
“I Will Cover You With My Hand” - Larson

way, Moses was protected by God from God.  It is important to see this because people often

think of ‘being under the shadow of God’s hand’ as an image of comfort for the trials of life. 

Certainly, the Bible uses the image this way.  However, here in Exodus 33, the protection

which God affords is protection from the greatness of His own glory.  In the Bible we see

God working out a way of salvation that allows us to know Him without being destroyed. 

We need His protection not because of any deficiency in God, but because of His absolute

perfection.  The glory of God is more than any mortal can bear.”  (Ryken, p. 1035)

The verb “passes by” further emphasizes the limited, transitory nature of the encounter.  This verb occurs

twice in the Book of Exodus.  In the first instance, God had warned Moses that He “will pass through Egypt

and strike down every firstborn - both men and animals - and I will bring judgement on all the land of

Egypt.  I am the Lord.”  (Exodus 12:12) His passing by was an act of judgement, after Pharaoh had

hardened his heart and refused to allow the Children of Israel to leave his country.  In this case, God’s

passing by Moses upon the mountain will be an act of gracious condescension to strengthen and renew the

faith of His prophet for the task ahead.  The same verb is used in 1 Kings 19:11 to describe the prophet

Elijah’s encounter with the Lord upon Mount Sinai in similar circumstances: “The Lord said, ‘Go out and

stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord for the Lord is about to pass by.”  The renown

medieval rabbi Maimonides particularly noted the covenant significance of God’s language in the aftermath

of the radical disruption of that covenant by the people’s flagrant idolatry.  The passing by of the severed

sacrificial animals was the ritual seal of the commitment between the parties to the covenant.  Thus, when

God proclaimed the impending destruction of Judah and Jerusalem, He specifically referred to this ancient

ritual to emphasize the unfaithfulness and deceit of His apostate nation:

“The men who have violated My covenant and have not fulfilled the terms of the covenant

they made before Me, I will treat like the calf they cut in two and then walked between its

pieces.  The leaders of Judah and Jerusalem, the court officials, the priests and all the
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“Moses Interceding For The People

people of the land who walked between the pieces of the calf, I will hand over to their

enemies who seek their lives.  Their dead bodies will become food for the birds of the air

and beasts of the earth.”  (Jeremiah 34:18-20; cf. Genesis 15:17)

In this context the manifestation of God and his passing before the figure of Moses as the representative of

the people was actually a ceremony which signaled the renewal of the covenant between God and Israel.

“Then I will remove My hand and you will see My back, but My face must not be seen.” -The use of

language which describes human physiology continued with God’s indication that as He passed by the

prophet in the cleft of the rock He would allow Moses to view “My back.”  Gregory of Nazianzus, 4th

Century orthodox bishop and theologian, an ardent defender of the Biblical doctrine of the Trinity and the

divine and human natures of Christ, explains the distinction between the face and the back in this imagery

as an allusion the essential mysteries of God’s nature and that which God has revealed to us about Himself

in His works, most prominently in the incarnation of Jesus Christ:

“What is this that has happened to me, O friends and initiates and fellow lovers of the

Truth? I was running to lay hold on God, and thus I went up into the mount and drew aside

the curtain of the cloud, and entered away from matter and material things.  And, as far as

I could, I withdrew within myself. And then, when I looked up, I scare saw the back parts of

God, although I was sheltered by the Rock, the Word that was made flesh for us.  And when

I looked a little closer, I saw not the first and unmingled nature known to itself - to the

Trinity, I mean; not that which abides within the first veil and is hidden by the cherubim; but

only that nature which, at last, reaches only to us.  And that is, as far as I can learn, the

majesty, or as holy David calls it, the glory which is manifested among the creatures, which

it produced and governs.  For these are the back parts of God which He leaves behind Him

as tokens of Himself; like the shadows and reflection of the sun in the water, which show the

sun to our weak eyes, because He is too strong for our power of perception.”  (Lienhardt,

p. 152)
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“Moses Receiving the Restored Ten Commandments”

Exodus Chapter 34
(1) The Lord said to Moses: “Chisel out two stone tablets like the first ones, and I will

write on them the words that were on the first tablets that you broke.”  (2) Be readu in the

morning, and come up on Mount Sinai.  Present yourself to Me there on top of the

mountain.  (3) No one is to come with you or be seen anywhere on the mountain; not even

the flocks and herds may graze in front of the mountain.”  (4) So Moses chiseled out two

stone tablets like the first ones and went up Mount Sinai early in the morning as the Lord

had commanded him; and he carried the two stone tablets in his hands.  (5) Then the Lord

came down in the cloud, and stood there with him, and proclaimed His Name, the LORD. 

