! The apostle 
Paul makes this clear in his letter to the Corinthians: “Do you not know that you are God’s 
temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?”(1 Corinthians 3:16 ). As a result, we should act as 
those who have the living God dwelling in us. For “what agreement has the temple of God with 
idols? For we are the temple of the living God” (2 Corinthians 6:16) As we have seen, our God is 
a jealous God, and he does not reside alongside idols, rather He reigns over all. So let us rid 
ourselves of idols and worship the LORD our God. 

Not only is each individual a temple of God, the church as a whole is the dwelling place 
of God. Paul explains it this way: “The household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles 
and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being 
joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In him you also are being built together 
into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:19-22). As a body of believers in Jesus 
Christ, we house the presence of God. What a privilege we have. However, the story does not 
end there. As believers in Jesus Christ, we hope and long for the day when God will fully restore 
the relationship He intended to have with His people. A day when there will be no need for 
temples, for we will be with the LORD Himself. 
 

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had 
passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming 
down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard 
a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He 
will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as 
their God.[c] 4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, 
neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have 
passed away” (Revelation 21:1-4). 
 
And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the 
Lamb (Revelation 21:22). 

 
Let us be a people who live in light of the revelation that we are a temple of the living 

God, and let us find rest in our God who desires to be with His people. 
 
 
 
The Main Point 
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The tabernacle was designed to reveal the character of God and point to Jesus Christ. In 
the same way that God dwelled with His people in the tabernacle, Jesus dwelled with His people 
when He took on flesh, and the Spirit dwells in believers today. Even though we are rebellious 
and unfaithful people, we have a God who is faithful, and desires to dwell with us despite our 
disobedience. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Genesis 1-3 – God designs man to dwell in His presence, but man acts in rebellion to his 
Creator. In response, God punishes the man, but promises that a descendent of the 
woman will set all things right. 

• John 1 – God takes on flesh and dwells with man. 
• Ephesians 2 – The work of Jesus Christ reconciles the relationship between God and 

man.  
• Romans 8 – How believers should live with the Spirit of God that dwells in them. 
• Revelation 21-22  – The apostle John records a vision from the Lord foretelling of the 

restoration believers will experience in eternity, where they will dwell in the presence of 
the LORD forever. 
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Week 9 
Exodus 28-31 – The Consecration of the Priests and the Need for a Greater High Priest 
By Aaron Barnes 
 
Introduction 
 I like to work. For reals. #RealTalk. I grew up working. Whether it was picking peas in 
my grandpa’s fields, cutting grass, or working in restaurants. It’s just a part of who I am. 
Honestly, it can be a source of pride if I am not careful. At the same time, I like to help others 
when I can. Do you need some minor mechanic repairs on a car, truck, or a small engine? Do 
you need some grunt work (a strong back)? I can probably help you out, haha. Working and 
helping others was something that we did growing up. Whatever the need was, if we could help 
that person, we would do whatever we could do. It may have just been me being from a small 
town where everyone knew everyone and their business or it may have just been the Lord’s 
providence at that point in my life. Either way, it was such a great feeling knowing that the 
things I enjoyed doing could help others. There are times in my life though, if I am totally 
honest, that I am the one in need. It may not be a big deal to some, but for me, there are times 
that I do not have or can not do and I need someone to either do for me, or I would do without. 
That’s a hard place, right? When you are used to being able to do for yourself and others, but at 
times not being able to and being dependent on the goodness of others is a hard place.  
 Unfortunately for the Israelites, and all of humanity, there is a need which cannot be met 
by any amount of work. In this part of Exodus, God outlines for Israel the need for a mediator to 
represent God to the Israelites and the Israelites to God. He chooses Aaron and his sons for this 
task. However, as we will see as we walk through Exodus, Aaron and his sons are sinful just like 
the rest of mankind. There will always be a need for someone to fill the priestly office—that is, 
until someone steps in that can fully and finally fulfill the priestly role. There will always be a 
need for more sacrifices—that is, until a perfect one can be made once and for all. Thankfully for 
mankind, Jesus stepped in as that High Priest and offered himself as that perfect sacrifice. Jesus 
came to this earth. He put on flesh and fulfilled what we could not to offer what we could not—a 
perfect sacrifice for sin—so that we could be reconciled to God. Glory be to God for he is good 
and trustworthy to fulfill all that he has promised. 
 
 
Read Exodus 28-31 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. When you think of the Old Testament tabernacle and the sacrifices, what 
images/emotions come to mind?  

2. When you think of Jesus fulfilling the requirements of both the high priest and the 
sacrifice, what emotions do you experience? What thoughts fill your mind? 
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3. Are there areas in your life that you are currently leveraging your ordinary talents and 
spiritual gifts for God’s glory? If so, share with the group as a way to encourage others to 
consider their vocation as an opportunity for displaying God’s glory. 

4. What are the areas in your life/your family’s life that tend to dominate your schedule? 
Are you currently viewing them as opportunities to point others to Christ? If so, share 
with the group. If not, consider sharing with the group so that, as a group, you can begin 
viewing it with that goal in mind. 

 

 
Commentary 
Disclaimer: Much of what is written in this week’s commentary has been influenced by the Bible 
Talk podcast. If it is a direct quote, it will be in quotes and footnoted. If you would like to check 
out this specific podcast, you can access it online by going to 9marks.org. Search “Bible Talk” 
on their specific search engine. Then scroll down to episode 32. 
 

At this point in the Exodus narrative we have made it to Mt. Sinai, received and affirmed 
the new covenant, and have been given the instructions for how the tabernacle will be built. This 
tabernacle is to be built from both ordinary means and some of the finest of materials available. 
As you make your way from the outside of the tabernacle into the innermost parts, the materials 
used increase in value. This is to help us remember that, in that day, a person could not simply 
approach God in any manner and expect to be accepted. Only a select few (Aaron’s sons) would 
be allowed into the tabernacle and then only one person (Aaron, as the high priest) would be 
allowed into the innermost part, the holy of holies. Even then, Aaron would only go into the holy 
of holies one day a year. If at any point the priest did not carry out what was being asked of him 
in the manner that God laid out, that priest would die. This is some pretty serious stuff we’re 
talking about here. This is very different from what we are used to in our day, am I right?! Why 
is it that, in our day, we can come before God without the need of a priest or a high priest? It is 
because of what God has accomplished in and through his son Jesus. We’ll discuss this more as 
we walk through our text. 
 
Exodus 28:1-5 

I think that it is important for us right out of the gate to take note that God sets apart 
Aaron and his sons for the work of the priesthood. This is not something that they chose for 
themselves or something that they volunteer for. It is something that God initiates. With God 
choosing these ordinary men, we are not left to wonder whether or not they were good enough 
for the work. What we see is that God initiates out of his own volition. Not only does God set 
these men apart as priests from the others, but he has also specifically equipped ordinary 
individuals to carry out specific duties within the building of the tabernacle and the making of 
the priestly garments. We are told of two of them in Chapter 31, Oholiab and Bezalel (Oho & 
Bezzy for short). What an encouragement to us all. In 28:3 we see that God has already “filled 
[them] with a spirit of skill.” Throughout my life and ministry, I have found myself attempting to 
justify my vocation. Whether it was working as a delivery guy at my uncle’s office supply 
company or managing restaurants, I have always wanted to make sure that I justify the 
responsibilities given to me. Unfortunately, that character trait did not magically disappear when 
I began working at a church. I found myself desperately seeking to make sure that the 
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congregation knew that I could do whatever had been asked of me. Y’all…that is 
EXHAUSTING! Just thinking back on the years gone by brings back unpleasant anxiety and 
pressure that I imposed upon myself. Thankfully, I have had some pretty great mentors over the 
last 5-7 years of ministry. One of them made the statement to the effect that God has already 
given talents at birth that are often cultivated throughout our lives. Then when the Holy Spirit 
takes up residence in our lives, he brings specific gifts that we are to use within the body of 
Christ in order that the Church might be built up (1 Cor. 12). This is great news. Such a breath of 
fresh air. There is no need for me to attempt to justify myself with endless amounts of work. 
While at the same time, we shouldn’t sit around and wait for God to send us some special calling 
by way of a vision/dream, book, or celebrity pastor. He has already given us talents and gifts that 
come to light when we begin to serve in and through his church. As soon as we are saved, we 
should seek to be joined to a local church where we can serve. While we are serving, it will 
become apparent where we are gifted, and the local elders, ministers, and members of that local 
body should affirm those gifts. This is what God is doing in the setting apart of these ordinary 
individuals for the work that he has laid out. These men have been equipped separate from their 
own initiative. God has done this thing in their lives so that he might be seen as glorious and 
good.  

The priestly garments that will be made for Aaron and his sons are to be made “for glory 
and for beauty.” This sounds much like what is said of the tabernacle, isn’t it? “Like the 
tabernacle, the priests point us to God, who is beautiful.”	19 In chapter 26, we see some of the 
materials used and they are very costly and beautiful. It could be that the priestly garments are to 
mimic the tabernacle in ways that help us to see how the priests are to embody the tabernacle 
much like Jesus is the embodiment of God.	20  The priests will enter into the presence of God to 
mediate between the Israelites and God. In the podcast that I mentioned earlier, the hosts 
mention that this could be a call back to the creation narrative. The way in which there is a flow, 
a rhythm in the making of the tabernacle and the priestly garments. The tabernacle is the place 
where God is to dwell with his people and Aaron will be the representative for the people. In the 
creation narrative, it was in the garden that God came down and dwelled with his people and 
Adam was his representative. In some ways, it appears that Aaron could be seen as a type of 
Adam and the tabernacle as a type of garden where God will dwell with his people. 
Unfortunately for them, what happened in the garden will happen again. The people will rebel. 
The things that will be made for holy and righteous acts will be treated with irreverence and the 
people of God will continue to wander in the wilderness in search of rest, in search of peace. 
Instead of obeying the good and trustworthy God of creation and living in true peace, a peace 
that hasn’t been experienced since the garden, the Israelites will defy God and turn away from 
their loving father and be relegated to living as nomads for most of their existence. What a truly 
sad state of being. Thankfully, the story will not end here. God will come to set it right. God will 
send a greater High Priest that is able to mediate for mankind. But when? For the Israelites, they 
did not know. They were to live in faith that God would send him, that things would be made 
right in the great High Priest, that he would come in God’s good timing. And thankfully, Jesus 
came. 
 
Exodus 28:6-30 
																																																								

19 Tony Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition: Exalting Jesus in Exodus (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing 
Group, 2014), 179. 

20 Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition, 179. 
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The ephod that Aaron would wear was a garment much like a carpenter’s apron today. It 
would go over the shoulders and down to the thigh (or top of the knee). On the shoulders, two 
onyx stones were engraved with the names of the tribes of Israel. Six tribes on one and six tribes 
on the other. Exodus 28:12b, “And Aaron shall bear their names before the Lord on his two 
shoulders for remembrance.” This verse calls to mind a sense of the weightiness of the task at 
hand. With the added weight of the extra garments and the weight of the two stones on top of his 
shoulders, I can imagine that Aaron would feel the burden of the task at hand. There would be no 
getting away from the calling. It would be something that he felt at all times. 

The breastpiece of judgment would be attached to the ephod. Within it would be a pocket 
with two stones known as the Urim and Thummim. We aren’t exactly sure what the stones 
looked like, but we know that these stones were used to discern the will of God. It could be that 
one stone would be drawn out as an answer to a right or wrong type of question or it could be 
that they were used to signify a this over that type answer. In a situation that would require the 
use of the Urim and Thummim, it seems that it would always be an either/or answer. The 
breastpiece of judgment would be decorated with twelve stones and each stone would have the 
names of the tribes of Israel on it, beginning with the first and ending with the last. Once again, 
this signifies the responsibility of Aaron to bear the weight of his people before God. As he 
enters the Holy of Holies, the Urim and Thummim would remind him that he bears the judgment 
of the people as well. The stones of the ephod and the breastpiece are mentioned in the garden 
(Ezek 28:13) and in Revelation (Rev 21:19-20). We should not be surprised by this. “The 
tabernacle pointed backward and forward. From glory to glory, we see the story of God dwelling 
with his people.”	21 

The robe and the turban for Aaron are made of the same types of materials that we have 
seen used in the tabernacle. There isn’t as much detail given in the reasoning behind them. 
However, we shouldn’t see this as a break in the rhythm. Everything that Aaron and his sons 
wear is to be seen as beautiful and are to cause us to worship God. There is a special golden plate 
made to go on the turban. It is to be inscribed with the words, “Holy to the Lord.” This plate is 
also referred to as a crown in 29:6. This same type of language is also used when speaking of the 
kings of Israel.	22  The kings of Israel were also seen as holy to the Lord and act as Israel’s 
representative to God and God’s representative to Israel. 

