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Text 
The LORD said to Moses, "I am going to come to you in a dense cloud, so that the people will hear me 

speaking with you and will always put their trust in you." Then Moses told the LORD what the people had 

said. 
10

 And the LORD said to Moses, "Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow. Have 

them wash their clothes 
11

 and be ready by the third day, because on that day the LORD will come down on 

Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. 
12

 Put limits for the people around the mountain and tell them, 

'Be careful that you do not go up the mountain or touch the foot of it. Whoever touches the mountain shall 

surely be put to death. 
13

 He shall surely be stoned or shot with arrows; not a hand is to be laid on him. 

Whether man or animal, he shall not be permitted to live.' Only when the ram's horn sounds a long blast 

may they go up to the mountain." 
14

 After Moses had gone down the mountain to the people, he consecrated 

them, and they washed their clothes. 
15

 Then he said to the people, "Prepare yourselves for the third day. 

Abstain from sexual relations." 
16

 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a 

thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. Everyone in the camp trembled. 
17

 Then 

Moses led the people out of the camp to meet with God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain. 
18

 Mount 

Sinai was covered with smoke, because the LORD descended on it in fire. The smoke billowed up from it 

like smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain trembled violently, 
19

 and the sound of the trumpet grew 

louder and louder. Then Moses spoke and the voice of God answered him. 
20

 The LORD descended to the 

top of Mount Sinai and called Moses to the top of the mountain. So Moses went up 
21

 and the LORD said to 

him, "Go down and warn the people so they do not force their way through to see the LORD and many of 

them perish. 
22

 Even the priests, who approach the LORD, must consecrate themselves, or the LORD will 

break out against them." 
23

 Moses said to the LORD, "The people cannot come up Mount Sinai, because 

you yourself warned us, 'Put limits around the mountain and set it apart as holy.'" 
24

 The LORD replied, 

"Go down and bring Aaron up with you. But the priests and the people must not force their way through to 

come up to the LORD, or he will break out against them." 
25

 So Moses went down to the people and told 

them. 

 

Introduction 
 We’ve been journeying with the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, through the 

parted waters of the Red Sea, around the arid desert, and last week we arrived with them 

at Mt. Sinai, that massive peak that towers over the rest of the OT.  Last week was the 

introduction to the ‘Law’.  The stage was set for what is about to happen.  God has 

redeemed his people and led them to Sinai to make a covenant with them.  Moses made 

his first of what will turn out to be seven journeys up the mountain and he got some 

preliminary information from God concerning what God had in mind.  This covenant 

would be a conditional covenant.  Now God was ready to reveal to his people what 

exactly he expected from them.  Were they up for it?  Well, they thought they were.  
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They said, “Yes,” and so last week we ended with Moses bringing the Israelites’ answer 

back up to the Lord (v. 8b).  That’s where we’ll pick up today. 

 Notice that it’s all happening in very measured steps.  This is a formal occasion, 

not at all a casual encounter.  The preparations, as we’ll continue to see today are 

elaborate, for this is an august occasion.  The Lord of glory is going to come down and 

speak to his people.  That’s not something to approach nonchalantly.  It’s quite serious. 

 I wonder: do we even know what serious is anymore?  Once the Enlightenment 

project of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries had successfully (so it thought) eliminated the sacred 

from life there was a generation of early 20
th

 century existentialists and nihilists who 

found themselves, with God removed from the picture, teetering on the precipice, peering 

into the Void with shivers.  At least they took life seriously.  But now it seems, especially 

in America, we’ve lost that capacity to shudder; we’ve moved from the sacred to suicide 

to snickers.  As David Wells puts it, “Rather than be tortured with dark thoughts, it is 

better just to make a joke, move on, and buy something.”
1
 

Even though I watched last summer’s viral video
2
 of a bridal party dancing down 

the aisle to Chris Brown’s Forever a half dozen times like everyone else, after awhile I 

started to ask myself is this really a good trend?  Let me just ask you a few questions: 

when is the last time you’ve been to a funeral?  And was it an open-casket, solemn affair 

where you were forced to face mortality?  When is the last time you called someone, 

“Sir?”  When is the last time you wore a suit and tie… or a dress (and not in order to look 

cute and sexy)?  Can you remember a time recently when you laughed really hard?  Can 

you recall the last time you quite literally trembled with fearful awe? 