(6) And He passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The LORD, the LORD, the

compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, (7)

maintaining loves to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin; yet He does

not leave the guilty unpunished; He punishes the children and their children for the sin

of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.” (8) Moses bowed down to the ground

and worshiped.  (9) “O Lord, if  I have found favor in Your eyes,” he said, “then let the

Lord go with us.  Although this is a stiff-necked people, forgive our wickedness and our

sin and take us as Your inheritance.”   (10) Then the Lord said, “I am making a covenant

with you.  Before all your people I will do wonders never before done in any nation in all
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“The Radiant Moses With The Restored

Ten Commandments”

the world.  The people you live among will see how

awesome is the work that I, the LORD, will do for

you.  (11) Obey what I command you today.  I will

drive out before you the Amorites, Canaanites,

Hittites, Perrizites, Hivites and Jebusites.  (12) Be

careful not to make a treaty with those in the land

where you are going, or they will be a snare among

you.  (13) Break down their altars, smash their

sacred stones and cut down their Asherah poles. 

(14) Do not worship any other gods, for the LORD

whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.  (15) Be

careful not to make a treaty with those who live in

the land, for when they prostitute themselves to

their gods and sacrifice to them, they will invite you

and you will eat their sacrifices.  (16) And when

you choose some of their daughters as wives for

your sons, and those daughters prostitute

themselves to their gods, they will lead your sons to

do the same.  (17) Do not make cast idols.  (18)

Celebrate the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  For

seven days eat bread made without yeast as I

commanded you.  Do this in the appointed time in

the month of Abib, for in that month you came out

of Egypt.  (19) The first offspring of every womb

belongs to Me, including the firstborn males of your livestock, whether from herd or flock. 

(20) Redeem the firstborn donkey with a lamb, but if you do not redeem it, break its neck.

Redeem all your firstborn sons.  No one is to appear before me empty-handed.  (21) Six

days you shall labor, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even during the plowing season

and the harvest, you must rest.  (22) Celebrate the Feast of Weeks with the firstfruits of

the wheat harvest, and the Feast of Ingathering and the turn of the year.  (23) Three times

a year all your men are to appear before the Sovereign LORD, the God of Israel.  (24) I

will drive out nations before you and enlarge your territory, and no one will covet your

land when you go up three times each year to appear before the LORD your God.  (25) Do

not offer a sacrifice to Me with anything containing yeast, and do not let anything of the

sacrifice from the Passover Feast remain until the morning.  (26) Bring the best of the

firstfruits of your soil to the House of the LORD your God.  Do not cook a young goat in

its mother’s milk.”  (27) Then the Lord said to Moses, “Write down these words, for in

accordance with these words I have made a covenant with you and with Israel.”  (28) 

Moses was there with the Lord forty days and forty nights without eating bread or drinking

water.  And he wrote on the tablets the words of the covenant - the Ten Commandments. 

(29) When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the Testimony in

his hands, he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the
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LORD.  (30) When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant and they

were afraid to come near him.  (31) But Moses called to them, so Aaron and all the leaders

of the community came back to him, and he spoke to them.  (32) Afterwards, all the

Israelites came near him, and he gave them all the commands the LORD had given him

on Mount Sinai.  (33) When Moses finished speaking to them, he put a veil over his face. 

(34) But whenever he entered the LORD’s presence to speak with Him, he removed the veil

until he came out.  And when he came out, and told the Israelites what he had been

commanded,  (35) they saw that his face was radiant.  Then Moses would put the veil back

over his face until he went in to speak to the LORD.

Verses 1-3
“The Lord said to Moses, ‘Chisel out two stone tablets like the first ones, and I will write

on them the words which were on the first tablets, which you broke.  Be ready in the

morning and then come up on Mount Sinai.  Present yourself to Me on top of the

mountain.  No one is to come with you or be seen anywhere on the mountain; not even the

flocks and herds may graze in front of the mountain.’”

“The Lord said to Moses...” - The Lord’s agreement with Moses’ requests for an affirmation

of his leadership of the people and increased knowledge of the Lord and His will in Chapter

33 had indicated His willingness to forgive the sins of the people and restore the covenant

which their idolatry had broken.  That consent assumes the genuine contrition and repentance

of a chastened and fearful Israel for their sins.

 “Since complete forgiveness had been attained, it is now possible to renew the

covenant that had been broken by the peoples’ guilt; and together with the

renewal of the covenant there would take place the revelation promised to

Moses - the revelation of God’s attributes insofar as a human being could

comprehend them.”  (Cassutto, p. 437)

God now proceeds to carry out the actions which will implement His decision.  The first and

most obvious of those actions is the replacement of the tablets of the Ten Commandments,

thereby reaffirming and reinstating the His covenant with the Children of Israel.

“The sin of the people has been forgiven and Yahweh has promised that His

presence shall go with them.  More than this Israel could not need...A covenant

having been formed and based upon laws given earlier in the book, and then

having been broken by sin, all that can conceivably be required is repentance

and forgiveness.  The originally given covenant laws must unalterably hold

good.”  (Houtmann, p. 216)

As had been the case with the original stone tablets, the commandments would be engraved

into the stone by God Himself, thereby insuring their accuracy and authenticity. The
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“Moses Carving Out The Tablets of Stone”

presumption is that once again, in accordance with typical Near Eastern practice, there are

two tablets each of which contain all ten of the commandments - one copy for each of the

two parties to the covenant.