The special undergarments made of linen were to cover their nakedness so that they 
might not “bear their guilt and die,” (28:43). Once again, we should be called back to the garden. 
In Genesis 3, as Adam and Eve ate the fruit they were told not to eat, their eyes were opened and 
they were aware of their nakedness. Their first move was to quickly find something to solve this 
embarrassing issue (Gen 3:7). Then, as the current rhythm had been, God comes down in the 
cool of the evening to be with his people. God, knowing that Adam and Eve are hiding, asks 
where they are. Adam responds with why he was hiding and that they were afraid, because they 
were naked. God then asks them who told them they were naked. They had been naked the entire 
time, but had not been aware of it. God knew. He is omniscient (all knowing). He knew they had 
eaten the fruit. However, I think that it was in that moment God wanted them to confess their sin. 
He wanted them to acknowledge their wrongdoing and repent. God was going to clothe them. He 
was going to remove their guilt and shame. But not at that time. In the same way, I believe that 
there are times in our lives that God allows us to feel the weight of our guilt as a means to draw 
us into repentance. God does not always act in the way that we might think he should. In the 
																																																								

21 Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition, 181. 
22 Reformation Study Bible, 137. Footnote on Exodus 28:36 “Holy to the Lord.” 
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moments where we find ourselves in over our heads in our sinful desires, we want God to move 
right then and deliver us from consequences. However, what is most important for us in that 
moment is not our physical deliverance, but our spiritual deliverance. We should seek to repent 
from our sin and turn to God in faith, then trust him with the outcome. This is what takes place, 
in a roundabout way. Adam places the blame on Eve. Eve places the blame on the serpent. God 
in his grace, makes garments for them. Those garments came at a price (Gen 3:21). The price 
was the life of an innocent animal. The animal bore the sins of Adam and Eve. God clothed their 
nakedness and in turn, removed the shame and guilt that came with it. Even still, here we see the 
priests being clothed. They were not to reveal their nakedness as some other religious practices 
present in the Ancient Near East at that time.	23  

With all of this in mind, let’s look again at Aaron as high priest and his sons as priests. 
When Aaron performs the duties of the high priest, he is not merely mediating for his own sake. 
He is mediating for everyone that God has brought up out of Egypt. That is a lot of responsibility 
for one person. How would he respond? Is he ready for what God is asking of him? We will find 
out in the chapters to come. For now, let’s move on to Chapter 29 and the consecration, or the 
ordination, of the priests. If the priests were to bear their own sin, they would be crushed beneath 
it and die. The animal that bore the sin of Adam and Eve and the animals that are sacrificed here 
point us to how Jesus bears the sins of us all. God has done for us what could never be done 
through an earthly priest. He took our sin and shame and dealt with it on the cross of Jesus, once 
and for all. 
 
 
Exodus 29 

Where chapter 28 deals with what the priests will wear, chapter 29 deals specifically with 
the priests themselves. If the clothing they wear is going to be set apart and holy, then it would 
make sense that the priests need to “be made holy” as well. This will happen through a 
ceremonial washing, an anointing with the tabernacle oil, and the sacrifice of three animals along 
with unleavened cakes and wafers. First, the ceremonial washing. This is to signify the way in 
which God will wash them clean of their sins. Next, they are to place the specially-made 
garments, described in chapter 28, on them. After they have been clothed with the beautiful and 
glorious clothing, they will be anointed with the special tabernacle oil. This anointing should 
paint a picture for us of how God pours out his Holy Spirit upon those that have been redeemed. 
Remember, the individuals that were chosen to serve as priests did not volunteer for this nor did 
they earn this through years of service to the Lord. God, in his own doing, chose these specific 
individuals to serve in this capacity. This anointing signifies that the one being anointed is to 
serve God in the ways that God has laid out, and God will empower them to carry out the work. 
In the history of Israel, when we see kings being anointed, the anointing signifies that God has 
chosen to use that person to serve as his representative. He will, at times, empower him with his 
Holy Spirit to act on God’s behalf. 

Lastly, it would be time to make atonement for sin through sacrifice. The three animals 
that are to be sacrificed are a bull and two rams. In Leviticus 4 we see how these sacrifices were 
to be made. It is interesting to note what takes place. Each time a sacrifice is made, as it is 
outlined here in Exodus 29 and then again in Leviticus, the person to whom the sin belongs must 
place their hand(s) on the animal as a way to transfer their sin guilt to the animal. That animal 
then embodies that sin and must bear the guilt of that sin. Each time the sin is transferred to the 
																																																								

23 Reformation Study Bible, 137-38. Footnote on Exodus 28:42 “Linen Undergarments.” 
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animal, it is specifically stated that the animal must be put to death. Then the anointed priest 
takes some of the blood from that animal and places it on the altar and the rest is poured out on 
the ground around the altar. I have probably read about the sacrifices a handful of times, but this 
time around it was different for me. I think it is obvious that once the blood is gone the animal is 
dead, but the part that “hits different” this time around is that this was done all the time. Not only 
was it done all the time, but it was the task of the guilty party to kill the animal. No one could do 
that for them. If I broke one of the Laws of God unintentionally, it was my job to take the animal 
to the tabernacle, lay my hands on its head, and take its life in order that atonement could be 
made for my sin. Y’all…this animal is innocent. It was busy munching on the green grass one 
day and the next day it was giving its life for me. I am not attempting to make a mountain out of 
a molehill, but I do think this is important for us to stop and reflect on the ultimate sacrifice that 
was made. God, in his grace and mercy, sent Jesus (his ONLY son) to be that sacrifice for us. 
The sinLESS sent to die for the sinFULL. This should be something that draws us to our knees in 
repentance, while also pointing us to God in worship. A great way for us to show this in our lives 
is through song. We sing this truth each week. One song that we sing that has been around for 
years, but continues to draw me inward and point me upward is How Deep the Father’s Love for 
Us. Posting the entire song here would take up too much room, but I encourage you to search for 
it on YouTube and listen to the Austin Stone Worship Live version. As a way to help illustrate 
my point before moving on, here is one of the verses. 
 

Behold the man upon a cross 
My sin upon His shoulders 
Ashamed, I hear my mocking voice 
Call out among the scoffers 
 
It was my sin that held Him there 
Until it was accomplished 
His dying breath has brought me life 
I know that it is finished 

 
It was the task of the guilty party to put to death the animal for the sin they had 

committed and it was the task of the anointed priest to make atonement for the sin committed. 
As we make our way through the Old Testament, what we will see is that the office of the 

priests would be held by sinful men. Sin will do what sin does. It distorts and confuses God’s 
created order. Because of this, there will be a need for a better priest…a GREATER high priest. 
The people would look to the next person in that position in hopes that they might be the one to 
fulfill that role. That role would one day be filled by the perfect version, and he would fulfill all 
the duties that position required, once for all time for all people. 
 
Exodus 30 

Moses outlines the purposes for an altar for incense, the census tax, a washing basin, the 
anointing oil, and the incense to be used in the tabernacle. What we need to see in these chapters 
is the constant need for atonement to be made for the sins of the people. Sacrifices will have to 
be made throughout the day and they will need to happen daily. It can be easy for us to see all of 
these sacrifices, or rituals, as a means to an end. That end being God’s favor, salvation, and 
redemption. A means by which we can earn our way into heaven. However, these rituals are not 



	

53 

to be seen as an end in and of themselves, they are merely pointing us to the one that will fulfill 
all of these requirements. In Leviticus 18:1-5, God speaks to his people through Moses and tells 
them that they are to obey him and live by his rules. Up to this point, they have lived in Egypt 
and lived for the most part by Egyptian rules. They are going into a land (Canaan) and will be 
tempted to live by the rules of that land. However, God reminds his people, again, that they will 
live by HIS rules and it will be by HIS rules that they will live. This is not God giving us an 
economic means that we can work and earn our way into redemption. What is being said in 
Leviticus 18 is being clarified in Galatians 3. The law was given to us as a way for people to 
begin and grow in a relationship with God and to put that relationship with God on display 
(Know Him and Make Him Known). The law was never meant to be life-giving in itself. It was 
meant to show faith in God, the life-giver. It is good for us to walk through these Old Testament 
scriptures, so that by the time we get to the New Testament, when we read Paul and other writers 
pointing back to the law, we can be reminded that Jesus has already fulfilled the necessary 
requirements to be reconciled to God. 
 
Exodus 31 

Moses names two specific men that will be responsible for creating all of these things 
that have been described in 28-30, and then there is a call back to the creation narrative a final 
time with the mentioning of the Sabbath. Work is important. But so is rest. To have this practice 
of Sabbath is to rest from your work. Not as a way for a person to practice lazy living, because 
that is not in God’s character at all. Sabbath is one more way for us to have faith in God. Think 
about it. Six days God worked. One day he rested from his work. Why do we work? We work to 
produce. We work to eat. We work to earn money to live…pay bills, taxes, hobbies, etc. Well, it 
stands to reason that the more you work, the more you are able to accumulate for yourself and 
the ones you are providing for, right? Why not just work a few more hours in the week? Maybe 
an extra day or two? What’s the harm in that? The harm is that decisions like this, over time, can 
work to take our faith in God to provide for us and place that responsibility on our own 
shoulders. We begin to see work as the means by which we are to live. We live to work instead 
of work to live. A burden we were never meant to carry. Now, don’t get me wrong. We should 
work to provide. The Bible is clear on that one. You can do a quick Google search on the topic of 
work in the Bible and find plenty of scriptures. But what is the purpose of work? It is not just an 
end unto itself. It is an invitation to participate in the keeping and cultivating of creation as an act 
of worship to the Lord. In Mark 2, we see Jesus correct this misinterpreted Sabbath teaching. 
Over the years, the Sabbath teaching had been convoluted. There were so many laws for 
practicing the Sabbath that it was cumbersome. One stated that you could only walk a certain 
distance on that day, before you were in sin. Seriously?! Walking too far? Thankfully, Jesus 
stepped in and clarified that the Sabbath was given to man and not man given to the Sabbath. 
The Sabbath was given so that man could enjoy his relationship with God and grow in his faith 
in God’s provision. Later on in the Old Testament, in Leviticus 25 you will see that there is an 
entire year that they were to rest from work. God was so serious about our resting with and in 
him that he commanded a solid year of Sabbath. That’s pretty great that God, knowing our 
hearts, would provide for us in this way. With this in mind, I think it would be good for us to 
pause and consider our schedules, our habits, our rhythms of life. Have we scheduled our weeks 
with so many “need-to-dos” that we are not able to find peace or rest? Do we take time out of our 
weeks to reflect back and marvel at the goodness of God in our lives? Do we find ourselves 
going from work/school to ball practice/dance, heading from one thing to the next without ever 
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considering how we are carving out time for intentional rest? This may not be the main point of 
Chapters 28-31, but I do believe that God wants us to take note and remember his goodness and 
grace to provide for us. I pray that we will be a people that learn to say no to some things that at 
times end up taking life from us, so that we can say yes to more of the things that bring life to us. 
The things listed are not bad things. They are good things. We move up in our jobs. We can 
make new friendships. We can get good grades. All of these are good things! But let us not get 
so wrapped up in the working of life that we forget to rest, or that we forget the one who 
provides these things for us. 

