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Would you be afraid of a building that is on fire? That all depends, doesn’t it? It 

depends on where you are standing. If you are standing inside of the building that is 

engulfed in flames you would probably be very afraid. Yet you might fell no fear at all if 

you were standing half a block away from a burning building. Whether or not you feel 

fear depends on where you are standing. 

When God approached the people of Israel at Mt. Saini, we are told that “The 

appearance of the Glory of the Lord looked like a devouring fire on the top of the 

mountain” (v. 17). God’s glory looked like it was going to burn up the top of the 

mountain. Why would God’s glory seem so frightening to the people of Israel? The people 

knew this glory was connected to God’s Commandments. God had told Moses, “Come up 

to me on the mountain. Wait there, and I will give you the stone tablets with the law 

and the commands that I have written, so that you can teach them” (v. 12). Moses was to 

get the commands of God and teach them to the people. Why would that be frightening? 

Because the “devouring fire” of God’s Law reveals our complete sinfulness. It shows a 

person just how far they fall short in comparison to the perfection God demands.  

God’s law brings fear. When God first spoke his commandments to Israel, the people 

were afraid and said to Moses “Speak with us yourself, and we will listen, but do not let 

God speak with us, or we will die” (Exodus 20:19). God’s law clearly shows people their 

sins, and sin brings fear. 

We see this in Adam and Eve. Before they sinned, they had a close, loving relationship 

with God. When they fell into sin suddenly, they are so afraid of God they try to hide from 

him. We also see this in the people of Israel. God speaks his commandments from Mount 

Saini and people of Israel become afraid. So God tells Moses to approach him so Moses can 

receive the tablets with the commandments of God written on them. This Law told the 

Israelites to love God above everyone and everything in this world. The Law told them to 

love their neighbors the same way they love themselves. God’s Law is the standard that 

must be met to come into his holy presence. It is the standard of perfection. 

And God’s Law brings with it the “devouring fire” of God’s eternal judgment. That 

judgment falls all who do not keep God’s Law. That “devouring fire” of God’s glorious 

Law should cause us fear. It should cause us to be absolutely afraid of doing anything to 

dishonor or disobey God. 

But are we really afraid of breaking God’s Law? Most of the time we’re not, are we? 

We do things every day knowing full well we are breaking God’s commandments. Yet, 

does it cause us fear when God’s Law tells us we are doing wrong? No. Annoyance 

maybe. Frustration perhaps, but not fear. If someone angers us in some way, as our anger 

rages within us we don’t tremble in fear. Yet, Jesus said, “I tell you that anyone who is 

angry with his brother will be subject to judgment” (Matthew 5:22 NIV). Or when we 

tell a lie about someone we don’t cower in fear, even though God’s Law says, “[Do] not 

give false testimony against your neighbor” (Exodus 20:16). How many of us daily 
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worship our money, our family, our stuff, or our leisure? We put ourselves first in 

everything even though God has clearly said, “You shall have no other gods before me” 

(Exodus 20:3). God is supposed to be number one in our lives … always! 

Breaking God’s Law really doesn’t cause us fear, does it? Why be afraid? What’s God 

going to do, slap my on the wrist and say “No, no!” And even if I do break one of God’s 

commands, I have the rest of my life to repent of that sin. I can just go to church, say I’m 

sorry, and God will forgive me. Then I’ll feel better and I can go right back to committing 

all those same sins. 

That’s a dangerous way to live. To live knowing you are intentionally breaking even 

one of God’s Commandments is like living inside a burning building. We might think we 

have plenty of time to get out of that building before it burns down around us. But do we? 

Does any of us know how long we have to live in this world? To intentionally live in sin, 

with no fear of God or his commands, is to put our souls in a very deadly place. It’s like 

putting your soul inside of a burning building. Scripture warns us, “If we deliberately 

keep on sinning after we have received the full knowledge of the truth, there no longer 

remains any sacrifice for sins. Instead, there is a certain fearful expectation of judgment 

and a raging fire that is going to consume the enemies of God” (Hebrews 10:26-27 EHV). 

To have no fear of God leads to no faith in God. And those who end this life without faith 

in God end up facing the eternal “devouring fire” of hell. 

When we see how badly we have treated God and his commands, what hope do we 

have of coming into the presence of a holy God? What hope do we have of entering that 

“devouring fire” of God’s glory without getting burned?  

Our hope is found on another mountain. It’s a mountain where God also displayed his 

glory. On this second mountain God displays his glory in a most spectacular way. We are 

told, “Jesus took with him Peter, James, and John the brother of James; and he led them 

up onto a high mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured in front of them. His 

face was shining like the sun. His clothing became as white as the light” (vs. 1-2). On a 

mountain the human Son of God displays his magnificent glory as the Almighty God. And 

as he does the Gospel writer Matthew tells us, “Just then, Moses and Elijah appeared to 

them, talking with Jesus” (v. 3). This is the same Moses who entered the cloud of God’s 

glory on Mt. Saini to receive God’s commandments. Moses now stands in the glory of the 

Son of God, as Jesus prepares to complete his saving work for the people of this world.  

