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Text 
Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up 

10 
and saw the God of Israel. 

Under his feet was something like a pavement made of sapphire, clear as the sky itself. 
11 

But God did not 

raise his hand against these leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, and they ate and drank. 
12 

The LORD 

said to Moses, "Come up to me on the mountain and stay here, and I will give you the tablets of stone, with 

the law and commands I have written for their instruction." 
13 

Then Moses set out with Joshua his aide, and 

Moses went up on the mountain of God. 
14 

He said to the elders, "Wait here for us until we come back to 

you. Aaron and Hur are with you, and anyone involved in a dispute can go to them." 
15 

When Moses went 

up on the mountain, the cloud covered it, 
16 

and the glory of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai. For six days 

the cloud covered the mountain, and on the seventh day the LORD called to Moses from within the cloud. 
17 

To the Israelites the glory of the LORD looked like a consuming fire on top of the mountain. 
18 

Then Moses 

entered the cloud as he went on up the mountain. And he stayed on the mountain forty days and forty 

nights. 

 

Introduction 
 Welcome to Immanuel!  God is a God who assembles his people.  In our weekly 

assemblies over the last year we’ve been going through the book of Exodus.  The book of 

Exodus is the second book in the Bible.  It was written by a man named Moses.  In it he 

tells the story of how God used him to deliver the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt 

in the mid-second millennium B.C.  It’s the story of how they go from serving Pharaoh to 

worshipping Yahweh (Yahweh is the personal name of God made prominent in this 

book).  And serving and worship is the same word in Hebrew.  It’s a story about worship, 

about false gods and the one true God, about Yahweh redeeming a people to the praise of 

his glory.  The repeated refrain in Moses’ encounters with Pharaoh is “Let my people go, 

so that they may worship me” (i.e. 8:1). 

 Here the Israelites are in ch. 24, freed from serving Pharaoh, assembled at Mt. 

Sinai and in v. 1 we read this call to worship.  The goal of redemption, the goal of life, 

the chief end of man, is the worship of God.  Worshipping God involves a spiritual 

perception and an inner relish.  You may notice that we tend toward the heady here at this 

church.  That’s our church’s personality.  The kind of people that God has assembled 

here are generally intellectually curious, cognitively wired and suspicious of 

emotionalism.  And so we may talk more readily in terms of knowing God.  But knowing 

God is not devoid of experience and truly experiencing God cannot happen apart from 

true knowledge of God.  We value both truth and experience. 
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We preach, which is inevitably an exercise of the mind.  Why do we preach?  

Because from early on God’s people have been a people of the book.  Last week we saw 

Moses beginning to write down God’s revelation – words, sentences, logical propositions 

encased in intentional narratives.  And so we prize and give priority to the Scriptures. 

But we also sing.  Though we are people of the book, the goal is never that we 

would just have book knowledge of God.  He’s not an academic subject.  He is a living 

being who calls people into relationship with himself… through his Word.  So, for 

example, the Apostle Paul could say to the Galatians that through hearing the Word 

preached to them Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified before their very eyes 

(Gal. 3:1).  Or in 2 Corinthians 4 Paul talks of how the proclamation of the Word shines 

light into people’s hearts to give them the light of the knowledge of glory of God in the 

face of Christ (2Cor. 4:6).  The truth set forth plainly is the Spirit appointed means of 

giving men and women an encounter with the God of glory and grace.  Through the 

Word the eyes of the heart are opened to behold the wonder of God, and we worship. 

 The Psalms talk over and over again about this, how we are to “taste and see that 

the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8), how we are to seek God’s face, which means to pursue an 

intimate encounter with the Lord.  Psalm 27:8 – “My heart says of you, ‘Seek his face!’  

Your face, Lord, I will seek.”  Psalm 27:4 – “One thing I ask of the Lord, this is what I 

seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the 

beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple.”  Christianity is way more than an 

intellectual system.  It’s about experiencing God. 

But, here’s the thing: the Psalms also testify over and over again to God’s face 

being hidden.  Psalm 10:1 – “Why, O Lord, do you stand far off?  Why do you hide 

yourself in times of trouble?”  Psalm 88:14 – “Why, O Lord, do you reject me and hide 

your face from me?”  Those moments of vivid spiritual apprehension are fleeting.  There 

are sometimes long periods of dryness.  “For now we see through a glass, darkly” (1Cor. 