The two men that Moses names are ordinary men filled with the Spirit of God to do some 
pretty ordinary things like sew and make jewelry. Then there are others that are not named, but 
God is clear that he has given “all able men” the ability to work. In this calling out of Oholiab 
and Bezalel, let us not miss that as believers, we are all given the ability to work. Peter says it 
this way in 1 Peter 2, he says that we are a “royal priesthood” a “chosen race,” that we are “a 
people for his own possession.” Being part of the “royal priesthood,” instead of making 
sacrifices for our families and friends at our local temple, God wants us to live as “sojourners 
and exiles” where we live, work, and play. So that through our decisions, actions, conversations, 
etc. we might point others to him. Like Oho & Bezzy, we are to leverage our ordinary lives in 
everyday ways so that we too might show others that there is a better way to live. 

What is being described here is the setting apart certain people and things for the use in 
God’s tabernacle. This is also referred to as consecration, or to make holy. The men chosen for 
this task were to be ordained for this task so that they could complete the work that was being 
given to them. The word ordain means “to fill the hand of” a person. The task of ordaining the 
priests was setting them apart for the work of making atonement for the people. Unfortunately 
for them, there would never be a perfect earthly priest that could offer a perfect sacrifice for the 
sins of man. There would always be the need for another priest to fulfill the priestly duty and the 
need for a sacrifice to be made for their sins—until Jesus. God would send the perfect and 
greater High Priest. He would make the perfect and greatest sacrifice. Hebrews 4, refers to Jesus 
as the great High Priest who is able to sympathize with us because he was tempted as we were, 
yet he did not sin. In Hebrews 10, the writer points to the perfect sacrifice that was made through 
Jesus laying down his life as a sacrifice for sins one time, once and for all, that all who repent 
would be redeemed. In his coming, his living and dying, and his resurrection to make 
intercession with the Father for us, Jesus is the Great High Priest that was foreshadowed in 
Exodus. He is the perfect sacrifice that was needed all throughout the scriptures. Now, as 
followers of Christ, we have no need for an earthly priest. In Christ, we are a royal priesthood 
being sent out to love and lead a lost and dying world to God through Christ. 
 
 
The Main Point 

The task given to the priests could never be truly realized nor could it be finally fulfilled 
by an earthly priest. Sin would continue to reign in the men chosen for the task. There needed to 
be One that could fulfill both the High Priestly duties and be able to offer the perfect sacrifice. 
Both of those were met in the person of Jesus. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 



	

55 

• Genesis 1-3 – The creation narrative is in both Genesis 1 and 2. While sin enters the 
world in Genesis 3, God also lays the gospel foundation in Genesis 3:15. 

• Leviticus 4 – The carrying out of the sin sacrifices. 
• Leviticus 18 – The Israelites are about to enter Canaan. God reminds them that they are 

to live by his rules and not give in to the ways of the Canaanites. 
• Leviticus 25 – The Year of Jubilee 
• 1 Corinthians 12 – Paul describes how every follower of Christ is being indwelt by the 

Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit gives specific gifts to them that are to be used to build up the 
body of Christ. 

• Galatians 3 – Paul is clarifying that the law was given to point us to the giver of the law. 
It is not our following the law that redeems us, but our faith that God sent Jesus to fulfill 
the law so that we might be redeemed. 

• Mark 2 – At the end of this chapter, Jesus is being chastised by Pharisees for plucking 
heads of grain from a field and eating them on the Sabbath. They considered it work. 
Jesus points back to David who did the same thing. 

• Hebrews 4 – Because of the ministry of Jesus Christ, the great High Priest, we can enter 
the rest that the Old Testament saints had longed for. 

• Hebrews 10 – As followers of Christ, we can have full assurance of faith in God through 
the sacrifice made by Jesus. 
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Week 10 
Exodus 32 – The Golden Calf and the Temptation to Remake the Lord According to Our 
Desires 
By Aaron Barnes 
 
Introduction 

In today’s culture, it doesn’t take us too long to figure out that we don’t have it all 
together. Take a few minutes and scroll social media for a bit. Some say one presidential 
candidate is going to be the one that leads the US into the future of goodness and prosperity 
while others say the very opposite about that person. It seems like everyone has “THAT” thing 
that is going to make you happy and lead to fortune in your not-so-distant future…it only takes 
an annual subscription or three small (easy) payments of $99.99. Unfortunately, it isn’t much 
different in the church. Some churches practice communion weekly, some do not. Some 
churches dim the lights during the singing, some do not. Some churches use the Bible as the 
basis for their doctrine, some do not. Some churches place a high view of the human experience 
during worship. Some churches will place a high view of the sovereignty of God and how he has 
revealed himself through his Scripture.  

Do these things matter? Can we approach God however we want to approach him? Are 
there right and wrong ways that we are to worship him? In Exodus 32, we will see that Moses 
was very serious about the holiness of God and he was also concerned for the people of Israel. 
We will see the great lengths that he will go to in interceding for Israel to the Lord. 
 
 
Read Exodus 32 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 

 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. When you make a mistake, how quickly do you apologize? Do you find it difficult to 
apologize? Why or why not? 

2. In your relationships, who is the one that tends to apologize first? What do you think it is 
about that person that makes them want to do that? 

3. When you are confronted with a topic that conflicts with the truths of scripture, do you 
find yourself walking away or stepping into that conflict? Why is that? 

4. What are some of your tendencies to attempt to recreate God in our own image? 

 

Commentary 
 
Exodus 32:1-6 
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Back in the day, there was a cartoon called Super Friends. Many of us have seen reruns 
and even read the comics. In the cartoon there was a voice that would come on whenever there 
was something taking place at the same time that what you were watching was taking place. The 
voice would say, “Meanwhile…at the Hall of Justice.” You would be taken to a scene where the 
Justice League superheroes were talking about their ideas for solving the most recent diabolical 
plan launched by the supervillains. I kind of feel like that is what’s happening here.  

Moses had gone up on the mountain to be with God, to receive the actual commandments 
etched by the finger of God. And what do the people decide to do? Whine and complain. It’s 
almost as if when Moses was out of sight, he was immediately out of mind as well. They start in 
on Aaron, wanting him to make them gods that will go before them. They had been used to 
seeing idols all around Egypt. They had been used to being able to approach them whenever and 
however they wanted to. Now, in the wilderness, they wanted what they were used to. This isn’t 
much different than us today, right? I mean, I don’t imagine many of us (if any of us) make it a 
habit to take Nana’s jewelry box and begin melting it down for our newest idol creation. 
However, if we stop and think about what the Israelites are doing, they are attempting to recreate 
God in their own way.  

Worshiping God is not our default, much less worshiping him rightly. We all go back to 
what is easiest and most comfortable for us. There have been times I have been guilty of this. 
I’ve said things like “Well, my God wouldn’t do that. He is a loving God.” I am sure we have all 
been there or a similar place in the past. That is exactly what they are doing. Then, as we all do 
when we want our own way, they attempt to appeal to Aaron’s reasoning. They say that they 
have no idea what has happened to Moses. “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,” (32:1). C’mon y’all…for real?! 
This is ridiculous. They can see the smoke around the mountain. They can hear the thunder. 
They refer to Moses as the one who brought them out of Egypt, yet it was God. God made this 
abundantly clear as he sent sign and wonder after sign and wonder (or plague after plague). Also, 
Aaron should have reminded them right away where Moses was and what he was up to. That was 
his job as mediator. He was to mediate between God and Israel. Part of that job description is 
reminding Israel of the truths of God. But instead, Aaron tells the Israelites to remove the golden 
jewelry that they were wearing so that he can make something out of it that they can see and 
worship.  

Let’s remember where that golden jewelry came from. In Exodus 12:33-36, we are told 
that God had given the Israelites favor in the eyes of the Egyptians, so much so, that when the 
Israelites asked the Egyptians for their silver and gold, they plundered the Egyptians on their way 
out. This is not an image of meager means. What we should see is that even though the Israelites 
may have come into Egypt poor (Joseph’s family in Genesis 46), now they are leaving Egypt 
rich. This is a picture of what takes place when we become children of God. When we are 
redeemed, we are adopted into the Family of God and made co-heirs with Christ, (Rom 8:12-17). 
We have nothing to offer God in exchange for redemption. We come to him spiritually poor. 
Yet, in his goodness, he clothes us with royalty and we are fully and freely accepted in Christ. 
We are now rich in his kingdom. The golden jewelry that the Israelites are handing to Aaron was 
given to them by God. It is almost as if one of the signs of the blessings of God is being forfeited 
for something that will never satisfy.  

Once again, I cannot help but see myself in this narrative. The things that God has given 
me over my life, the talents that were intended to point to his glory, I traded for personal gain. 
What I thought would lead to my gain only ended in pain and destruction. Much like what is 
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about to take place within the Israelite camp, they too would experience pain and destruction. So, 
Aaron obliges and fashions a golden idol for them to worship. We are told that he made a golden 
calf from the golden jewelry. Why a golden calf? In Psalm 106, the author names the idol as a 
bull. In those days, and still today in some religions, the bull is seen as a sign of fertility and 
strength. This isn’t too far removed from us though, because we often refer to the economy using 
this term, don’t we? When the market is rising in strength, we refer to it as a “bull market.”	24 So 
when the Israelites were worshiping this idol, they may have thought they were worshiping God 
(highly doubtful given their words in 32:1). It could be that they formed this bull because of the 
results of their exodus from Egypt…a sign of strength and fertility. In the end though, this was 
not something that was to be done. They had already agreed to not making any type of formed 
thing to represent God. They were not to make any idols. What they were doing was not good. 
They wanted to worship God on their terms. And that’s where it all went wrong. They began 
with their wants and their feelings. Starting within ourselves will never lead to the true worship 
of God. We are reminded of this truth in 2 Corinthians 3:18. “And we all, with unveiled face, 
beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of 
glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.” Paul is pointing to the way in 
which God transforms us through his Holy Spirit. The more we “behold” God, the more our 
hearts are transformed into the heart that seeks to glorify him.  

We worship what we value. If we start with us, we end with us. True worship of God 
begins with God, is about God, and is aimed toward God. True worship of God makes much of 
Jesus. The only way we can truly worship him is by the means that he establishes. In John 4, 
Jesus is talking with the Samaritan woman at the well. When she asks him about worship, he 
helps to correct her thinking. It isn’t about location or sincerity of heart. It is about the object of 
our attention and affection. Worshiping God means that we worship him in spirit and in truth. 
This means that it is something that he initiates in our hearts (our spirit). Then from that moment, 
as we come to know him as he has revealed himself in the scriptures, we are able to worship him 
in truth. We cannot simply approach God however we want and do whatever we want and call it 
worshiping God. Before we move into the next portion of the scriptures, I want to quote Tony 
Merida on this. “We must remember that worship is about glorifying God, not gratifying 
self…Be careful: you can do things ‘in the name’ of the Lord but still not worship the Lord. Be 
careful: you can have some orthodox acts of worship (they had a feast and made offerings) but 
worship unacceptably.”	25 
 
SIDEBAR: One of the principles we practice at Anchor Church is the practice of knowing why 
we sing the songs we sing and what we do during the worship service. Personally, I am so 
thankful for this. You can actually go to our website and find a page that will let you know why 
we sing each and every song we sing. We do not and will not sing songs that magnify ourselves 
or place us in a position of honor. God is the only one worthy of worship. 
 

 “Wrong worship leads to a corrupt life, (Rom 1:18-32).”	26 Sin problems are worship 
problems. Our addiction, bitterness, pride, or we can fill-in-the-blank with whatever, they are not 

																																																								
24 Tim Chester, Exodus for You: Thrilling You with the Liberating Love of God (Charlotte, NC: Good 

Book, 2016), 220. 
25 Tony Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition: Exalting Jesus in Exodus (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing 

Group, 2014), 196. 
26 Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition, 197-97. 
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the issue. The issue is that we worship something or someone other than the triune God. When 
we misplace our worship, our lives will be misplaced as well. This kind of living will always end 
up in self-destruction. The Israelites worshiped an animal and in turn, they acted as animals. 
They threw their better judgment into the wind. They decided to worship what they created 
instead of the one that created all that can be seen. The result? “And they rose up early the next 
day and offered burnt offerings and brought peace offerings. And the people sat down to eat and 
drink and rose up to play.” They offer sacrifices to this THING that were intended for God. The 
words used “rose up to play” are not used as if they broke out the board games and had a rousing 
game of Monopoly. The connotation is meant that they were indulging in sexual immorality. 
“Even though the people had gotten out of Egypt, Egypt remained [very much] in the people.”	27  
This is not going to go well for them. 
 