“As logic dictates from our understanding of

how covenants worked, the tablets were again

bo th  com plete  copies  o f  the  Ten

Words/Commandments (not five on one tablet

and five on the other), with one tablet

representing the sovereign’s copy (God’s) and

the other representing the vassal’s (Israel’sw)

copy.”  (Stuart, p. 712)

Both the Lord’s copy and Israel’s copy of the

covenant document will be kept in the sacred

Ark of the Covenant, within the Tabernacle’s

Holy of Holies.  This crucial role for the Ark

also explains its designation as the Ark “of the

Covenant” in that the official covenant

documents were stored within it.

God’s specific reference to Moses’ action in

smashing the original tablets when he had

come upon the idolatry of the Golden Calf  -

“the first tablets which you broke” - is in no

way to be viewed as a reprimand of Moses’ action.  Rather God’s words here are an

affirmation of His prophet’s angry response to the people’s idolatry.  The inclusion of these

words is designed to emphasize that the covenant had not merely been violated in some

limited way.  Turning to the worship of another god had actually broken the covenant,

severing the relationship between God and the people at the very moment when that

relationship was being formalized.  These events will actually constitute “the reinstatement

of the covenant.”  The details which follow in this introductory segment are designed to

emphasize that fact and the gravity of the moment.  Nahum Sarna notes the deliberate

parallels in the language of Chapters 19-20 which narrated the original establishment of the

covenant and that of Chapter 34 which now describes the re-institution of the covenant

which Israel had destroyed.  These parallels are meticulously designed to teach the

significance of Israel’s sin and the grace of God in permitting the covenant to be restored in

the aftermath of that sin:

1499



“Moses The Mediator Between God And Israel

Foreshadowing The Messiah As The Ultimate

Mediator between God and Mankind”

“Moses Destroying The Tablets Of The

Law Before the Golden Calf

“Having been assured of a private

manifestation of the Divine Presence, Moses

is instructed to prepare for the experience

which actually constitutes the reinstatement

of the covenant.  This is underscored by

several points of contact between this

narrative and the account of the original

theophany at Sinai: the shattered tablets

which once testified to the reality of the

covenant are to be replaced; the original

text to be incised upon them is to be

reproduced; Moses is told to ‘be ready’ by

morning, just as the people had been

ordered to ‘be ready’ for the occasion

(19:11.15); access to the mountain is

severely restricted in both experiences

(34:3; 19:11,35); the Lord again ‘comes

down’ upon Sinai (34:5; 19:9.18,20); and

the event evokes such fear that the people

back away (34:30; 20:15-18).” (Sarna, p.

215)

In this setting, Moses’ action in destroying the

covenant documents - as he gazed in rage upon the

revelries of Israel before their new God - “These are

your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of

Egypt!”  (Exodus 32:8) - were not only appropriate

but absolutely necessary.   He responded as he should

have to the flagrant repudiation of God’s gracious

love in establishing a covenant with this nation of

stiff-necked ungrateful sinners.

There is a difference this time, however, in that God

Himself provided the original tablets (cf. Exodus

24:12; 32:16), while in this case Moses is instructed

to carve out the tablets himself.  The most common

assumption among commentators is that this shift is

designed to  enhance the status of Moses in the

process.  “Here He delegates the carving to Moses

while He reserves the inscribing for Himself.  That

1500



“The Glory of the Lord Upon Mount Sinai” by Jean Gerome

Moses is invited to participate in such a task is a testimony to his invaluable role and

ministry in leading Israel through these uncertain times.”  (Hamilton, p. 575)

“Be ready in the morning and then come up on Mount Sinai.” - The Lord’s instruction that

Moses is to delay his approach to the mountain until the following day serves the practical

purpose of providing time for him to carve out the tablets upon which the Ten

Commandments will be incised.  At the same time, as noted above, it parallels the instruction

of the original institution of the covenant, and gives Moses the opportunity for his own

spiritual preparation in fasting and prayer, to stand in the holy presence of the Lord.  This

is not a task to be undertaken casually!

“Present yourself to Me there on the top of the mountain.” - The wording of the Lord’s

command suggests a pattern of activity with which Moses is already familiar.  Its intent, no

doubt, is to signal that the prophet is to return to the same place on Sinai’s crest where he had

previously encountered the Lord: “Moses was to go where he usually went and wait for the

cloud of Yahweh’s glory to appear to him and envelop him as it had done in the past, and

would do again.”  (Stuart, p. 713) 

“No one is to come with you or be seen anywhere....”  - The requirement of maintaining the

holiness of Mount Sinai is significantly more stringent in this instance.  In the previous

instance Aaron had accompanied his brother onto the mountain (Exodus 19:24).  This time

he is not included, most probably as a rebuke for his despicable involvement in the apostasy

of the Golden Calf.  To lend particular emphasis to the holiness of God’s presence, the Lord

also requires that none of the flocks and herds are to be allowed anywhere in the vicinity of

