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There is a lot that comes before the events of today’s Old Testament reading. And we need to have the events of the book 

of Exodus in mind to grasp the significance of what is going on, so we’re going to just briefly review that, because it’s 

essential to understand what we hear. God had led a generation of slaves, hundreds of thousands of people, out of a 

powerful country. The odds stood against the whole enterprise. There were powerful armies in their way, a sea to cross, a 

desert to outlast, a new and unknown land to conquer. But God led them. He had promised He would be their God and 

they would be His people. He promised He would be with them, present in a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. 

That was enough at the time. They had experienced a remarkable deliverance from the angel of death which had passed 

over their blood-spattered doors, it must have seemed incredible to them, that they were spared from death and let out of 

slavery because of the blood of a lamb on their door and its flesh in their bellies, but there they were and off they went, 

led by God Himself. 

 

They didn’t go very far until it appeared they had made a horrible mistake. Pharaoh had changed his mind. At first he had 

yielded to God’s demand through Moses: “Let My people go.” Through ten plagues God had visited His judgment upon 

the land of Egypt, smiting the enemies of His people, putting their trust in their false gods to shame. But Pharaoh’s 

softened heart got a second wind and grew hard. He sent chariots and warriors after the Israelites. You can imagine the 

fear that gripped them as they realized they were caught between an onrushing army and an ominous body of water. But 

God was with them. As various filmmakers have tried to capture, God kept Pharaoh’s army back, and parted the waters 

before His people for them to pass through on dry ground. And when Pharaoh’s chariots sought to pursue them, the 

waters closed over them. 

 

Surely after seeing all this, the people would recognize God’s presence, and would believe that He keeps His promises, 

that He was ever pledged to His people. But that was not so. The chapter before today’s reading, Moses had gone up the 

mountain to receive God’s word, and was gone so long that the people were convinced he had died. They appealed to 

Aaron to revive their spirits, to do something so they could have a god to relate to and worship. He built them a golden 

calf.  

 

Moses returned, saw what his people were doing, broke the tablets of the law he brought with him, melted the calf, 

ground it into powder, sprinkled it on the water and made the people drink it. He reproached Aaron for what he had 

done. Moses then returned up the mountain, saying, “Perhaps I will be able to obtain God’s forgiveness for you.” Moses 

returned to God, implored His mercy. God sent a plague upon the people, those who had committed idolatry were put to 

death, and God told Moses that he was still to lead the people to the land, he would be led by an angel, but God Himself 

would no longer go with them.  

 

How foolish these people were, we think. God’s threat to no longer be with them seems quite well deserved. But we 

ought not rush to stand in judgment of the people of Israel, that they quickly grew discontent with God’s promise, His 

Word was not enough for them, they needed signs and wonders. A false god in the hand is often far better to us than a 

god far removed, somewhere up there. We’d much rather worship something we can control. Moses had led them thus 

far, but now he was out of sight, just as God was. Had he abandoned them? Had he died? We too easily we use the real or 

imagined failures of those set over us as an excuse to rebel and sin. Israel turned to the tangible, the controllable, much as 

we do. Our life, our health, our wealth is threatened, so much happens that is out of our control, so we rush to lay hold of 

what we can, even if it’s simply buying up goods in the store.  

 

We come to today’s reading, and does it seem that Moses is doing the same? Do you think you’d dare talk to God this 

way? It seems rather presumptuous, does it not: demanding that God go with His people? How many of you make a 

regular habit of giving instructions to the Almighty? “Come with us, lead us,” Moses demands. You don’t have to read 

very far in the psalms to see that they do much the same, they speak quite insistently to the Lord. The demand of Moses, 

the plea of the psalmist, are like this, your own prayer is to be like this, not because of impudence or impertinence, but 

because of God’s promise.  



God is not the God of His people because they deserve it by their behavior. They, both in the wilderness, throughout 

history, and today, you, have demonstrated quite clearly that His presence, His blessing, is not deserved. So soon after 

receiving His Word at Sinai, they fell into idolatry. And how quickly after the cleansing waters of your baptism did you go 

back to the muddy pit of sin. You were reminded just a week ago of all the blessings given you in those holy waters, the 

forgiveness of your sins, deliverance from death and the devil, eternal salvation, new life with God. But let me ask you, did 

the following days of this past week reflect that gift which you received? No, your fear, love, and trust was put in things 

other than God. You loved and served yourself far more than you did your neighbor. You know the harm, the pain, the 

wickedness of your sins and yet you go back to them. Solomon writes in Proverbs: “Like a dog that returns to his 

vomit is a fool who repeats his folly” (26:11).  

 

But you are the child of God, not because of what you do or don’t do, but because He has claimed you. That is what 

Moses is doing, he is reminding God of His promise, of His claiming these stiff-necked people for Himself. That is what 

sets them apart, not their own holiness and goodness, but that the living God has pledged Himself to go with them, to 

dwell with them. It is not presumption to hold God to His word, to insist that He honor His promise.  

 

This is what all the Scriptures, set before us, show. Not just the preceding 32 chapters of Exodus, but the whole thing. It 

is all written for us, our instruction. In instructs us in how we should live, yes. It also instructs us in where to find 

consolation. Scripture holds before our eyes the God who has shown Himself, over and over again, to be faithful to what 

He has pledged, despite the sin and failure of His people. And as a Christian of the New Testament, you have far more 

material than Moses did to lay hold of with confidence. You have a greater basis of God’s faithfulness to hold to and hold 

up before Him. 

 

You have what Moses asked. He asked God to show His glory. That is a dangerous thing, as dangerous as doing what the 

people of Israel did with the Golden Calf. Adam and Eve, after the fall into sin, heard the sound of God walking in the 

garden and they hide. When God first called Moses, in the Burning Bush, we are told that Moses hid his face because he 

was afraid to look at God. Now he asks to see God in all the honor of His divine glory. The Hebrew word translated as 

“glory” literally mean “heaviness.”  

 

Think of a king in all his royal regalia, the crown, the mantle, the orb and scepter. Monarchs when they talk about wearing 

all that often comment on how heavy it is. And besides the literal weight of it all, there is a weightiness, a glory, when one 

sees such splendor. It’s impressive, it overwhelms some people.  

 

So Moses is granted a glimpse, the full splendor would be too much, would mean death for the sinner. But God’s glory 

has now been revealed. With the mighty hand and outstretched arm of His presence in our very flesh, He shows His face 

to us, and there is no death except His own in our stead. He has shown His face in kindliness and mercy, in love for His 

creation and for His people, in blessing a marriage at Cana, heeding the presumptive question of His mother for Him to 

act. The other miracles make sense, opening the eyes of the blind, stilling a deadly storm, making the lame walk, raising 

the dead. Calling His attention to lack of wine at a wedding celebration, with the implication to do something, seems a bit 

undeserving of His attention. 

 

But He is with His people. Whatever they suffer is not beneath Him. He is attentive to their need, and directs them to His 

presence in words, in water, in bread and wine. That is where divine glory in human flesh dwells with us. There we see the 

face of God and we live. 