Exodus 32:7-14 
 This is a pivotal moment in the narrative. God knows what is taking place in the camp 
below the mountain. He clues Moses in and then goes on to refer to the Israelites as “stiff-
necked” people that he wants to wipe out. WOW! Can you imagine making someone so mad that 
they make this statement about you…and you know that they are capable of it? This would be a 
very scary place to be. Yet, Moses intercedes for the people and appeals to God’s faithfulness 
and character. What a truly courageous act of grace. This could be a page that we should take 
from Moses. We should ask in faith knowing that God will hear us and answer us. In his 
commentary, Tony Merida makes the statement that “those who have a high view of the 
sovereignty of God often struggle with prayer.”	28 His point is not that they don’t pray, but in 
their prayers they tend to be disconnected from the belief that God can and will move in the ways 
that they are praying for. When we pray, we should pray knowing that God hears our prayers and 
wants to act on our behalf, (1 John 5:14-15). This does not mean that we can begin to speak 
things into existence. In John 14:12-14, Jesus tells us this very thing. If we ask for anything in 
his name, he will do it, so that God will be glorified. Let me say it this way…Leesa and I have 
been together for fourteen years (November 9, 2017 was our first date). I love her. We spend a 
great deal of time together and have over the past decade and a half. This means that even when 
she and I don’t explicitly say what we want in a particular situation (food on a menu, movies on 
Netflix, date night, etc.), if I had to choose for her, I am confident that the things that I choose or 
ask for are in line with the things that she would want for us. How is that possible? Because we 
have spent time investing in our relationship with one another and working through the not-so-
easy times of miscommunication and confusion. When Jesus tells his disciples to ask for 
anything, he means it. The things that they will ask for as they move deeper into their walk with 
God should line up with what he would want for them, for the glory of God. These types of 
prayers are the prayers that God honors because they honor him and seek his glory.  
 
Exodus 32:15-24 
 Well, what did we expect was going to happen? We can’t very well expect Moses to be 
thrilled about their rebellious and immoral response. Moses did exactly what I imagine any of us 
would’ve done. Struck with a strong sense of disgust, Moses lofts the tablets from high up and 
they fell at the foot of the mountain. Then he burns the golden idol, grinds it into power and 
makes the Israelites drink it. WOW! This is pretty intense. If I were watching this movie in 
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today’s time, I can imagine I would feel that maybe Moses was getting carried away with his 
anger. Maybe he should take a few deep breaths and calm down a bit. But let us not forget what 
has and is taking place. We spent several chapters reading how God delivered the Israelites from 
slavery to the Egyptians. From no goodness of their own, God chose to bring the Israelites up out 
of Egypt for his glory and their good. They have confessed his goodness. They have witnessed 
his deliverance time and again. They just affirmed the new way of living, the Mosaic Covenant. 
And here we are a few days/weeks later, and we are slap in the middle of a cultish worship 
service with plenty of sexual immorality and debauchery. It is understandable that Moses is 
angry. 
 Then he asks Aaron to give an account of what happened. What in the world could they 
have done to him that would have caused him to lead them to sin in this way? Remember his 
role…high priest! What does Aaron do? He gives Moses a kind of lip service that is not 
becoming of a high priest, or of a Christ follower at all. He tells Moses to chill out, my words not 
his. In 32:22, he says, “Let not the anger of my lord burn hot. You know the people, that they are 
set on evil.” Basically shifting blame from himself to them. “They are set on evil. I couldn’t do 
anything about it, Moe! You get it don’t you, my brother?” What is Moses to do with this? He 
knows that a great sin has been committed and the very ones that were supposed to be making 
intercession for the people (Aaron and his sons as priests) were the ones leading out in the sin 
festival. What is hopefully becoming more clear to us is that humanity needs another, more 
perfect mediator than what is currently being offered. Does this mean that God made a mistake 
in choosing Aaron and his sons? Although Aaron cannot fulfill this role, he points to one who 
can. Sin entered the world in Genesis 3 through the rebellious act of Adam and since then, each 
person born of a woman has been conceived in sin. But this will not always be the case. God 
would send a better, more perfect mediator for humanity--one that would be able to fulfill the 
role of the high priest and without sin. 
 What should Aaron have done? Aaron should have confessed and repented. Instead, he 
attempted to place the blame on the people. Instead of being responsible for their spiritual life, he 
was an accomplice in their rebellion. What we see Aaron doing is exactly what we all do when 
we are caught in sin. We shift blame. It is only by God’s grace that we are able to repent and 
receive forgiveness. Repentance is a gift from God (2 Tim 2:25-26). Instead of lying to his 
brother, and in essence God, Aaron should have taken responsibility for the golden calf and 
asked for forgiveness. Anytime we begin shifting blame instead of confessing and repenting 
from sin, we are attempting to manage sin. This kind of processing will lead to failed attempts to 
manage our idols. “Idols are not to be managed; they are to be destroyed.”	29 The more time that 
we put between confession and repentance, the more ground the enemy will gain. Once we have 
been confronted with our sin we need to deal with it right then. We need to confess that and 
repent. Repentance is a turning away from something and turning to another. In this, we are to 
turn FROM our sin, our idols, and turn TO God. What takes place as Moses confronts Aaron is 
anything but repentance. Aaron is displaying what humanity has been doing from the very 
beginning. Take it back to Genesis 3. When God confronts Adam, he places the blame on his 
wife and on the Lord. Then, when God confronts Eve, she places the blame on the snake. In 
regard to Aaron’s response to Moses, Tim Chester writes in his commentary that “it is utterly 
stupid–but this stupidity is the stupidity to which we all succumb whenever we sin. All sin 
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causes a crazy loss of perspective. We lose sight of God’s generous provision, and we grasp or 
envy.”30 
 
Exodus 32:25-29 
 I have to be honest, I did not see that coming. I thought it would have been over when 
they drank the water spiked with the gold dust. Unfortunately, what we need to see in this 
situation is that our sin always brings consequences that we are not always going to be able to 
walk away from. After the conversation with Aaron takes place, we move into this scene where 
Moses calls out to the people. He asks who is going to be on the Lord’s side. One thing is clear 
throughout this chapter, Moses is NOT acting in an immature fit of rage. He is serious about the 
holiness of God. Because of this, he has said and done things that we might not always agree 
with. I think that it is in those moments we need to ask ourselves the same question Moses asks 
the Israelites. I am not saying that we should strap a sword to our side and begin a crusade. What 
I mean is that I think we should ask ourselves if we, like Moses, are serious about the holiness of 
God? Are we willing to stand up for what is right when it seems that everyone else is not 
willing? The Levites struck down some of their family and friends. They were willing to do what 
was necessary in order that the holiness of God was elevated and the sin of the people was dealt 
with. In the New Testament, Jesus has a similar conversation with those that would follow him. 
In Matthew 10:34-39, Jesus tells his disciples that they had better consider the cost of following 
him. He says that did not come to bring peace, but a sword. The enemies a person has will be 
those of his home. This is some pretty serious stuff, right?! He doesn’t mean that we should fight 
our family members. What he is trying to get across is the seriousness of following him. In Luke 
14:25-33, he tells them that they are to hate their family members in comparison to the love they 
should have for him and his kingdom. Following Christ, and living with all of this in mind will 
be costly. When we sin, it will bring consequences that we are not always going to be able to 
walk away from. Thankfully for us, he has never called us to a task that he had not already 
fulfilled. That task is faithfulness to him and his ways. What the Israelites were failing in, and 
would continue to fail in, was faithfulness. They wanted to be able to worship God on their 
terms. That choice cost many of them their lives. Through this act of justice, Moses says that the 
Levites (his tribe) were now ordained for the work that God had called them to. This ordination 
came at a high price. When we are called to give an account for our faith, will we have the 
courage to stand? By God’s grace, I pray we do. 
 
Exodus 32:30-35 
 Moses, what a godly man. It amazes me, the great lengths that Moses will go to in order 
that the Israelites are not forgotten by God. After all that has happened in this chapter, Moses 
tells the people that they have REALLY messed up, BIG TIME! He says that they have “sinned 
a great sin.” Then he proceeds to return to God (back up the mountain) and intercede for them. 
WOW! I mean, what a guy! In all of this, he still wants them to know God the way that he does. 
He goes as far as attempting to trade his salvation for theirs. Exodus 32:32 says, “But now, if you 
will forgive their sin—but if not, please blot me out of your book that you have written.” I cannot 
say that I would have been as resilient in this situation. I usually give up on a person after a few 
negative interactions (ok, maybe not literally…but you know what I mean). Could I continue to 
seek God’s grace and mercy for my people when it seems that they are bent on doing evil? But 
isn’t that me? Here I am, in today’s culture, reading back over Moses’ life along with 
																																																								

30 Chester, Exodus for You, 217. 



	

62 

Israelites…I have the fortunate opportunity of being able to read of God’s faithfulness over 
centuries. Here I am acting as though I didn’t just make a deal with God that if he cut out the 
bulk of the red lights on my commute to work, I would memorize more scripture or pray more, 
knowing good and well that I won’t keep that commitment. It may not seem as though I am as 
bad as the Israelites, but in my heart I am. What we need is to be made new. We need someone 
that is going to be able to make intercession for us. We need a High Priest that is able to 
sympathize with us in our weakness, yet is without sin. And we have that in Jesus. 
 
 
The Main Point 

Apart from the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we desire to recreate God in our 
image so that we can worship him how we want to and on our terms. Jesus cleanses us from our 
sin and intercedes on our behalf to the Lord. Jesus changes our hearts so that we can be free to 
worship God as he has revealed himself through the Scriptures. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Genesis 3 – Adam and Eve doubt God’s goodness and eat the fruit that they were told not 
to eat. 

• Genesis 46 – Joseph’s family is settled in the land of Goshen (in Egypt). 
• Exodus 12:33-36 – The Israelites plunder the Egyptians on their way out of Egypt. 
• John 4 – Jesus meets with the Samaritan woman at the well. They discuss many things, 

one of them being the worship of God is not determined by location of the building, but 
the heart of the one worshiping. 

• John 14:12-14 – Following Christ and his commands will result in a changed heart. This 
will result in a change in the things we ask him for. 

• Romans 1:18-32 – Humanity has continually rebelled against God. Because of this 
rebellion, he has turned some of them over to a depraved mind and given them over to the 
things they want.  

• Romans 8:12-17 – Once God has redeemed us, we are brothers with Christ. Since he is 
the heir of heaven, and we are his siblings, we are coheirs with him. 

• 2 Timothy 2:14-26 – A worker approved by God. Paul outlines a few things in this 
passage, but I refer to the latter part. He tells Timothy that he needs to be kind and gentle 
with those that would disagree with the gospel of Jesus and the teaching of sound 
doctrine. That in doing so, God might grant them the gift of repentance.  

• 1 John 5:14-15 – We can have confidence that when we ask God for anything, he hears 
us and wants to answer us.  
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Week 11 
Exodus 33 – Moses Intercedes for God’s People 
By Harvey Edwards, IV 
 
Introduction 
 Probably more than a few of us have benefited because someone that we know was in a 
position of influence. There is a sense of relief that comes when we realize we know somebody 
who has influence in a situation and is willing to intercede on our behalf. This is true in cases 
large and small. Whether this is someone vouching for you in a job application, a librarian who 
waived your late fee, or someone pleading on your behalf to a judge in a courtroom, we all want 
and appreciate an intercessor. This is the role that Moses plays for Israel in this chapter. But the 
stakes are much higher than a job, a fine, or even life in prison. Moses is interceding for Israel 
because of their rebellion against the God of the universe! 
 As close as Moses was to God and as effective of an intercessor as he was, Moses points 
us towards one who lives eternally to make intercession for us before God, and who is able to 
forgive us of our sins. This is Jesus, the Son of God, sent by the Father to rescue a people for 
himself.   
 
 
Read Exodus 33 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. When God promises to bring Israel into the Promised Land but says that he will not enter 
with them, the people mourn. Why? What would be your reaction to receiving blessings 
from God without his presence? 

