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Israel broke covenant with God in a gross and highhanded way at the calf. God answered 

Moses’ prayer not to destroy the nation, but now the question is whether He will still be with 

them. We don’t only want to know if God exists, but if He is for us and with us.  

  

Overview of the Text 

Though Israel rejected Him, God will keep His promise to bring them into the land (v1). He’ll 

send an angel to drive out its inhabitants, but will not go with them Himself lest they be 

consumed (vv2-3). This causes Israel to mourn and remove their ornaments (v4). Yahweh 

reiterates how quickly they would be consumed if He were among them, and tell them to 

removed the rest of their ornaments while He decides what to do with them (v5). They then 

strip them off and leave them (v6). Moses has his own little tent of meeting that he pitches 

outside the camp for worship and prayer (v7). The people stay at the door of their tents 

when he goes in, keeping their distance (v8). The cloud descends once Moses is inside, and 

while he is in their talking with the Lord, they worship in their tent doors (vv9-10). God 

speaks with Moses face to face as a friend, and Joshua stays there to serve (v11). Moses 

asks God who is going with him to bring Israel into the land, how he will know he has found 

grace in the Lord’s sight, and to consider that this nation is His people (vv12-13). Yahweh 

responds that His presence will go with Moses (you, singular) and give him rest (v14). But 

this won’t do. Moses says don’t bring them up unless He is present, because without that 

His grace will not be known (vv15-16). Point: Moses. Yahweh will do what he says; he has 

found grace in His sight and He knows Moses’ name (v17). Moses goes further, asking to 

see God’s glory (v18). He agrees to show him all of His goodness and proclaim His name, 

but not to show His full glory, His “face” since that would kill him (vv19-20). He will hide 

Moses in the cleft of the rock to protect him when His glory passes by (vv21-23).  

 

Stripping Down 

If God doesn’t go with Israel, everything is ruined. It’s a reversal of far all the instruction and 

plans so far in Exodus: the tabernacle, priesthood, law, worship, fellowship, community and 

blessing, all of it gone. The Lord is calling them out. Why waste time going to the Promised 

Land if they plan on cavorting at calves? Iniquity and solemn assembly can’t last. The plan 

was for God to dwell in their midst, but they can’t have Him near and not act like it (25:8; 

29:42-46). If God dwells in the midst of rank sin and idolatry and doesn’t do anything, He is 

enabling it, something a holy God cannot do. He’s not being mean or threatening, but simply 

stating the way things are: if they sin the way they have been, they will be consumed “in one 

moment” (v5). As bad as things are, Israel responds appropriately by mourning (v4). They 

don’t want to go to land of milk and honey without the Lord, so they don’t put on more 

“ornaments” and strip off the ones they had already put on (vv4, 6). The word strip (naztal) is 

the same word for plunder, used when Israel plundered the Egyptians on the way out 

(12:36). Some of that gold went to the tabernacle, some to the golden calf, and some of it 

still adorns them. We read books, listen to music, watch TV, use social media, interacting 

with non-Christian culture, which is fine so long as we are plundering rather than being 

plundered. As hard as it was hard get Israel out of Egypt, it was even harder to get Egypt 

out of Israel. It’s absolutely necessary to repent of your virtues—the things you think make 
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you cool, smart, informed, capable, liked, well-thought of by others, attractive, well-rounded, 

but ultimately unable to resist bowing to other gods. None of these things are bad in 

themselves, which is why we don’t notice when we put them above the Lord. God calls us to 

strip them off and walk away. Jesus says, “For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words, of 

him the Son of Man will be ashamed when He comes in His own glory, and in His Father’s, 

and of the holy angels” (Lk. 9:26).  

 

Patience 

When we want God’s presence and blessing more than everything else, there’s always a 

cost. Things were going very well for Israel: new nation, new covenant, new laws, new 

tabernacle, new furniture, new priesthood, new plan to go into a new Promised Land full of 

milk and honey. They couldn’t wait for Moses to get down from the mountain, and now they 

have to wait while Moses goes outside the camp. God tells them to strip off the ornaments 

while He decides what to do with them (v5). Their response will reveal the truth of their 

repentance. Israel walks away from the ornaments, and Yahweh will not consume them. 

They still sin in the future and will need to repent, but they listen to the Lord and worship 

from their tents (v10). God’s grace is at work in us when we can be thankful for the hard 

consequences of our sin. And it’s a privilege to suffer when we are innocent (1 Pet. 4:12-

14). We’re called to worship where we are, not where we want to be. God doesn’t give 

always give us what we want, but He gives us what we need. 

 

Asking for Glory  

Israel is humble; Moses is bold. He knows God’s promises and listens carefully, making his 

case for God to come with Israel and let him know this is happening (vv5, 12). Moses argues 

based on the grace shown to him, and the fact that these are Yahweh’s people (v13). 

Similar to his desire to die if God wipes out the nation (32:32), Moses asks God to call off 

the conquest if He won’t go with them (v15). God calls Israel out on their sin, requiring them 

to repent or go without Him. Now Moses imitates the Lord, calling on Him to either go with 

them fully or not at all. Moses has been worshiping God faithfully, mediating for this 

idolatrous people, and it’s clear that God is only willing to deal with him. This is the third time 

he contends for the life of Israel, and having prevailed again he wants even more—to see 

God’s glory. God’s glory was going to be removed from Israel. Now He has agreed to stay, 

and Moses wants to see Him now. The Lord will display His goodness and proclaim His 

name: “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will have compassion on whom I 

will have compassion” (v19). He doesn’t show all of His glory, which would destroy him, but 

puts him in a protected place in the rock and shows Him. We are glory-seeking creatures, 

made in God’s image. He gives “eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing 

good seek for glory, honor, and immortality” (Rom. 2:7) We are to want Him to be with us, 

and to make us know that He is.   

 

 