 Do you know that emotion, that feeling that overtakes you when you come face-

to-face with something ferocious, gigantic?  You know the cold sweat you wake up with 

from a nightmare?  I think the experience of trembling, the consciousness of terror, the 

feeling of horror, if ever encountered by most Americans today, is encountered in horror 

movies, scary stories where the cause of horror is evil.  What if there was a terror that 

was real and it wasn’t evil?  What do you mean?  God?  Yeah.  Don’t get me wrong: 

there is real evil and it is horrific, but the Bible tells us that Yahweh is “God of gods, and 

Lord of lords, a great God, a mighty, and a terrible” (Dt. 10:17; KJV). 

 Nah…  God is good.  That means he’s nice, right?  He’s not scary.  He’s the one 

who holds us when we feel scared.  Ummm….  That’s partly true, but keep going with me 

here: what does such thinking presume?  It’s assuming that you are good.  What if you 

are not?  What if you are a sinner?  What if you are a law-breaker?  What if you are a 

good God’s enemy?  God is good, but that doesn’t mean he’s buddy-buddy with bad.  

He’s not just a chum.  What does that mean for us? 

 The Cardinals came to town on Friday and they have a pitcher whose last name is 

Carpenter.  I had a meeting in Wrigleyville on Friday morning and as I got off the ‘L’ at 

Addison and was walking around I saw the sign out front of Harry Caray’s that said, 

“Jesus is the only carpenter that can beat us.”  Uh… yeah. 

I want us to start off and end our time together today by picturing what it will be 

like to one day meet you Maker face-to-face.  Do you ever think about that Day?  The 

Bible says it will happen.  “We will all stand before God’s judgment seat” (Rom. 14:10).  

What will that be like?  Let’s try to set aside all our ideas about who God is or must be 

and let’s let him tell us today in Scripture.  Last week we saw that God demands full 

obedience.  Today, in short, what we’ll see is just this: God commands full respect. 
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Let’s pray… 
 

God Gets the First Word 
 So the Israelites got to Sinai.  Moses went up and got the specs for this 

conditional covenant we began to look at last week.  Then he went down and told the 

Israelites God’s plan.  They responded saying they would do it all.  Moses went back up 

to report but before he could say anything God (like, maybe, he already knew what had 

happened, you think?) said, “Here’s how it’s going to go down: I’m going to talk to you 

in a dense cloud and they will hear me and know to put their trust in you as my 

spokesman.” 

 First point: God gets the first word.  This is just an illustration of how he works.  

He doesn’t respond to us.  He doesn’t need to be informed by us.  He speaks and we shut 

up.  He initiates.  The way this meeting starts off sets the tone for all that’s going to 

follow.  Moses has his speech planned, he’s all ready to let God know what happened 

down there, but God beats him to the punch.  “Here’s what I’m going to do, Moses…”  

“Then Moses told the Lord what the people had said” (v. 9).  Interesting. 

 

God Comes to Us 
 God speaks first.  Now look at what he says.  “I am going to come to you.”  

Moses went up, yes.  Why is that?  Why did most ancient religions have their temples 

and shrines on high places?  Because there was a sense that deity was above them… but 

not too high.  Either he/they actually lived on the summit (think Mt. Olympus) or it was 

somehow possible for humans to build a tower to them, a ziggurat (think Tower of 

Babel).  Here God summons his people to a tall mountain (connoting his transcendence) 

and still he comes down.  “The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain [him]” 

(1Kings 8:27).  God is so lofty, so majestic that any encounter with him will not be due to 

our ascent, but his descent.  He condescends.  God always comes down. 