2. What does it mean that Moses spoke with God as a friend, face to face (v.11)? 
3. When the Lord reveals his name, he makes the statement in verse 19, “And I will be 

gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.” 
What does this say about the nature and source of salvation?  

4. Why does God have to protect Moses from seeing his face? What does that teach us 
about God’s holiness? 
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Commentary 
 
Exodus 33:1-6 

Exodus 32 is a tragic moment in the history of Israel. While Moses is meeting with the 
Lord, Israel gathers together and says to Aaron, “Up, make us gods who shall go before us. 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” (Ex. 32:1). Humanity’s faithlessness is put on display. God has rescued Israel 
from Egypt just as he promised Abraham so many years ago that he would. He has protected 
them and provided for them. But still the people forget God. In Exodus 32:7-10, we see God’s 
anger at Israel’s rebellion. Exodus 32:9-10 says, “9 And the Lord said to Moses, “I have seen this 
people, and behold, 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, in order that I may make a great nation of you.” 
Moses intercedes for the people by reminding God of his promise to Abraham and it says that 
God relents from the disaster he was going to bring on Israel.  
 When Moses comes down the mountain and sees what is happening, his anger burns hot 
and he calls those who are on the Lord’s side to kill those around them who continue in rebellion 
to the Lord. About 3,000 men are killed that day. Moses then returns to the mountain to meet 
with God in an attempt to atone for the people’s sin. He does this through confessing Israel’s sin 
to the Lord and offering to be blotted out of God’s book if the people can’t be forgiven.31 
Although God does not destroy the people but continues to lead them to the land he promised 
them, he now states that on the day he visits, he will visit their sin on them. Chapter 32 closes 
with a plague being sent on Israel. 
 In the beginning of chapter 33, we see God’s graciousness that he continues to bring them 
to the promised land. But their sin has a great cost. God says that he will not go up among them. 
The reason is that they are a “stiff-necked people” and were he to go up among them he would 
consume them. This reveals a major tension in the Old Testament. What the people need is the 
presence of God. This is what was lost in Genesis 3 and is what God is establishing for Israel. He 
is taking them to the promised land where he will dwell with his people. But their sinfulness 
creates a problem. The holiness of God makes his presence a danger to them. We would be wise 
to remember the holiness of God and the danger that presents to sinners like you and me apart 
from the provision of God that covers our sin. 
 The Israelites mourn this news and rightly so. What we need and should desire most is to 
be in the presence of the Lord. This is exactly what Moses begins to plead for on behalf of Israel.  
 
Exodus 33:7-23 

We are told that God would meet with Moses in what they called the tent of meeting. 
God would meet with Moses in a pillar of cloud that would descend at the entrance of the tent. 
When the people would see this, they would worship God. 
 In Exodus 33:11, we are told, “Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a 
man speaks to his friend…” This is an amazing statement about God and his desire for 
relationship with his people. He meets with Moses face to face. The God of the universe speaks 
with Moses as a friend. But we are told a few verses later, “But,” he said, “you cannot see my 
face, for man shall not see me and live” (Ex. 33:20). We are also told in John 1:18, “No one has 
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ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.” How do we 
explain this? How can Moses be face to face with a holy God and live?  

The answer is that although Moses meets with God face to face, Moses is not allowed to 
see his face. Verse 20 tells us this. Although Moses gets to talk with God face to face, he is 
shielded from God’s glory. God protects him from the fullness of his presence. No one has seen 
the fullness of God and will not until the day of the return of Jesus and we have been glorified. 
But the good news is that God is making a way for his people to dwell with him, and the 
Israelites are about to be given a provision from the Lord that allows them to be near him. This 
will be the establishment of the tabernacle where God will dwell with Israel, all of which is 
pointing us to what Jesus is accomplishing. God is making a way to dwell with his people and 
for them to not be consumed by his holiness.  

Revelation talks about how the picture of the tabernacle is fulfilled. In the New 
Jerusalem, there is no temple because God’s people who have been cleansed and sanctified 
through the blood of Jesus are able to dwell in the fullness of his presence. And until that day, we 
who are believers in Jesus have been given the Holy Spirit who dwells in us. God is establishing 
relationship with his people.  

Just as Moses interceded on behalf of Israel in chapter 32, he does so again here. An 
important motif is being developed. Moses is a mediator for God’s people. He has already 
interceded for them, asking that the Lord refrain from destroying Israel and asking for 
forgiveness for Israel. 

Moses is being presented as a type of Christ. He intercedes for God’s people, asking for 
God to forgive them for their sins. He is God’s chosen deliverer, raised up by the Lord to deliver 
God’s people and bring them to the promised land. He intercedes for Israel by reminding God 
that if his presence does not go with Israel, nothing will set them apart from the other peoples of 
the earth. God has mercy on Israel because Moses has found favor in his sight. 

Because of the Lord’s favor, Moses asks that he be shown the glory of God. God agrees. 
He makes all of his goodness pass before Moses and declares his name to Moses. In declaring his 
name, God shows that he alone determines who will receive his mercy. God is not beholden to 
anyone and can distribute his mercy as he sees fit. 

Although God shows Moses his glory, Moses cannot look upon his face. The reason is 
that no sinner can look upon the face of God and live. Sinners cannot stand in the presence of 
God. Instead, God hides Moses in a cleft of the rock and covers him with his hand until he passes 
by. Then he allows him to see his back. 

Moses had a special relationship with the Lord which allowed him to go before the Lord 
as an intercessor for Israel. Moses’ role as intercessor is so central to Israel’s history, that when 
the book of Psalms is recounting the story of Israel and their exile, an intercessory Psalm from 
Moses follows Psalm 89. Psalm 89 wrestles with the thought that God may have forgotten his 
promises to Israel and that is why they languish in exile. But the arranger of the book of Psalms 
knows this isn’t the case. And he reminds us of God’s faithfulness by placing the psalm of Moses 
(Psalm 90) where he did so that we can be reminded of God’s faithfulness to faithless Israel.  

God listened to Moses and accompanied Israel to the Promised Land. But there is more in 
store for God’s people through the mediator that is greater than Moses. Jesus intercedes on our 
behalf. He has offered his life as a sacrifice for sins and now intercedes for us at the right hand of 
the Father (Hebrews 7:25; Romans 8:34). Through Jesus, we are forgiven for our sins and 
receive new life, and will one day be brought into what the Promised Land points us to—the new 
heavens and the new earth where we will dwell in the fullness of the presence of God. Because 
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of Jesus’ intercession, we can be sure that those of us who trust in him will be forgiven and 
brought safely into the presence of God.   
 
The Main Point 

God is making a way for sinful people like you and me to dwell in the fullness of his 
presence. This is made possible through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus who has made a 
way for our sins to be cleansed and who lives to make intercession for us to the Father. 
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A Few Relevant Scriptures 
• Psalm 90 – A psalm of Moses in which he intercedes for God’s people.  
• Hebrews 7:23-25 – Jesus is able to save those who draw near to God through him 

because he lives always to make intercession for them.  
• Hebrews 3 – Jesus is greater than Moses and able to bring us fully into the presence of 

God and his rest.   
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Week 12 
Exodus 34 – God Renews His Covenant with Israel 
By Michael Green 
 
Introduction 
 My wife and I always enjoy reading my little kids’ assignments that involve them 
describing themselves. You never really know how they are going to respond to prompts like the 
ones below.   

 
I love daddy because _________________________ . 
My mommy’s favorite thing to do is _________________________ . 
My favorite book to read is _________________________ . 

 My favorite food is _________________________ . 
 I enjoy _________________________ . 

I’m really good at _________________________ . 
When I grow up, I want to be a _________________________ . 

 
The first two will really have you on the edge of your seat as parents. Sometimes teachers 

even have to run a little interference like when my wife’s co-teacher had a child in her class 
respond to the second question with, “smoke.” I particularly like questions like the last three 
because they give you insight into your child’s likes, dislikes, and self-perception. They contain 
valuable information about who they are.  
 In the passage that we are studying this week, God is going to renew his covenant with 
Israel, and provide a sort of a self-introduction, or autobiographical statement, about who he is. 
But, when the Lord is talking about himself, every word is perfectly chosen. Every utterance is 
meaningful. All statements are purposeful. And it is worth our full attention. 
 
 
Read Exodus 34 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. Read 34:6-7 together. Share your thoughts about it with the group.  
2. With the benefit of being in the situation where we are in redemptive history, what 

marvels has the Lord done through Israel? 
 
 

3. When Moses spent time with the Lord, “the skin of his face shone because he had been 
talking with God” (v. 29). If you are like me, your face has probably never done that after 
spending time with the Lord. But communing with the Lord does impact us and those 
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around us. What does that look like in your life? 

 

 
Commentary 

In chapter 24 of Exodus, Moses reads the Book of the Covenant to the people of Israel. 
The people respond saying, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient” 
(24:7). The covenant is then sealed by blood being thrown on the people, followed by Moses’ 
declaration, “Behold the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance 
with all these words” (24:8). Then, Moses goes up the mountain at the Lord’s request for the 
Lord to give him “tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, which [the Lord] has 
written for their instruction” (24:12). However, at some point in the forty days and forty nights 
that Moses was on the mountain with the Lord, literally before the “ink has dried” on the 
cataloging of the covenant, they fashion for themselves a god out of gold in the shape of a calf. 
Blasphemously, they declare, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land 
of Egypt!” (32:4), committing an egregious sin against the Lord who has repeatedly reminded 
them that he is the one that brought them out of Egypt. It has been central to his communications 
with them, a defining event in their relationship to be meditated on and continuously reflected 
upon. But, shortly after agreeing to the covenant, the people make a sculpture of a calf, call it 
their god, and attribute to it their deliverance from Egypt which the Lord has so powerfully 
brought about.  

The Lord’s judgments are always true, and after this event he tells Moses, “I have seen 
this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked people. Now therefore let me alone, that my wrath 
may burn hot against them and I may consume them, in order that I may make a great nation of 
you” (32:9-10). But Moses intercedes on behalf of the people, and the Lord, in his grace, doesn’t 
unleash his wrath. Moses goes down from the mountain and throws the tablets in anger when he 
sees the repugnant scene that has unfolded as he was dwelling in the presence of the one true 
God. He then makes them drink water containing the gold powder from the calf that he destroyed 
and commissions the slaying of what ends up being three thousand men and one of the more 
peculiar ordination services that you will ever see. Finally, a plague is sent on the people by the 
Lord due to Israel’s grave sin (32:35).  

In chapter 33, the Lord communicates to Moses that he will get Israel to the land that he 
promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but says, “I will not go up among you, lest I consume 
you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people” (33:3). This is devastating to the people. And 
Moses has tasted of God’s goodness and grace and has seen the Lord is good in all of his ways. 
Moses, having interacted with the Lord “as a man speaks to his friend” (33:11), knows that all 
the milk and honey in the universe won’t make a land special if the Lord is not among his 
people. It is better to be with the Lord between two walls of water and an Egyptian army than to 
be in a promised land devoid of the presence of the promise keeper. In contrast to the 
blasphemous worship of a calf, Moses intercedes and expresses a truly worshipful sentiment, “If 
your presence will not go with me, do not bring us up from here. For how shall it be known that I 
have found favor in your sight, I and your people? Is it not in your going with us, so that we are 
distinct, I and your people, from every other people on the face of the earth?” (33:15-16). The 
Lord agrees to go with them as Moses has requested.            

 
Exodus 34:1-9 
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The Lord tells Moses to get two more stone tablets to replace the ones that he threw down 
in anger and come back up the mountain the next morning. As before, precautions should be 
taken. It should be him and him alone. No one else should ascend the mountain. Moses did as 
requested. He cut two stone tablets and climbed the mountain to meet with the Lord. Verse 5 sets 
up an incredibly profound exchange between Moses and the Lord: “The Lord descended in the 
cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of the Lord.” What ensues is basically 
an autobiographical statement of the Lord about himself. 