Sinai lest they wander onto sacred ground.  The NIV’s translation “in front of the

mountain” would more accurately be translated as “in the vicinity of the mountain.”  In the

aftermath of the people’s sin, this strong emphasis on the holiness of God is most appropriate

and necessary.
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Verses 4-7
“So Moses chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones, and went up Mount Sinai early

in the morning as the LORD had commanded him; and he carried the two stone tablets

in his hands.  Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him and

proclaimed His name, the LORD, and He passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘The

LORD, the LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger,

abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands and forgiving

wickedness, rebellion and sin.  Yet, He does not leave the guilty unpunished; He punishes

the children and their children for the sin of their fathers to the third and fourth

generation.’”

“So Moses chiseled out the two stone tablets like the first ones...” - Moses carefully

complied with the instructions which the Lord had given.  The stone tablets were prepared

and as the sun rose the following day he approached the mountain with the tablets in his

hands and began his ascent.  No doubt, the eyes of the Children of Israel throughout the vast

encampment followed his every movement as their leader approach the swirling cloud of fire

which enveloped the crest of the mountain.  As these events unfolded before them, the

Hebrews were learning a profoundly important lesson about the nature of the God who had

chosen them to be His own.  He was a holy and righteous God.  His furious reaction to their

sin had demonstrated that righteousness.  The blood of thousands of their kinsmen which

stained the ground where the idol had stood demonstrated that righteousness.  The necessity

of the impassioned pleas for forgiveness which Moses their leader had prayed before Him

demonstrated that righteousness.  But at the same time, He was also a God of gracious love. 

He had forgiven their sin although they did not deserve that forgiveness.  Justice would have

resulted in the extermination of the entire nation.  But Yahweh had forgiven them!  Now He

was graciously re-establishing His covenant of love with them and they would be His people

once again.  Law and Gospel - the core message of Holy Scripture, was demonstrated here

at Mount Sinai with unmistakable and wonderful clarity!
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only independent existence.  All other reality has

a source  to which it owes its existence.  All other

reality has a point of origin, a time at which it

began.  “The LORD” does not have a source. 

He is the source of everything else that is.  The

Hebrew word here translated as “the LORD” is

a first person verb in the future tense.  It denotes

continuous, ongoing action which is taking place

now and will go on forever.  A literal translation

of this wondrous, most majestic, divine Name

simply means “I AM.”  This small word of four

Hebrew consonants  encapsulates the entirety of

the nature and the attributes of God to the extent

that they can be comprehended by finite human

minds.  “I Am” exists outside of the fundamental

categories of time and space without which the

human mind cannot conceive reality.  God has

always been and will always be.  He has no

starting point nor will He ever cease to exist.  But

more basically time does not apply to God.  His

existence is neither defined nor limited by its

passing - no before, now, or after.  The same

must be said of space.  The traditional divine

attribute of “omnipresence” necessarily falls far short of the mind-boggling truth.  God is

not merely present everywhere.  The category of presence does not apply to God.  He does

not require space or place.  His existence transcends such things.  Aside from the miraculous

incarnation of Jesus Christ during the course of His existence as a human being upon this

earth, space words like here, there, or where are completely irrelevant to “I AM.”  King

David humbly acknowledged the incomprehensibility of God while at the same time

affirming God’s unfailing love and care for His people:

“O Lord, Thou hast searched me and known me.  Thou knowest my

downsitting and my uprising; Thou understandest my thought afar off.  Thou

compasseth my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways. 

For there is not a word in my tongue, but, lo, Thou knowest it altogether. 

Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid Thine hand upon me.  Such

knowledge is too wonderful for me.  It is high, I cannot attain unto it.  Wither

shall I go from Thy Spirit?  Or wither shall I flee from Thy presence?  If I

ascend up into heaven, Thou art there; if I make my bed in hell, behold, Thou

art there.  If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts

of the sea; even there shall Thy hand lead me, and Thy right hand shall hold

me.  If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me; even the night shall be light

“The Sacred Tetragrammaton - YHWH -

Above The Altar Crucifix In The Church Of

San Michel - Paris”
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about me.’  Yea, the darkness hideth not from Thee; but the night shineth as

the day, the darkness and the light are both alike to Thee.  For Thou hast

possessed my reins, Thou hast covered me in my mother’s womb.  I will

praise Thee, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; marvelous are Thy

works, and that my soul knoweth right well.  My substance was not hid from

Thee when I was made in secret, and curiously wrought in the lowest parts

of the earth.  Thine eyes did see my substance, yet being imperfect, and in

Thy book all my members were written, which in continuance were fashioned

when as yet there was none of them.  How precious are Thy thoughts unto

me, O God!  How great is the sum of them!  If I should count them, they are

more in number than the sand; when I awake, I am still with Thee!”  (Psalm

139: 1-18)

   

“The writer seems to express the thought

that the divine name revealed to Moses was

a summing up of the entire divine character

and attributes.  These could not be fully

understood by any one generation of

Israelites, and so God would continually

manifest all that He would be to His people. 