 

God Conceals Himself 
 “I am going to come to you in a dense cloud.”  Why the cloud?  Just a cool effect?  

Well we’ve already seen that the cloud (as in ‘the pillar of cloud’; cf. 13:21) was a 

symbol for God’s presense.  But why the symbol?  Because God is the One “who dwells 

in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see.” (1Tim. 6:16; ESV).  To 

be in his unfathomable, unmitigated presence would mean utter and immediate 

incineration.  Therefore he must conceal himself.  He must temper his glory.  Even on the 

occasions when he comes down and reveals more of himself there is a cover, a dense 

cloud to protect the people from being consumed.  Notice: the people will only hear God 

speaking; they won’t see him as he is in himself.  Don’t be fooled, pay no attention to The 

Wizard of Oz: if someone were somehow able to cut through the smoke and pull back the 

curtain it would not be pleasant.  Oh, what mercy it is that God veils himself! 

 

God Uses a Mediator 
 “The people will hear me speaking with you and will always put their trust in 

you.”  It’s not as if the whole Israelite community goes up the mountain.  Just Moses.  

We’ve seen this several times and ways before.  We see it again.  Moses is a mediator.  
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God speaks and reveals himself via an intermediary.  His glory is too much.  It must be 

mediated.  The Israelites would see the smoke and hear the voice from below and know 

that Moses was an approved go-between.  At least they should have.  It seems God knows 

that the people will later doubt Moses’ authority.  But here God is validating his 

mediator. 

 

God Requires Consecration 
 Now, before God would come down and speak, there were more preparations that 

had to be made.  “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Go to the people and consecrate them today 

and tomorrow.  Have them wash their clothes and be ready by the third day, because on 

that day the Lord will come down on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people” (vv. 10-

11).  Here we see that even in God’s veiled presence the people aren’t fit to stand.  They 

need to be consecrated – prepared, made ready.  You wouldn’t go to a meeting at the 

Mayor’s Office in sandals and shorts. 

 We’re not sure of all that this entailed.  We read in vv. 14-15 that “after Moses 

had gone down the mountain to the people, he consecrated them, and they washed their 

clothes.”  So that’s part of it; just further indications that this is serious business, this 

encounter with God.  “Then he said to the people, ‘Prepare yourselves for the third day.  

Abstain from sexual relations.”  What’s up with that?  There goes the Bible again with all 

its fear-mongering and talk of sexual abstinence.  The Bible tries to make sex a dirty 

thing.  No it doesn’t.  I don’t have time to take you through a whole biblical theology of 

sex, but just notice that the assumption is that God’s people are having sex more regularly 

then every three days! 

And there’s also this interesting passage directed towards married couples in 1 

Corinthians 7 that basically says married couples should do it a lot!  Their bodies belong 

to each other.  “Do not deprive each other… except [here’s the only reason for married 

couples to abstain from sexual relations] by mutual consent and for a time, so that you 

may devote yourselves to prayer.  Then come together again [very soon]” (1Cor. 7:5).  

The only reason for married couples to abstain from sexual relations is for spiritual 

reasons and that only temporarily (1Cor. 7:5).  Why?  It’s because there is something 

greater, more profound, more important than sex, and that is God.  It’s like fasting.  

Fasting doesn’t mean food is bad, but that there’s something more, of which food is a 

pointer.  The coming of God in three days superseded all other pursuits, even the best. 