Articulated self-perceptions are always fascinating to me. I feel like statements one 
makes based on reflections of one’s self are chock full of insightful information. Often, they 
provide clarifications regarding someone’s inner processing. They might give you an idea of 
what makes them tick. Or, they might involve vulnerabilities or insecurities that otherwise were 
imperceptible. There could be a gap in the way that person views themselves and the way others 
view them. That gap could be informative, or even funny given the way that we aren’t always the 
best assessors of ourselves. But, when the Lord gives a declaration about himself, we know that 
it is perfect. It is exactly what he wants to communicate, and it is replete with insight into who he 
is. It’s worth meditating on every word below in Exodus 34:6-7. 

 
6 The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, ”The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful 
and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 7 keeping 
steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by 
no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the 
children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.”  
 
In providing this autobiographical statement, notice that the Lord starts with his 

tenderness and love. He is gracious and merciful, full of love, and faithfulness. His love is vast, 
covering multitudes. He is forgiving. There is such great comfort in verse 6 and the first half of 
verse 7. But then the God of all creation, takes an abrupt turn in his self-description. And we as 
sinful creatures are reminded of the holiness of the Lord. God hates sin. Every sin will be 
accounted for. Every sin will be punished. Sin is rebellion against the King. And, this King is 
unlike any king the Earth has ever known. This King is resplendent with glory and utterly 
without sin. He is the one true King over all creation. And he executes perfect justice. Pondering 
all that is packed into this autobiographical statement immediately makes me think of the cross. 
At the cross, God demonstrated his love, mercy, and grace. Through the cross, we can have our 
sin pardoned. We can receive mercy and forgiveness. But he didn’t leave sin unpunished. His 
Son, Jesus Christ, became sin for us and absorbed God’s wrath against sin on our behalf.  

Upon hearing the Lord’s self-description, Moses assumes the only appropriate posture: 
bowing coupled with worship. Being in the presence of the only one that is sinless magnifies the 
sin in his own heart and in his people. Moses and Israel (and all of humanity) need the Lord. He 
asks the Lord to go with them in spite of their stiff-necks, pardoning their sin.      

 
Exodus 34:10-28 

In response to Moses’ request, the Lord revisits covenanting with Israel. He tells Moses 
that he will do amazing things through Israel. The surrounding nations will “see the work of the 
Lord” (v. 10). Reminiscent of Moses’ comments in 33:15-16, God’s presence will be the 
distinctiveness of his people. That is what sets them apart. He is going to go before them, protect 
them, and drive nations out of their way, doing marvelous acts that the earth has never seen. But 
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as he does this, Israel needs to remember that they belong to the Lord. They aren’t to intermingle 
their lives and their worship with other people groups and their gods. In verse 14, the Lord 
actually refers to himself as “Jealous” (a proper noun), because he is “jealous” (an adjective). 
Contrary to what that term connotes in our culture, it is good and right for the Lord to be jealous, 
desiring that Israel give their worship to him and him alone. The Lord is the only one worthy of 
worship. He is the one true God, and all other gods are abominations. There is no god but the one 
true God. As such, Israel is to give their worship and adoration to the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob only. Israel belongs to the Lord and the Lord alone. They are not to respect, revere, or 
pay homage to the gods that they encounter. Israel is to destroy all relics to other gods, removing 
them from the land and not covenanting with the people that they encounter, lest they “whore 
after their gods” (v. 16). They are to keep the worship bed pure. 

In maintaining their distinctiveness as God’s people, Israel is to celebrate the feasts that 
the Lord has ordained in detail. He delivered them from Egypt and calls them to remember that. 
All that they have is from the Lord, and thus they should give back to the Lord as he prescribes, 
out of their best, their firstfruits. The Lord tells Moses to “Write these words, for in accordance 
with these words I have made a covenant with you and with Israel” (v. 27). Then, Moses stayed 
on the mountain with the Lord for forty days and nights and wrote “the words of the covenant, 
the Ten Commandments,” (v. 28) on the tablets of stone that he was asked to bring up the 
mountain.  

  
Exodus 34:29-35 

The presence of the Lord is powerful. The forty days and nights that Moses spent with 
the Lord no doubt impacted him greatly, but also peculiarly. While the Lord regularly interacted 
with Moses “face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (33:11), he has also made it clear that 
Moses can’t look directly at his face, telling him “you cannot see my face, for man shall not see 
me and live” (33:20). In response to Moses asking to see his glory, the Lord hides Moses in the 
“cleft of a rock” (33:22) and allows him to see his back. Thus, despite Moses’ interactions with 
the Lord being unique compared to the rest of humanity, they are still indirect in a sense. He is 
still sinful, and the Lord is still holy. But despite the indirectness, the Lord is so glorious that 
when Moses leaves the mountain, his face is radiating, literally shining, with the glory of the 
Lord. It was so powerful that people were afraid, and he covered his face in order to interact with 
them. God’s glory is so intense that it requires a veil even when communicated third-party. 
Given the supernatural vibe of this whole scene, it is worth pointing out that as believers God 
lives in us. God abides in us. We are temples of the Holy Spirit. As such, God manifests himself 
through us making himself known. In some ways that might not seem as powerful as a face that 
is glowing, but in other ways it is much more intimate as his presence abides in us and oozes out 
into our everyday lives, bringing glory to God. As we abide in him and he dwells in us, we 
radiate the glory of God to the world around us. 
 
 
The Main Point 

God covenants with Israel. He will be with them, driving out nations before them and 
doing wonders that the world has never seen as he delivers them to the land promised to 
Abraham. As he does this, Israel is to remain devoted to him and him alone. 
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A Few Relevant Scriptures 
• 1 Corinthians 12 – Believers radiate the glory of God through gifts given by the Lord, 

manifestations of the Holy Spirit that dwells within them.  
• Psalm 25 – This psalm is a good reminder of the intimacy that the believer shares with 

the Lord. 
• Matthew 11:25-30 – Jesus invites his listeners to come to him and learn from him that 

they might find rest for their souls.  
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Week 13 
Exodus 35:1-40:33 - The Making of the Tabernacle 
By Harvey Edwards, III 
 
Introduction 

If you’re like most Bible readers, you might be tempted to occasionally skim quickly 
through certain portions of text that can seem pretty dry: Genealogies, censuses, Levitical laws, 
etc. Today’s passage might fall into that same category. It’s a step-by-step description of just 
how the Israelites carried out the construction of the Tabernacle, according to the exact 
instructions given by the Lord to Moses ten chapters earlier. 
 Didn’t we just go through this a few weeks ago? What possible purpose might the Lord 
have in requiring us to labor through the same, seemingly boring material twice? As usual 
whenever we’re considering the inspired Word of the Lord, there’s way more meat than we’ll 
ever digest on the first time through. Let’s hit it again, and see what might turn up. 
 
 
 
Read Exodus 35-40:33 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. How do you explain the generosity of the recently rebellious Israelites? 
2. Why do you think God spared most of the Israelites after the golden calf incident? Why 

did he smite some? 
3. What elements of the Tabernacle remind you of the Garden of Eden? 
4. How does thinking about the Old Testament Tabernacle enhance your appreciation of the 

New Testament work of Jesus? 

 

 
Commentary 
Exodus 35:1–36:7 

As we get into this section of Exodus, recall what has recently happened. The Lord has 
called the seventy elders, Aaron and his sons, and Moses to the base of Mount Sinai. There the 
Mosaic covenant has been confirmed, the people promising to obey the laws of the Lord and the 
Lord promising to drive out the pagan nations of Canaan and give Israel possession of the 
Promised Land. The Lord has given Moses, Aaron and his sons, and the seventy elders a partial 
vision of himself. He has called Moses further up the mountain, where he has outlined in highly 
specific detail the tabernacle that is to be built and the manner in which he will interact with the 
people through priestly mediators. After forty days, Moses is sent down to the people with the 
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Ten Commandments and all the instructions for the building of the Tabernacle—a home in the 
very camp of his people. 
 Of course, what Moses finds upon his descent is that the people, anxious about the 
prolonged absence of Moses, have pressured Aaron into producing an idol in the form of a 
golden calf, and they—in direct violation of the newly confirmed covenant—are riotously 
dancing around and worshipping it in exactly the manner of the pagan nations they are soon to be 
driving out. This is not good! 
 At Moses’ direction, the Levites storm through the camp and kill 3,000 of the offenders. 
As well, the Lord sends a plague. He threatens to absolutely destroy the nation, but Moses—in 
an extremely selfless act—intercedes for the nation and the Lord relents. He calls Moses back up 
to Mount Sinai, prepares replacement tablets, and renews his portion of the covenant, despite the 
faithlessness of the Israelites. 
 As Chapter 35 begins, Moses is first reminding the people of the Lord’s insistence of 
Sabbath rest on the seventh day before commencing to deliver the instructions for the work of 
building the Tabernacle. 
 Moses begins by soliciting donations. He calls for all who are “of a generous heart” to 
bring items useful for the work ahead: Precious metals; dyed yarns and fine linen; goat’s hair and 
animal skins’; acacia wood; olive oil; spices for incense; and precious stones. The contrite nation 
responds with overwhelming generosity, contributing willfully and extravagantly! Bezalel and 
Oholiab are the artisans that the Lord has gifted to oversee the project, and as the work is 
undertaken, they realize early on that more donations are being made than are required for the 
job. It takes a commandment of Moses to stem the tide of gifts, as they accumulate faster than 
they can be utilized!  

Perhaps there is a lesson here for appreciation of grace realized? After all, even after the 
Lord’s miraculous rescue of their nation from slavery; even as the Lord was covenanting with 
them to give them possession of a land flowing with milk and honey; even while plans were 
being conveyed to enable the Lord to “tabernacle” with them, to reside daily in their midst…they 
immediately lapsed not only into forgetting the whole plan but also into brazenly and defiantly 
worshipping an inanimate golden idol! Under no system of legal justice did they have any 
reasonable expectation of recovering the favor they had previously enjoyed, nor does anyone. 
But the Lord is “slow to anger and abounding in grace.” That God loves us enough to be faithful 
even when we are faithless is great cause for celebration and should call out a response of deep 
gratitude. 
 
Exodus 36:8-38 

The tabernacle construction begins, according to the exact instructions laid down by the 
Lord. The basic design is as follows: There is to be an outer courtyard 150 feet long and 75 feet 
wide. This courtyard is open to all. It is enclosed by linen curtains about 7.5 feet tall. In the front 
of the courtyard is the Altar of Burnt Offering and between it and the Holy Place is the Bronze 
Laver (washing bowl). Towards the back of the courtyard is the Tabernacle itself, 45 feet long, 
15 feet wide and covered by a tent. The front 30 feet comprise the Holy Place and is open only to 
priests. It contains the Table of Showbread to the right, the Golden Lamp to the left, and the 
Altar of Incense immediately in front of the Veil covering the Holy of Holies. The Holy of 
Holies is 15 feet by 15 feet by 15 feet, a perfect cube, and contains only the Ark of the Covenant 
and its covering, known as the Mercy Seat. 
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 The curtains making up the walls of the tabernacle are the first items mentioned. There 
were ten (a number often connoting perfection), of exactly the same size, held together by gold 
clasps (signifying glory). They were made of linen yarns (symbolic of purity), dyed blue, purple, 
and scarlet (signifying divinity, royalty, and sacrificial blood respectively).  
 The tent over the tabernacle is described next. It’s composed of four layers. The 
innermost layer, closest to the presence of the Lord, is again made up of the multicolored linen, 
with the multicolored yarn having the same symbolism as in the tent cloths but also having 
woven into it the figures of angelic cherubim, guarding the holiness of the abode of the Lord. 
(The cherubim are found in other locations within the Tabernacle as well—as part of the Mercy 
Seat of the Ark and also woven into the veil that covered the entrance into the innermost 
chamber of the Tabernacle, the Holy of Holies. Recall that when Adam and Eve were expelled 
from the Garden of Eden, the entrance into the Garden was guarded by cherubim with a flaming 
sword, to prevent sinful man from finding his way back in to the Tree of Life.) Next is a layer of 
woven, black goat hair, reminding us of our sin and reminding later Israelites of the scape-goat 
who was driven into the wilderness on the Day of Atonement each year, symbolically carrying 
the sins of the nation with it. The third layer was a covering of ram skin, dyed red, representing 
sacrificial blood, and signifying that our (black) sin is completely covered by the shed blood of 
the perfect lamb, Jesus. The outermost layer is made of a sea mammal’s leather, probably 
porpoises or sea cows, providing maximum protection for the Tabernacle of the Lord from the 
elements. 
 The frames supporting the curtains and tent coverings were made of acacia wood, 
overlaid with gold (glory again) and standing in bases of silver (which is often representative of 
truth). There is no definite symbolic significance of acacia wood, but it was a highly practical 
building material, being dense, strong, available from the region, and very durable.  
 The veil covering the entrance into the innermost chamber was of the multicolored linen, 
again with cherubim woven into it. This veil closed off the Holy of Holies from everyone in the 
nation of Israel except for the High Priest, who was allowed to enter only once per year, on the 
Day of Atonement, to present a sacrifice for the sins of the people. On the day he passed through 
this veil into the Holy chamber, he wore bells and a rope tied around his ankle. To be in the 
direct presence of Jehovah was known to be a fearsome and dangerous experience. If he were to 
fall dead as a result of the Lord’s holiness and the bells stopped ringing, the rope would allow the 
other priests to drag him out without exposing themselves to the same fate. Recall and reflect 
that at the death of Jesus, the veil covering the entry into the Holy of Holies of the later Temple 
was torn in two, signifying that the barrier between us and the Father has been removed, once 
and for all, and that Jesus is now the only way to the Father. He is now our great High Priest, 
continuously interceding for us, allowing us to be in God’s presence without fear. 
 