The name contains infinite possibilities of

adaptation.  He shewed himself to be a

deliverer in Egypt, a protector in the desert,

all the acts of providential mercy by which

He made it possible for them to enter

Canaan and take firm root there, all His

guidance of their national development, all

His discipline and punishments were so

many fresh revelations of the meaning of His

name - occasions on which ‘He caused His

name to be remembered.’” (McNeile,p.18)

The comprehensive nature of the sacred

name of God as the summary of His identity is reflected by the various combinations in

which it appears.   For  example: “YHWH- Rophe” - “the LORD Who Heals You” (Exodus

15:26); “YHWH - Nissi” - ‘the Lord Is My Banner” (Exodus 17:15); “YHWH - Meqaddesh”

- “the LORD Who Makes You Holy” (Exodus 31:13).

  

“Merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abundant in goodness and truth.” - In

announcing to Moses that He would indeed reveal Himself to His prophet, God had already

mentioned two of the attributes cited here: “I will make all My goodness pass before thee,

and I will proclaim the name of the Lord before thee; and will be gracious to whom I will

“King David The Psalmist” by Rodi
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be gracious, and will shew mercy on whom I will

shew mercy.” (Exodus 33:19) The essential character

of God is His undeserved love, demonstrated toward

fallen mankind despite man’s disobedience and

rejection of that love.  The Apostle John offers

Scripture’s definitive assertion of this truth in his first

letter as he urged Christians to demonstrate the

gracious love which they had received from God in

Christ by loving one another:

“Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God,

and everyone that loveth is born of God and knoweth

God.  He that loveth not, knoweth not God, for God

is love.  In this was manifested the love of God

toward us, because that God sent His only begotten

Son into the world, that we might live through Him. 

Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that God

loved us, and sent His Son to be the propitiation for

our sins.  Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also

to love one another.”  (1 John 4:7-11)

John’s comments are profoundly instructive.  “God is

love,” that is to say, love is not merely a characteristic

of God, but that the character of God defines the

meaning of love.  God does not love us because we

loved Him.  God loves us because He is love and He

has demonstrated that love most decisively in His

willingness to give up His only Son to pay the price for our sin.  God initiated love, first in

His act of creation, and then, in the aftermath of man’s fall into sin, in His act of redemption. 

Everything that the sinner can know of love must be learned from God who is love.

The two specific terms used here to describe the love of God express a particularly intense

combination of unconditional tenderness and concern.  The language draws upon the

experience of the most intimate and loving of human relationships as inadequate illustrations

of the love of God.

“Compassionate recalls a mother’s love for her child, with deep understanding

of its weaknesses and need, keeping looking after it whatever its behavior or

thanklessness.  This is not a response to human merit, but a display of divine

sympathy which shows favor when punishment might well have been expected. 

Gracious is usually paired with merciful.  It denotes a disposition to show favor

beyond any human calculation.” (Mackay, p. 563) 

“The Apostle John”
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The verb is derived from the noun “womb” and the love of a mother for a child which she

had carried within her own body, the most passionate and intense of all human emotions.

“The term carries with it the picture of the tender care bestowed upon an infant

when it is most vulnerable...The root of the word refers to deep love (usually

that of a superior for an inferior) rooted in some natural bond...When the word

refers to God, it refers to the strong relationship that God has with his people. 

It refers to a mother’s feeling for her children who she carries and feels in her

womb, and then carries in her arms and nurses at her breast, and afterward

continues in faithful compassion toward them.”  (Tsai-Yun-Lin, p. 232)

The relevance of these two descriptions of God’s unique love is painfully obvious in the

current situation.  If this gracious compassionate love did not characterize the nature of God,

Israel’s most blatant apostasy at the very moment the covenant was being established would

most certainly have resulted in the destruction of the nation.  “In this verse, God cited five

attributes that characterize him - all of which would be welcome to Moses and the Israelites,

who needed very much to count on his compassion toward them in light of their having

previously anger him by their behavior.”  (Stuart, p. 715)

“Longsuffering and abundant in goodness and truth.” - The intriguing etymology of the

Hebrew term translated as “longsuffering” is derived from a root which literally means

“long nosed.”  Linguists speculate that its connection to the concept of anger is related to

the practice of many animals to snort and flare their nostrils when they are enraged or about 

“This Is Your God, O Israel” - 18  Century Bible Engravingth
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to attack.  The derivative word refers to patient endurance under extreme provocation.  God

does not “fly off the handle” or lose His temper as is so often the case among the gods and

goddesses of pagan mythology.  Judgement and wrath are always the alternatives of last

resort for the God who is love and who would always prefer that the sinner turn from his

wicked ways and repent.  