 

God Sets Limits 
Approaching God requires consecration, but even then God sets limits.  “Put 

limits for the people around the mountain and tell them, ‘Be careful that you do not go up 

the mountain or touch the foot of it.  Whoever touches the mountain shall surely be put to 

death.  He shall surely be stoned or shot with arrows; [why stoning or arrows?] not a hand 

is to be laid on him.  Whether man or animal, he shall not be permitted to live” (vv. 12-

13).  This is serious business.  It’s not a come as you are affair.  And there are boundaries 

set up.  “Imagine the constant anxiety of parents lest their children thoughtlessly violated 

the bounds that had been set.”
3
 

God cannot be treated flippantly.  He’s not a spectacle to press in to see, a freak 

show or circus act.  He sets the terms and he sets limits.  From this “[John] Calvin 

observes that true knowledge of God does not result from human inquisitiveness but only 
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from God’s decision, in his time and way, to reveal himself.”
4
  We incessantly and 

arrogantly want to climb up into the heavens and sneak a peek at, what Luther called, 

“the naked God.”  But God hides himself and sets limits.  Revelation is his prerogative.  

As it says later in Dt. 29:29 – “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the 

things revealed belong to us and to our children forever.” 

 

God is *#%?#**!% Awesome! 
 The end of v. 13 says that “only when the ram’s horn sounds a long blast may [the 

people] go up to the mountain.”  Starting in v. 16 what’s been spelled out with precision 

and sobriety actually commences.  The horn blasts and everyone is overcome with that 

emotion of intense dread.  I really wish I were better with words and could do justice to 

this scene, paint the picture for you.  I’m just not.  As I try to think of ways to convey the 

gravity of this event I can only think of stringing together a bunch of cuss words.  I’m 

serious.  And I guess no words could never adequately get across the magnitude of the 

moment, but the words of the text actually do a pretty good job on their own.  Let me 

read them: 

 

On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a 

thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast.  Everyone in 

the camp trembled.  Then Moses led the people out of the camp to meet 

with God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain.  Mount Sinai was 

covered with smoke, because the Lord descended on it in fire.  The smoke 

billowed up from it like smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain 

trembled violently, and the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder.  

Then Moses spoke and the voice of God answered him. 

 

In ch. 20 the Israelites become so terror stricken by the voice of God that they 

plead with Moses to just tell them what God says because they cannot stand the decibel 

level themselves.  Are you starting to get the picture?  God is not cuddly.  “He is fearful, 

threatening, unsettling, all-powerful, all-knowing.  He is, to use the well-known 

expression of the beaver in C.S. Lewis’s classic children’s book The Lion, the Witch and 

the Wardrobe”
5
 – good, yes; but safe, no! 

 

God is Serious 
 Again, this is of the utmost seriousness.  God repeats himself and reiterates, to 

leave no doubt that he means business.  He gives added safeguards.  Moses leaves the 

people at the bottom and goes back up to meet with the Lord and as soon as he gets there 

God tells him to go back down “and warn the people so they do not force their way 

through to see the Lord and many of them perish” (v. 21).  Moses is like, “Are you 

serious?  You already told us this and put limits around the mountain and set it apart as 

holy” (v. 23).  And God says, “I’m dead serious.”  “So Moses went down to the people 

and told them” (v. 25). 

Now there’s a puzzling mention in here to priests.  Who are these priests?  

Because the priesthood doesn’t get formally introduced until ch. 28, the Aaronic 

priesthood that is.  Is this evidence that this whole story is carelessly cobbled together?  I 

don’t think so.  Every civilization at this time had a concept of a priesthood.  Certainly 
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the Egyptians had priests (cf. Gen. 47:22).  Abraham had a priest (Gen. 14:8ff).  

Oftentimes it was the role of the firstborn to serve as a priest, offering sacrifices.  Perhaps 

that’s who’s in mind here (Cassuto).  A little bit later in 24:5 there’s a cryptic reference to 

“young Israelite men” offering sacrifices.  God is saying, “Even the priestly class 

[whoever they were at this time] cannot just barge right in to my presence,” a point we’ll 

see again in the specifications for the tabernacle and later in this book. 

 

God Commands Full Respect 
 So the main point is that God commands full respect.  Is this your view of God?  