Exodus 37 
 The ark within the Holy of Holies was a simple box, 3.75 feet long, 2.25 feet wide, and 
2.25 feet deep, made of acacia wood covered inside and out with hammered gold. Later, it would 
contain the tablets containing the Ten Commandments, the budding staff of Aaron, and a golden 
urn of manna from heaven. The ark was to be covered by a Mercy Seat of pure gold (also known 
as the throne of the Lord) with two golden cherubim looking reverently down from either end. 
The Lord would speak to Moses from his resting place between these two cherubim upon the 
Mercy Seat. The ark was never to be touched by a man, because to do so was to disregard the 
holiness of God, and such a sin would not be survivable (see 2nd Samuel 6:6-7). Instead, the ark 
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was to be transported by two gold covered poles of acacia wood inserted through four gold rings 
situated near its corners, never to be removed. The ark was the sole piece of furniture in the Holy 
of Holies. 
 Outside of the Holy of Holies was the Holy Place, open only to the priests and containing 
three pieces of furniture. As stated, the Table of Showbread was to the right, made also of acacia 
wood overlaid with gold, and containing plates, bowls, dishes, and flagons of pure gold. It was to 
always contain 12 flat loaves representing each of the twelve tribes of Israel, and giving 
testimony to Jehovah-Jireh, the Lord who provides. To Christians, the bread represents Jesus, 
who is the bread of life. 
 To the left within the Holy Place was the Lampstand of pure gold. It was fashioned out of 
hammered gold to represent a tree, with leaves, almond blossoms, and fruit. It served to remind 
the Israelites of the Garden of Eden, where man once walked unafraid in the presence of the 
Lord. It was a sign of the Lord’s desire to regain that intimate level of relating, to once again be 
in a familiar and loving fellowship characterized by trust, faith, and comfort. Its seven flames 
(seven being a sign of completion) were the only source of light in the covered Holy Place, 
reminding us that Jesus is the light of the world. 
 The altar of incense was also made of acacia wood covered in gold. It was situated in the 
Holy Place, directly in front of the veil, and was to have a specially formulated incense burning 
in it continuously. The incense represented the prayers of the priests made on behalf of sinful 
man. Hebrews 7:25 refers to our Savior making continuous intercession for his own so that we 
might enter unafraid into the presence of the Father. 
 
Exodus 38 

The Altar of Burnt Offering was the first piece of furniture one would see upon entering 
into the courtyard of the Tabernacle. It was made of acacia wood overlaid with bronze, 
measuring 7.5 feet square and 4.5 feet tall, with poles to carry it from place to place. There were 
4 pointed “horns” at the corners, which served perhaps to hold the sacrificed animals in place, as 
well as to denote the strength and sufficiency of the sacrifices to atone for sins. 
 Between the Altar of Burnt Offering and the veil into the Holy Place was the Bronze 
Basin, said to be made of the mirrors of the ministering women. This Basin (or Laver) was used 
by the priests to wash their hands and feet before passing from the courtyard into the Holy Place, 
signifying the need for cleansing from sin (as does also the rite of baptism). 
 The court itself was enclosed by linen curtains stretched between bronze pillars set in 
bronze bases, but with silver hooks for the curtains, silver fillets (cross rods between the pillars, 
holding the linen curtains), and silver capitals on the pillars. The pillars were stabilized by ropes 
attached to bronze pegs. Note that the greater the distance from the Most Holy Place, the less the 
preciousness of the material used. 
  The remaining portion of chapter 38 totals up the weight of the precious metals used in 
the construction of the Tabernacle. There is uncertainty regarding the conversion of the units 
used to our modern units of weight, so we are unable to know exactly how much was used—but 
it was a lot! 
 
Exodus 39 

The priestly garments are described here in great detail. Pictures on the internet are 
available. Gold, blue, purple and scarlet yarns are used, with familiar symbolism attached to 
those colors. Precious onyx stones were engraved with the names of the 12 sons of Israel and 
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enclosed in settings of gold filigree, the stones representing the entirety of the nation of Israel. 
Four other rows of various precious stones were also found on the breastpiece, each stone 
containing the name of one of the 12 sons, representing each tribe individually. Gold cords, blue 
lace, a blue robe, pomegranates of blue and purple, bells of gold, turbans of fine linen, linen 
undergarments, a holy crown of pure gold atop the turban—there are whole chapters in 
explanation of all the symbolism of the different parts of the priestly garments. In general, it 
would be safe to say that each and every feature of the holy garments point to some characteristic 
of our perfect Savior Jesus Christ. 
 The nation completed the work, in about 6 months it is thought, which was miraculous in 
itself given the resources and organizational ability of a recently enslaved people. And when they 
had completed it, Moses regarded it and saw that it was done just as the Lord had commanded, 
and “Then Moses blessed them.”  
 
 
The Main Point 

Even as the Israelites were faithless and rebellious, God’s plan to bless their nation and 
the world through one of their own was not disabled. He brought them to repentance and led 
them to obedient performance of the work of building the Tabernacle. God desires to be near to 
man and illustrates that in perfect and divine fashion through the design of the Tabernacle—
looking back to Eden, but looking even more ahead to Christ. 
 
 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Leviticus 16 – the description of the ritual of the Day of Atonement 
• Hebrews 4:14-16 and chapters 7-10 especially—about our great High Priest Jesus 
• 1 Peter 2:24-25 – Jesus bore our sins that we might die to sin and live to righteousness 
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Week 14 
Exodus 40:34-38 – Unable to Enter the Tabernacle 
By Harvey Edwards, IV 
 
Introduction 
 There are a lot of opinions surrounding the Star Wars movie franchise. Mine is that none 
of the other movies hold a candle to the Empire Strikes Back. But the movie doesn’t end the way 
movies typically do. Instead of an overwhelming victory, the heroes of the Rebellion narrowly 
avoid annihilation by the evil Empire. In fact, the main protagonist, Luke, has his whole world 
turned upside down with the revelation of his father, is convincingly defeated in battle, and 
though he escapes with his life, loses a hand in the process. The heroes have survived, but you 
are definitely not left with a feeling that all is right in the world. There is a breath of relief 
regarding the escape, but an increasing realization that the problem was bigger than you 
originally thought.  

The ending of Exodus is similar. Although Israel has been rescued from slavery in Egypt, 
there has been an increasing understanding that all is not right, culminating in Moses’ inability to 
enter into the newly constructed tabernacle, the place where God was to dwell with Israel. 
 
 
Read Exodus 40:34-38 together 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. Is it surprising to you that even Moses can’t enter into the tabernacle because of the 
holiness of God at the end of Exodus? How does this inform your thoughts about the 
holiness of God? 

2. Do you struggle with thinking that you must somehow contribute to your salvation? How 
does the inability of Moses to enter into the tabernacle in this moment inform your 
thoughts about what makes us right before God? 

3. How does this moment in Exodus inform our hopes for the future? 
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Commentary 
 
Exodus 40:34-38 

Genesis 15:13-16 tells us, 
 

13 Then the Lord said to Abram, “Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners 
in a land that is not theirs and will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four 
hundred years. 14 But I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward 
they shall come out with great possessions. 15 As for you, you shall go to your fathers in 
peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16 And they shall come back here in the 
fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” 

 
Exodus begins the story of how God kept this promise. He brought Israel out of Egypt, 

the land of their sojourn and affliction. But as Exodus closes, it reminds us that though Israel’s 
earthly circumstances have improved with their exit from Egypt, things are not as they should be. 
This becomes crystal clear at the end of Exodus. God is bringing his people to a land he has 
promised them, to be their God and to dwell with them, but his presence will reside in some 
sense in the tabernacle, unapproachable apart from special regulations. In this situation, Israel is 
with God, but not in his presence. Exodus closes with even Moses unable to enter into the 
tabernacle. Exodus 40:34-35 says, “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of 
the Lord filled the tabernacle. 35 And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the 
cloud settled on it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.” 

This event reminds Israel, and us as readers, that God is holy and we are not. God deals 
graciously with Israel. He is as he describes himself in Exodus 34:6-7, “merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 7 keeping steadfast love for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.” God has shown Israel grace and mercy, 
but Israel still has a sin problem that has not been dealt with at the conclusion of Exodus. The 
seriousness of sin and humanity’s inability to conquer it is one of the things that Moses’ writings 
in the Pentateuch (Genesis-Deuteronomy) are communicating to us. 

This moment in Exodus, where even God’s chosen deliverer is unable to enter into the 
place of the Lord’s presence because of his sin, reminds us of our need for a deliverer. We 
cannot approach the Lord based upon our own righteousness. There were hints of this throughout 
the book of Exodus. Israel has regularly doubted that God would deliver and provide for them. 
They have often chosen rebellion against him and even worshipped other Gods. But many of us 
who read these things probably (wrongly) identify ourselves with Moses rather than Israel. We 
see in Moses someone who desires to please God, and who is often walking out of step with 
those who so often doubt God. We feel like Moses stands in a different category than the rest of 
Israel. He makes mistakes, but not as many as others. Some of us might feel like we, too, have a 
relative righteousness compared to the people around us.  But to see Moses unable to approach 
the Lord apart from God’s provision for the atonement of his sins should make our sin problem 
unmistakable. 

Thankfully, there is one greater than Moses who has come to lead God’s people. This 
deliverer can enter freely into the presence of God because of his righteous life to intercede for 
us before the Lord. Hebrews 1:1-4 says, 
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Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets 
[the Old Testament, including the writings of Moses], 2 but in these last days he has 
spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he 
created the world. 3 He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification 
for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, 4 having become as much 
superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. 

 
Moses was faithful as a servant of the Lord to deliver Israel from slavery to Egypt and to 

receive the Mosaic Covenant that allowed Israel to dwell in the vicinity of the Lord’s presence. 
Later in Leviticus, the Israelites were given the necessary sacrifices to cover their sins. One time 
a year, the high priest could enter into the Holy of Holies to make a sacrifice for Israel. But this 
only pointed to what God was doing in Jesus. Jesus is the deliverer who is perfect in his 
faithfulness and obedience to the Lord. It is through his death and resurrection that we can be 
forgiven of our sins and be ushered into the presence of God. Hebrews 9:24-28 puts it this way, 

 
24 For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands [the tabernacle], which are 
copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on 
our behalf. 25 Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy 
places every year with blood not his own, 26 for then he would have had to suffer 
repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at 
the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 27 And just as it is 
appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28 so Christ, having been 
offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but 
to save those who are eagerly waiting for him. 

 
 Jesus is the one greater than Moses, who is able to enter into the presence of the Lord, 
and is able to usher us into his presence through his life, death, and resurrection. Those who have 
trusted in Jesus will enter into the fullness of the presence of God on the day of Jesus’ return. 
 