Christ was living as humanity’s substitute, perfectly keeping every aspect of God’s 

holy law. God the Father was so pleased with his Son’s work that he speaks. We are told, 

“Suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them. Just then, a voice came out of the cloud, 

saying, ’This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him’” 

(Matthew 17:5). That bright cloud of God’s glory settles again on a mountain, but this time 

it does not look like a devouring fire. This time God does not speak laws and rules. No, 

this time God speaks of love. God speaks of his Son with whom he is completely pleased. 
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The only “command” God gives on this mountain is “Listen to him.” God is encouraging 

us to listen to his Son as he speaks of the work he is doing for our salvation.  

So on this mountain we listen. We listen as the Son of God speaks words of comfort. 

He says to Peter, James, and John, “Do not be afraid” (Matthew 17:7). Those words are for 

us, too. Even though we should be afraid for the disrespectful way we have treated God, 

yet Jesus tells us not to fear. We don’t have to be afraid because of what Jesus was 

preparing for on that mountain. Jesus would leave that mountain of God’s glory and 

travel to another mountain. Our Lord resolutely went to Mt. Zion, to the city of Jerusalem. 

There Christ humbly submitted to his Father’s will and became this world’s substitute for 

sin. Hanging on a cross of wood Christ took upon himself the sins of the entire world. 

Jesus hung on that cross covered with our disrespect for God and his Law. He hung there 

suffering for our lack of fear of the Almighty God. He suffered for all the thoughtless ways 

we have treated God’s commands. Under that crushing load of our sin Jesus took on 

himself the devouring fire of God’s wrath. He was condemned and forsaken for us. With 

his death he paid for every last sin. You no longer need to fear God’s punishment for your 

sins because Jesus paid that price in full.   

But the glorious work of Jesus didn’t end at the cross. Three days later God displayed 

his greatest glory. On a Sunday morning, the one who gave his life for our sins rose from 

the dead. Our living Lord now offers us his forgiveness, and his own perfect 

righteousness. As we listen to Christ’s words his words create in us the ability to trust him. 

Through that God given faith, the perfect life of Jesus becomes ours. It’s Christ’s 

righteousness that makes us right in God’s eyes. And with his gift of righteousness Jesus 

also holds out to us the promise of eternal life. These are truly glorious gifts offered to us 

by the Lord of glory himself. 

In this new life of faith, just like Moses, God calls us to approach him. God doesn’t call 

us to give us more commands. He calls us to approach him in prayer. Covered with Jesus’ 

perfection we can approach a holy God. Through faith we are now God’s own dear 

children, children he sees through the window of Christ. Remember, it is Jesus’ perfect life 

that covers us, so as we approach God the Father in faith it’s as if he is looking at us 

through a window with Jesus painted on it. As we approach God in faith, he does not see 

our sinful lives, but he sees the Son whom he loves; the one who pleases him. This is why 

God listens to all we ask of him, and he responds to us with only his best. 

Through faith in Jesus our lives are now different. Now we have a healthy fear of God. 

It is not the terrified fear of someone about to be punished, but it is a respectful fear of the 

power, might, and love of God. Think of it this way: Do you tremble in fear each time you 

walk past an electrical outlet in your house? Of course not! We recognize that outlets are 

there for our good, to help us and provide for us. We certainly “respect” the power in 

those outlets. We don’t want to abuse or misuse that power since it could harm us or even 

kill us.  
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That is the kind of respect we have for God and his commands. We don’t fear God’s 

punishment since Jesus has taken that punishment on himself. We know we are right with 

God through faith in Jesus. And that faith gives us a healthy respect for the power and 

might of God. We recognize God’s powerful commands are there for our good. We 

certainly don’t want to abuse or misuse God’s commandments since misusing that power 

could harm or even kill our souls! Instead, we use God’s commands to help guide and 

direct our lives. For example: God says, “Honor your father and mother.” With this 

command God wants us to show honor and respect to all the people he puts in authority 

over us. God puts people in those positions for our good. So we will want to show respect 

to our parents, our employers, our teachers, and all other people who work to help us and 

care for us. This is how we use all of God’s commands to guide our lives and decisions. 

We also work to keep God’s commandments as a way of thanking him for the glorious 

goodness he has shown us in Christ.  

We now live our lives in the “fear” of the Almighty God. Not the fear the Israelites felt 

at Mt. Saini as God spoke his commandments. Our fear is the respect we have for God for 

the love he has shown us on that second mountain. We respect God for using his almighty 

power to live and die for us so that, one day, we will get to see his spectacular glory face to 

face. Amen. 