Again, what do you think it will be like on that Day when you meet your Maker face-to-

face, when you appear before the judgment seat?  And let’s be honest: you “have a gut 

sense of accountability, that actions have consequences, [that there will be a judgment.  

You] know what it is to feel guilty even when [your therapist tells you] not to.”
6
  How 

will you face God when there is no buffer zone, no safe distance but just you and him?  

Do you think it will be a casual encounter? 

Does anyone else have the experience of walking the hall with your teacher to the 

principal’s office in grade school?  [And I’m not that old, but I went to school when the 

principal could and did spank kids]  You know the sweaty palms, the lump in the throat?  

You are walking down the hall right now.  Sooner or later you’re all going to get there.  

What speech are you rehearsing?  Do you feel like you have a pretty solid case? 

Are you counting on God being lenient, having a bark that’s bigger than his bite?  

Hebrews 10:31 states, “It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”  

Hebrews 12:29 says that God commands reverence and awe because he is “a consuming 

fire.”  Hebrews 10:27 warns that for many there should be “only a fearful expectation of 

judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God.” 

 

God’s Two Mountains 
 I’m reading a lot from the book of Hebrews, but there’s more there than just this.  

Hebrews is a sermon to Christians.  And it spends some time treating this very text – Ex. 

19.  So if I’m preaching a sermon on Ex. 19 and there’s a sermon already in the Bible that 

deals with this text I think it would be a good idea to look there.  What do you think?  

Here’s Hebrews 12:18-24, addressed to Christians… 

 

You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning 

with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a 

voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word 

be spoken to them, because they could not bear what was commanded: “If 

even an animal touches the mountain, it must be stoned.”  The sight was 

so terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling with fear.”  But you have 

come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God.  

You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, 

to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven.  You 

have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men 

made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the 

sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. 
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 What this is saying is that there are two mountains.  There are two options.  There 

is a way to encounter God that is not characterized by shrinking back in fear and dread 

but rather by bold joy and confidence.  How?  Through Jesus; through his blood that calls 

for mercy, not judgment; through his righteousness that makes perfect.  He is the 

Mediator of a new and better covenant. 

 Remember how Moses was a mediator?  Remember how God spoke to him in the 

hearing of the people so that they would always put their trust in him?  Remember how 

Moses consecrated them?  Well there’s a place in the NT Gospels where Jesus takes 

some of his disciples up a high mountain and “there he was transfigured before them.  

His clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.  

And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus” (Mk. 

9:2-4).  And “then a cloud appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the 

cloud: ‘This is my Son, whom I love.  Listen to him!’” (Mk. 9:7).  Sound familiar? 

Here the disciples got a little glimpse of who Jesus really was.  He is far superior 

to Moses.  Jesus is divine, God the Son.  The only One who can be in God’s presence is 

God.  And Jesus is God.  Thus the only way we can be in God’s presence is to be in 

Christ, to wear his dazzling white robes.  Jesus consecrates us by having us wash our 

clothes and make them white in his blood (cf. Rev. 7:14).  This is our only hope before a 

holy God, but it is an unfailing hope.  We can be “before his glorious presence without 

fault and with great joy” (Jd. 24). 

 

JESUS 
I had the experience of going to traffic court recently.  I had hit another car.  It 

was my fault.  I had to appear in court.  After I got there and forgot I had my pocket knife 

with me and ran back to put it in the car and ran back and went through security and 

found the right courtroom I just missed the cut off to check-in and got barked at to sit 

down.  So I had to sit in this packed room with hard wooden benches surrounded by 

others awaiting their trial.  No one was congenial there.  The clerk of court was very 

abrasive and matter of fact.  I thought to myself, “C’mon lighten up.”  When the judge 

came in everyone stood.  When he sat, we all sat.  I knew it would be awhile so I took out 

a magazine and started reading and the clerk yelled at me and told me there is no reading 

when court is in session.  His facial expression soon told me he wasn’t joking.  I felt very 

small in that moment and very alone. 