 
The Main Point 

None of us are righteous on our own, including the one deliverer chosen by God to bring 
Israel out of slavery to Egypt. There is no righteousness available to us outside of that available 
through Jesus. But through him, we can be counted as righteous and will one day stand in the 
fullness of the presence of God.  
 

 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Hebrews 9-10 – Jesus brings about redemption and ushers us into the presence of the 
Lord.  

• Romans 3:21-26 – Righteousness has been made available through Jesus, to be received 
by faith.  

• Revelation 21:22-22:5 – At the return of Jesus, believers will have access to the fullness 
of the presence of God. We are told that believers will see the face of God (Rev 22:4). 
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Week 15 
Exodus Overview 
By Harvey Edwards, IV 
 
Introduction 
 Have you ever been a part of a conversation where you understood the gist of the 
conversation, but the others obviously had a shared understanding of a phrase that you didn’t? (If 
you want to experience this, come hang out for a few hours with our middle and high school 
students). You might wonder why the others find something as funny, or as sad, or as important 
as they do. This is something of what it is like to attempt to read the Gospels without 
understanding the Old Testament expectations, many of which are developed in Exodus. The 
Bible is one continuous story about God rescuing a people for himself for his glory. In his grace, 
God has written it in such a way that we can understand the gist of the story from many different 
passages. But the better we understand the whole Bible, the more we will understand the gravity 
of what is taking place, and the more we will marvel at the grace and glory of our Lord and what 
he has done for us in Jesus.  
 
 
Study Questions 

1. What does this passage say about God, who He is, and what He does? (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) 

2. What does this passage teach me about me? 
3. What comfort/promise/challenge can I take away from this passage? 
4. How will I respond or live differently because of what I’ve read? 

 
Passage Specific Questions 

1. What is a connection you have made this semester between the Old and New 
Testaments? 

2. How has Exodus shaped your understanding of the gospel? 
3. How has Exodus changed your outlook for this life? Has it changed your understanding 

of grace and mercy? Has it changed what you are hoping for? Has it changed your 
understanding of God’s sovereignty? 

 

Commentary 
 

Important to understanding Exodus is its connection to the rest of the Pentateuch 
(Genesis through Deuteronomy) and the Bible as a whole. Exodus is the story of Israel’s 
deliverance from Egypt and its establishment as a nation. But this is only a small part of the 
greater story of God. He is rescuing a people for himself from the oppression of sin and death 
and establishing them as his chosen people to dwell with him forever in the new heavens and 
new earth. 

We see this connection to Genesis as Exodus opens with a genealogical overview of the 
family of Jacob and how they came to be in Egypt. In Exodus 1:7 we read, “But the people of 
Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that 
the land was filled with them.” This calls to mind both the creation mandate to be fruitful and 
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multiply, and God’s covenant with Abraham. This covenant is found in Genesis 12:1-3, “Now 
the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the 
land that I will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make 
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who 
dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” It is clear 
that Exodus is picking up the story that began with God’s creation and it is furthering the role 
that Abraham and his lineage are playing in this story. Israel has been blessed by God and has 
grown numerous.  

Though Israel is increasing in number, Pharaoh and Egypt are fearful of Israel’s growth. 
Pharaoh begins to oppress Israel. They are subjected to slavery and even the murder of their 
children. Although this might make us feel like God has forgotten his promises, Abraham was 
told that this would take place. In Genesis 15:13-16, God tells him, “Then the Lord said to 
Abram, “Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and 
will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred years. 14 But I will bring 
judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 
15 As for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16 And 
they shall come back here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet 
complete.” With this in mind, we begin to see something that is stressed over and over again 
throughout the Scripture—God is in control even when things are difficult, and he is 
orchestrating things in such a way that there is no mistaking the reality that salvation belongs to 
the Lord. He demonstrates time and again that there is no one like him.  

Although Israel might feel forgotten, God is keeping his promise to Abraham just as he 
said he would. God raises up a deliverer for his people named Moses to lead Israel out of slavery. 
In demonstration of God’s sovereignty, Pharaoh’s attempts at controlling Israel’s population are 
unable to slow their growth and actually lead to Moses being raised in his own household. Like 
the story of Joseph, we see that even what people mean for evil cannot thwart the plan of God.  

When Moses matures, he encounters God in a burning bush. God reveals himself to 
Moses as Yahweh, “I AM,” the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who will accomplish the 
deliverance of his people in fulfilment of his covenant promises. Through a series of plagues, 
Israel is delivered from slavery by the mighty hand of God. The culmination of these plagues is 
the Passover in which the blood of a Passover lamb causes the judgment of God to pass over the 
houses of Israel, sparing them the loss of the firstborn males in their households. The defeat of 
Egypt is then completed when God allows Israel to cross the Red Sea on dry land but causes the 
waters of his judgment to consume Egypt as they pursue Israel through the sea. God delivered 
Israel from their oppression according to his promises in a way that demonstrates his 
sovereignty, his faithfulness, and his provision. 

In response to their deliverance, Moses sings a song of worship recorded in Exodus 15. If 
this were a movie, this would be the happy ending. Israel has been rescued by God and is headed 
toward the land that he is giving them. But Israel’s deliverance from Egypt hasn’t dealt with the 
problem of sin and death. Israel’s earthly circumstances are not their most pressing problem, just 
as our circumstances are not our most pressing problem. Israel has a heart condition that they 
cannot deal with on their own—their hearts are sinful, and they are unable to live in relationship 
with their creator and deliverer because of their sin. This becomes abundantly clear immediately 
after the crossing of the Red Sea. The verses that follow Moses’ worship song tell us of Israel’s 
doubt of the goodness of God. When water is scarce at Marah (Exodus 15:24), the people 
immediately grumble against God’s deliverer, Moses. In his grace, God provides them with 



	

83 

water. In Exodus 16, the people complain because they think they will have nothing to eat. God 
provides manna from heaven. But even then, some disregard his instructions regarding the 
collection of the manna. Exodus 17 sees them grumbling about water again. This time they are 
ready to stone Moses. Through all of this, God continues to lead and provide for his people. He 
leads them to Mount Sinai where he makes a covenant with them. He says, “‘Now therefore, if 
you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession 
among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; 6 and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation.’ These are the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel’” (Exodus 19:5-6). 

This is a really important moment in salvation history, so much so that Peter picks up this 
language to describe the Christian’s identity and calling in Christ. God is establishing Israel as 
mediators of his presence to the nations. Israel’s inability to live this out helps us understand our 
need for Jesus and our identity in him. It is also important to note that this covenant is different 
from the Abrahamic Covenant and does not replace it. The Abrahamic Covenant is an 
unconditional promise from God. The Mosaic Covenant being introduced here is a conditional 
promise. “If you will indeed obey my voice and keep my commands, you shall be my treasured 
possession…” What we will see is that this is something neither Israel or any of us are able to 
keep, despite Israel’s insistence that they will. 

This becomes quite clear when Moses goes up the mountain to meet with God to receive 
the law, the Ten Commandments, and other instructions on what it means to dwell with God. 
Israel grows impatient waiting on Moses to return and they ask Aaron to make them “gods who 
shall go before us” (Exodus 32:1). Aaron joins in the rebellion and fashions a golden calf that 
Israel begins to worship. 

God threatens to pour out his wrath on Israel and begin again by making a nation out of 
Moses. But Moses intercedes for Israel, reminding God of his promises to Abraham. God relents, 
but then threatens to not go into the land with Israel, “lest I consume you on the way, for you are 
a stiff-necked people” (Exodus 33:3). This is a reminder that Israel—and all of humanity—is 
sinful and cannot be in the presence of a holy God apart from some provision for their sin. 
Despite this, Moses and Israel recognize that to go into the promised land without the Lord 
would be disaster. They are helpless apart from God. Again, God shows grace when Moses 
intercedes for Israel and reminds God of his promises. God then reveals something of himself to 
Moses and to us as readers of God’s Word in Exodus 33:19, “And he said, “I will make all my 
goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The Lord.’ And I will be 
gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.”“ We 
see that God is the Lord and he is free to do as he pleases. He shows mercy and grace based 
purely of his own volition. God is not bound by anyone. He continues in Exodus 34:6-7, “The 
Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow 
to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 7 keeping steadfast love for thousands, 
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting 
the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth 
generation.” God shows steadfast love and mercy, forgiving thousands, but he will not allow sin 
to go unpunished. This begs the question, “How can God show mercy to sinners and still be just 
in punishing sin?” This question will not find an answer until Jesus takes on flesh and 
experiences the wrath of God for our sin. Paul says of Jesus’ sacrifice, “This was to show God’s 
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to 
show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus” (Rom 3:25b-26). 
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Exodus concludes with the building of the tabernacle, the place where the special 
presence of God will dwell on earth. But despite God’s residence in the tabernacle, the book 
closes with a surprise. God is in the vicinity of his people in the tabernacle, but things are not yet 
set right. Even Moses—God’s chosen deliverer for Israel, the one who interceded for them when 
they sinned, the one who found favor in the Lord’s sight such that God relented from his wrath 
and showed Moses the goodness of his glory—even this Moses cannot enter the tabernacle. The 
problem of sin and the separation it brings between us and God cannot be overcome by one who 
is purely a son of Adam. 

But what we will see is that God is not surprised by this. God has orchestrated all of this 
to point us to both our need for a salvation greater than political deliverance and a deliverer 
greater than Moses. Exodus shows us our need for these things, and helps us recognize how these 
things are accomplished in Jesus. 

Jesus is the deliverer chosen by God to bring his people out of the oppression of sin and 
death. He is the Passover lamb whose blood covers us from the wrath of God. He is the one who 
is leading us to the Promised Land of the new heavens and new earth. He is the light who guides 
us in the wilderness and the living bread and water that sustains us. He is the one who has found 
perfect favor with God and intercedes for sinners like you and me. He is the one who is able to 
enter into the presence of God because of his sinless life. He is the one who bears our sin and 
experiences God’s wrath so that God can be gracious and merciful to sinners like you and me 
and still deal with sin. And he is the one who allows us to enter into the presence of a holy God 
without fear to experience the relationship with him we were created to enjoy. 
 
 
The Main Point 

Exodus is the continuation of the story of how God is redeeming a people for himself 
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. The imagery (the actual historical happenings, 
not a fanciful rewriting of history) throughout the book helps us to understand what Jesus has 
done to deliver us from slavery to sin and death and how he will sustain us until his return when 
he will bring us into the fullness of the presence of God.  
 

 
A Few Relevant Scriptures 

• Romans 3:21-26 – Jesus has dealt with the problem of sin and death so that those who 
have faith might be restored to relationship with God.  

• John 6 – As just one example of how the imagery of Exodus is pervasive throughout all 
of Scripture and points to Jesus, I want to discuss a portion of John 6. Jesus miraculously 
feeds the five thousand, which make Israel think of the manna provided at the time of 
Moses. This makes the people think of the expected Prophet like Moses (Deut 18:15) 
who will lead the new exodus. Jesus then walks on water, demonstrating his power over 
the seas, which could make us think of the crossing of the Red Sea. When the crowd 
meets Jesus on the other side of the sea, they ask for a sign like the manna, or bread, in 
the wilderness that Moses gave their forefathers. Jesus corrects them and says that it was 
not Moses who provided the bread, but rather the Lord. Then Jesus says that the Father 
has given them the true bread from heaven—he who comes down from heaven to give 
life to the world. They ask for this bread and Jesus tells them that it is him. He is the 
bread of life and whoever comes to him shall never hunger or thirst. We could go on 
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here, but hopefully this demonstrates both the deep intertwining of the Exodus narrative 
into the expectations of Israel (although they mistakenly expect a purely earthly and 
political deliverance) and the fulfillment of the expectations in what Jesus has done and is 
doing.  

• Hebrews 3-5 – Here we have the Exodus generation as a negative example of how we are 
to respond to promises of God to his people fulfilled in Jesus. All of Hebrews is a course 
on how to understand the OT in light of Jesus, but this section shows us how those who 
had been delivered in the exodus from Egypt failed to enter into the rest of God because 
they lacked faith. The author of Hebrews tells us that we should not repeat their mistake, 
but rather we should strive to enter into the rest to which the Promised Land only points. 
We should continue in faith in Jesus to enter into the kingdom of God. 
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