“Slow to anger does not present the Lord as a frustrated deity who eventually

loses patience and strikes out against those who have thwarted Him.  It rather

acknowledges that the Lord is reluctant to act against His creation, even when

it is in rebellion against Him.  He waits long to give the sinner opportunity to

return in repentance.  But He is not forgetful and will not condone sin.  At the

time of His choosing, He will act decisively against it.”  (Mackay, p. 563)

God hates sin because He loves people.  Sin is inherently destructive. Sin harms people. 

Therefore the reaction of a loving God to sin is righteous wrath.

“God’s anger is based upon His holy character.  Since He is holy He reacts

with anger towards sin and must judge sin.  His righteousness requires that He

must judge wickedness.  The term longsuffering appears ten times in Scripture

to denote God’s patience in treating those who sin and arouse His anger. 

God’s wrath is modified and conditioned by His love.  God not only represses

His anger until the right time to punish, but also gives warnings and time and

op p o r tu n i ty  to  r ep en t  b e fo re

punishment.  God is longsuffering with

sinners.  Although He is slow to anger,

He will not restrain His just wrath

forever.”  (Tsai-Yun Lin, p. 236)

The Apostle Peter warned people not to

confuse the patience of God with

permissiveness.  “The Lord is not slow in

keeping His promise, as some understand

slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting

anyone to perish, but everyone to come to

repentance.”  (2 Peter 3: 9)

The combination which follows - “abundant 

in goodness and truth” - pertains to the

reliability of God.  It is a common description

of God, occurring thirteen times in the Old

Testament.  God is said to be “abundant” in

the two qualities listed.  The adjective literally
“The Worship Of the Calf”
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means “great” and suggests and overflowing, inexhaustible supply. “Abounding does not

ry to set any limits upon the Lord.  What He is and does far exceeds what we could anticipate

in regard to love and faithfulness.”  (Mackay, p. 563)   “Goodness” is the Hebrew word

“hesed” - often translated as “love.”  But this is a particular kind of love with the

connotation of commitment.

“It connotes long term reliable loyalty of one member of a covenant

relationship to another.  However fickle and unreliable human beings may be

in their relationship to God, He is nothing of the sort, but can be counted on in

every situation and at all times to be completely faithful to His promises to His

people.” (Stuart, p. 716)

Under the circumstances, this attribute of God stands in stark contrast to the unreliability of

His people and their immediate violation of the covenant to which they had committed

themselves with the Lord.  The second attribute - “truth” - also applies to the area of

reliability and trustworthiness.  God can always be taken at His Word.  “Whatever He says

is correct and reliable and may be trusted even to the extent of life and death issues, or

indeed, eternal life and death issues.”  (Stuart, p. 716)  God is faithful because faithfulness

is of crucial importance to the love which is the essence of His nature.  St. Paul would later

declare this most comforting truth in his second epistle to Timothy: “If we are faithless, He

will remain faithful,  for He cannot disown

Himself.”  (2 Timothy 2:13)

“Keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving  iniquity

and transgression and sin.” - The extent of the

Lord’s goodness and truth reaches far beyond the

present moment to stretch out across the

generations.   The Hebrew term translated as

“thousands”  typically refers to thousands of

generations, thus promising that the covenant

which is established here will be a blessing to the

most distant descendants of those now encamped

at the foot of the mountain.  God will maintain his

covenant love and fulfill the commitments which

He has made to the nation of Israel.  But in order

for that to happen with these sinful people, it will

be necessary for an ongoing pattern of forgiveness

to be set in place - “forgiving iniquity and

transgression and sin.”  Their sin cannot be

overlooked.  That would be unjust and would

contradict the righteousness and holiness of God. 

Their sin must be forgiven.Thus God will institute“Mount Sinai”
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the sacrificial system of the Old Testament, which anticipates and will be fulfilled by the

once for all sacrifice of the Messiah upon the cross.  The three nouns used here to

characterize man’s disobedience are basically synonyms, each with a slightly different

perspective on the nature of sin.  “Iniquity” means to turn away from the straight path to

follow a course of one’s own choosing.  “Transgression”  refers to crossing the forbidden

line which separates obedience from disobedience and thereby indulging in rebellious

disobedience against God.  “Sin,” the most general of the three words, simply means to miss

the mark.  The same term is used in a non-moral context to describe the 700 left-handed

slingers of the tribe of Benjamin who never failed to strike down their targets in battle. They

were so accurate that even if their target was a single strand of hair they would never miss.

(Judges 20:16)  It would seem that the use of all three terms here is not intended to specify

three different categories of sinfulness but rather“to mention various synonyms to cover the

entire range of wrongdoing. It also directs our attention to the completeness of God’s

attention to those who repent.”  (Cassutto, p. 440) The point of the text’s deliberate

repetitiveness is to stress the fact that God’s willingness to forgive sin in the expression of

His nature as a God of love.

“Forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin refers to the forgiveness of evils and

sins of all sorts, something God alone can accomplish and indicates that it is

a characteristic of His nature to do so.  Thus, the New Testament doctrine of

the forgiveness of sins, on which the promise of eternal life so decidedly

depends, flows from the very nature of God.  He does not reluctantly forgive

“Moses At Mount Sinai”
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sins against Himself and others; He does so eagerly as the manifestation of His

character, by which He delights in doing so.”  (Stuart, p. 716)  

 “And that will by no means clear the guilty;  visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the

children, and upon the children’s children, unto the third and fourth generation.” - Man’s

natural tendency has always been to misconstrue the mercy of God as permissiveness.  Lest

the assertion of His mercy here lead to that fatal misunderstanding, the Lord proceeded to

specify His stern judgement upon impenitent sinners who persist in willful deliberate sin -

“the guilty.”   Penitence is the crucial issue.  The Talmud correctly notes at this point: “He

remits punishment for the penitent but not for the impenitent.”  (Sarna, p. 216)  The verb

“clear” refers to acquittal in a court of law.  The verb appears forty-four times in the Old

Testament in a variety of contexts.  It means the

release from an obligation, guilt, or punishment. 

God is the one to whom the repentant sinner turns

for acquittal and forgiveness confident in His

mercy.  Thus, the psalmist rejoices:

“The statutes of the Lord are right, rejoicing the

heart: the commandment of God is pure,

enlightening the eyes.  The fear of the Lord is

clean, enduring forever; the judgements of the

Lord and true and righteous, altogether.  More

to be desired are they than gold; yea, more than

much fine gold; sweeter also than honey in the

honeycomb.  Moreover by them is Thy servant

warned; and in keeping them there is great

reward.  Who can understand his errors? 

Cleanse Thou me from secret faults.  Keep back

Thy servant also from presumptuous sins; let

them not have dominion over me; then shall I be

upright.” (Psalm 19:7-13)

The grim litany previously intoned with the

original presentation of the Ten Commandments

in Exodus 20, narrating the ghastly consequences

of sin stretching down across the generations is

repeated in Verse 7.  The ugly truth it expresses is

once again that the malignant damage and fatal

destruction of sin is not limited to the individual

sinner.  My choices and my actions do not merely

effect me.  They impact everyone in my life,

particularly those who are most near and dear to“The Final Judgement: - Tintoretto
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me.  Who I am and how I live influences and

helps to shape all the people around.  My self-

destructive mistakes will be imprinted upon and

repeated by the people who observe and are

impacted by them.  “Children can expect to

experience the consequences of the sinful

behavior of their parents.  While God is willing to

forgive and pardon, He does not interrupt the

certain and natural consequences of sinful

behavior.  And some of these consequences are

experienced by children and grandchildren. 

When a parent goes to prison, the children suffer

loss.  Sadly, many children have suffered the

tragic consequences of growing up in a family

with an abusive or alcoholic parent.”  (Laney, p.

50)   As the English poet John Donne correctly

noted: “No man is an island, entire of itself...And

therefore never send to ask for whom the bell

tolls: it tolls for thee.”  Those who reject these

words as an unjust condemnation by a capricious

God of one man for sins which he did not

commit, have completely missed the point of the

text.  Sin, like a deadly pestilence of the spirit, is

contagious.  It spreads and grows through one man’s life into the lives of others bringing

pain and destruction to all whom it touches.  Only the grace of God and the forgiveness

which it brings can cure the disease and halt the course of this pestilence.

The Bible specifically and emphatically rejects the concept of punishing someone for sins

committed by another.    In the days of the Babylonian Captivity the exiles complained that

they were being punished for the sins of their fathers.  Through His prophet Ezekiel the Lord

responded:

 “What mean ye that ye use this proverb concerning the land of Israel,

saying: ‘The father eat sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge’? 

As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign Lord, Ye shall not have occasion

any more to use this proverb in Israel.  Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul

of the father, so also the soul of the son is Mine.  The soul that sinneth, it

shall die.”  (Ezekiel 18:2-4)

Moses had enunciated the same principle of divine justice in the Book of Deuteronomy:

“The fathers shall not be put to death for the children, neither shall the children be put

to death for the fathers: every man shall be put to death for his own sin.”  (Deuteronomy

“Death Rode Out As A Conqueror”

Gustav Dore
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24:16)

The contrast between “unto the third and to the fourth generation” here and the thousand

generations to whom the extends mercy and forgiveness is designed, once again, to stress

God’s character as a God of love.  However the justice and holiness of God dare not be

overlooked or ignored.  Permissiveness of self-destructive sin is the opposite of genuine love

and compassion.