One-by-one everybody went forward to get their justice.  I tried to counter my 

hurt feelings of being belittled with thoughts like, “He can’t talk to me like that.”  I 

started to rehearse my speech before the judge in my head.  I had to go up there with 

confidence and not let him think I’m intimidated.  I couldn’t say too much and 

incriminate myself; maybe I could get off somehow.  After all, it was the tiniest of 

scratches.  The cop who gave me the ticket was there.  Maybe she could come to my 

defense and say it was never even worth calling the police over in the first place. 

But as I sat there for over an hour my mind began to change back and forth 

between that scene and the scene of the final judgment when I come before the bench of 

Almighty God.  What will I say?  I knew here I was guilty.  I knew I had to confess and 

take my penalty (I was bracing myself to spend a few hundred dollars there that day).  

And I know before God I will have no excuse.  I cannot make a defense, hope to get off 

on a technicality, wish for clemency.  I won’t be able to point to anything I’ve done in my 
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life as evidence that I should come into his kingdom.  I won’t have the option of pleading 

the 5
th

.  There is no court of appeals.  The only thing I have, my only plea will be Christ.  

“You’re honor, I deserve nothing more than to be consumed by your wrath for eternity, 

but, Lord, you said that simply by faith I could be joined to your Son whom you love and 

his death would have taken my punishment and his life could count as my merit.  I claim 

that.  I plead the blood and righteousness of Christ, I have no other plea.  I have nothing 

else.” 

 Again, to say that God is full of grace does not mean that he in any way lowers 

the bar.  He demands full obedience, nothing less.  That’s what we saw last week.  And 

here this week we see that when we speak of a God that is loving and good it doesn’t 

mean that he is cuddly.  He commands full respect.  The glorious truth is that he has 

provided everything we need in Christ.  Simply by faith (not by anything you do or 

contribute) Jesus can be our perfect righteousness.  By faith all of God’s righteous wrath 

and fury that should consume us was exhausted on Christ so there is no judgment left to 

fear.  As one songwriter has put it, “You suffered in my place/You bore the wrath 

reserved for me/Now all I know is grace.”
7
 

 The answer to someone who struggles with performance anxiety isn’t – “Relax, 

God’s gracious; he’ll accept your best; he’s not that exacting.”  It’s – “You’re right: God 

demands perfection… but he’s provided it for you in Christ!  Put your trust in him.”  

Likewise, for those who have this constant (what some might call neurotic) fear of God 

striking them dead, the answer is not, “C’mon now; God’s not like that; he’d never strike 

someone dead,” because he has (i.e. Nadab and Abihu, Lev. 10:1-2; Uzzah, 1Chron. 

13:10)!  He is a force to be feared who can mess you up pretty bad.  But the answer is, 

“God veiled himself in human flesh, in the person of Jesus, lived a perfect life, and went 

to the cross to be stricken by God, smitten by him, marred beyond human likeness so you 

would never have to be.  He died, was buried, and rose again from the dead.  He ascended 

to the right hand of the Majesty in Heaven where he intercedes for you and has secured 

your place there reigning with him in bliss for eternity.  You don’t have to stand before 

God alone.  Put your trust in Jesus.” 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 God is summoning you to meet with him at this Table.  It’s okay.  He’s spread the 

Table with reminders of Christ’s body and blood broken and shed for you.  Come into his 

Presence, repenting of sin, trusting in Christ, and know his love and mercy that go far, far 

beyond the cheap definitions that are so often promulgated in his name. 

 

Benediction 
Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, the blessed and only Ruler, 

the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in 

unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see, except God the One and Only, 

who is at the Father’s side, and has made him known – Jesus Christ, full of grace and 

truth!  To him be honor and might forever.  Amen. (1Tim. 1:17, 6:15-17, Jn. 1:14, 18) 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 30, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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