“God is a God of holiness and justice as well as a God of compassion and

grace.  Our knowledge of God is incomplete unless it includes God’s divine

holiness and justice.  ‘It is only in the context of God’s justice that some of His

other attributes comes into fullest expression.’  As C.S. Lewis points outs,

‘Mercy, detached from Justice grows unmerciful.  That is an important

paradox.  There are plants which will flourish only in mountain soil, so it

appears that Mercy will only flower only when it grows in the crannies of the

rock of Justice.’  God is just and does punish sin.  Yet, His wrath is limited and

His lovingkindness is extended to the thousandth generation.”  (Tsai-Yun Lin,

p. 251)

Verses 8-9
And Moses made haste and bowed his head

toward the earth and worshiped.  And he said,

“If now I have found grace in Thy sight, O

Lord, let my Lord, I pray Thee, go among us;

for it is a stiff-necked people, and pardon our

iniquity and our sin, and take us for Thine

inheritance.”

“And Moses made haste and bowed his

head...”  In His self-disclosure to Moses God

has provided a basis for His prophet now to

come before Him and pray forgiveness for the

sins of His unfaithful people.  He is a God of

steadfast love and faithfulness, abounding grace

and mercy who keeps His love to the

thousandth generation who is patient with

sinners and slow to anger, but who will not

“Moses Upon Mount Sinai”
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acquit the impenitent sinner nor erase the conse

quences of sin.  The difference between the

affirmation of the covenant here and its

establishment in Exodus 20 is an expanded

emphasis on the grace and mercy of God in

aftermath of the apostasy of the Golden Calf. 

Moses’ immediate response is reverent worship and

prayer before the Lord who has graciously revealed

Himself to him.    The act of worship preceded the

prayer for blessing.  This is exactly as it should be,

adoration coming before supplication.  Note also

the deliberate humility of Moses’ posture - “bowed

his head toward the earth.”  “Worship is an act

that exalts the one being worshiped, but seeks to

draw no favorable attention to the worshiper. 

Moses bowed to the ground following the standard

was of his culture; reducing his profile and placing

himself at the mercy of the one above him, that is,

indicating his unworthiness and submission. 

Worship that draws attention to self, in either the

Old or the New Covenant is flawed.”  (Stuart, p.

718) This perspective of humble reverence in the presence of God is all too often absent in

contemporary worship where the focus is primarily or exclusively upon the satisfaction of

entertainment of the worshiper rather than awe and adoration of the Lord.  The text

emphasizes the haste with which Moses proceeded to prayer.  The Hebrew text literally says

“In a hurry, Moses bowed...” What is the urgency?  Most likely, as the saying goes, “to

strike while the iron is hot.”  While this wondrous moment still endures and the gracious

promises of YHWH are still resonated in the air of Sinai, the prophet wishes to insure God’s

continued presence in the midst of Israel.  He knew full well that when he descended to the

encampment he would be besieged with questions and he wanted to be able to provide the

most specific and decisive answers possible.  Since the crisis had begun, the Lord had

responded favorably to Moses each time he had prayed, for greater certainty of God’s

presence.   Moses addressed the Lord as “Adonai” the customary expression for addressing

God, avoiding the presumption of expressing the sacred name YHWH with God had

identified Himself.  In view of the warning which had concluded God’s self-disclosure

Moses’ prayer is most appropriate:

“Looking back, it can be noted the YHWH by baring Himself to Moses as much

as possible gave the guarantee that He would really journey along with Israel. 

With that guarantee comes the restoration of YHWH’s bond with Israel. 

However, the dark tones with which YHWH ends His proclamation, make that

guarantee seem less than completely certain.  Hence, Moses does not yet see

“Moses Before The Lord”
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his task as intercessor as finished.”  (Houtman, p. 709)

“And he said, ‘If now I have found grace in Thy sight...” - Moses’ prayer is profoundly

personal.  He acknowledges the undeserved love which he has already experienced from God

and offers his petition on the basis of that grace.  There is no pretense of worthiness or

entitlement here, only a reliance upon the love which is the nature and essence of God as has

just be revealed upon the mountain.  The prophet acknowledges the absolute dependance of

the nation upon the ongoing presence of God in their midst: “O Lord, let my Lord, I pray

Thee go among us.”  As the prophet confessed the sinfulness of the nation, he included

himself among them.  “Moses, out of love for his people, associates himself with the

collective deeds of the Children of Israel, and includes himself among the transgressors.”

(Cassutto, p. 441)  The presence of God is essential because Israel “is a stiff-necked people”

which will require that God continuously “pardon our iniquity and our sin.”  Only because

of God’s forgiving nature, His undeserved love, and patient longsuffering could this

relationship possibly be maintained.  Not because of Israel’s worthiness, but because of

God’s grace Moses is bold to pray that the Lord would “Take us for Thine inheritance.” 

In light of what has occurred, Moses’ prayer is remarkably bold, based upon God’s

revelation of Himself and His nature as a God of love.  In the chapters which follow G od

will define the manner of His presence with Israel in the design and the service of the

Tabernacle.  The Golden Calf had been Israel’s attempt to manipulate God on their own

terms in a manner similar to the idolatry of the heathen nations around them.  They had tried

to forge their own link to God in the golden figure which they had fashioned for themselves. 

That presumptuous effort had very nearly resulted in their destruction.

“Moses’ Prayer Upon Mount Sinai” by Larson
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