13:12; KJV).  The Christian life on this earth is not one of incessant, unobstructed vision 

of God.  Unfortunately our experience of God is inconstant. 

In short, what we’re going to see today from this text in Exodus is just this: God 

graciously gives his people glimpses of his glory.  If you’ve never experienced God, 

may he give you a glimpse of himself today.  If it’s been awhile, may you be reminded 

that he does do this and encouraged to keep pursuing him.  And if you’re in the midst of a 

spiritual high at the moment, may you realize that this is merely a glimpse; there’s more 

to experience.  As we see how God gave previews and foretastes to the Israelite leaders 

and called Moses into the cloud on top of the mountain, may God graciously give his 

people a glimpse of his glory today. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Context 
 Let me just remind us of the context that today’s passage comes in.  As I said 

earlier, God has redeemed his people from Egypt and led them to the great assembly at 

Sinai on their way to the Promised Land.  Here he is making a covenant with them.  He 

tells them of his expectations in the Ten Commandments and the laws that follow.  It all 

follows very closely the ancient custom of mighty kings rescuing a smaller nation and 

then making them his vassal – “I the mighty king So-and-So, have delivered you from the 
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invading Something-ites and pledge you my protection henceforth provided you pay me 

tribute and do these things…” 

 Last week we saw the official covenant-making ceremony.  The Israelites declare, 

“Everything the Lord has said we will do” (v. 3).  And then it’s sealed in blood.  Now, 

“as the final stage in the covenant ratification ceremony,” writes John Mackay, “the 

representatives of the people are permitted an audience with the covenant King.”
1
  Let’s 

look at that meeting now, starting in v. 9… 

 

A Preview 

 “Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up 

and saw the God of Israel” (vv. 9-10a).  The title ‘God of Israel’ is a bit rare in the 

Pentateuch and is used here to indicate his role as the suzerain, the mighty covenant 

King.  But let’s talk about what it means that they saw God. 

 This simple statement has caused problems for many for many centuries.  The 

Septuagint (the Greek translation of the OT) amended the text to read – “they saw the 

place where the God of Israel stood.”  Some of the Rabbis translated this as – “they saw 

the glory of God.”  Other commentators add the qualification that this was a ‘form’ of the 

Lord (cf. Nu. 12:8), “an approximation, a faint resemblance and a sensible 

adumbration.”
2
  Why are people so impelled to qualify this statement? 

 Well a little later in Exodus we read God telling Moses, “You cannot see my face, 

for no one may see me and live” (33:20).  John 1:18 tells us that “no one has ever seen 

God.”  1 Timothy 6:16 tells us that God is the one who “lives in unapproachable light, 

whom no one has seen or can see.”  There is this repeated idea throughout the Bible that 

to truly see God is an utter impossibility, something that if it were to happen would result 

in immediate incineration. 

 But this says that the Israelite leaders “saw the God of Israel.”  Let’s look a little 

closer at how this is described.  It says, “Under his feet was something like a pavement 

made of sapphire, clear as the sky itself” (v. 10b).  This whole episode at Mt. Sinai has 

been accompanied by several supernatural manifestations of God – the thunder and 

lightning, the thick cloud and loud blast, the smoke and fire, the divine voice.  Now they 

are permitted to come part way up the holy mountain and as they do the physical is 

pealed back in such a way so as to reveal to them a bit of the spiritual realm.  Whether 

this came through light waves received by the photoreceptors in their physical eyes and 

processed by the brain or through some spiritual vision, I don’t know.  But it was plain to 

them. 

 Understand their position; notice that the Israelites are beneath, looking up.  They 

see some personal being, described as having feet.  But all they can seem to distinguish 

are the bottoms of his feet, similar to how later in ch. 33 Moses is only permitted to see 

God’s ‘back-side’.  So the Israelite leaders have not climbed up into heaven to look God 

squarely in the eye here.  There is this massive, imposing figure up above them and they 

can just make out his feet.  It’s something like an ant at the bottom of the Lincoln 

Memorial peering at the soles of that statue’s shoes… but not. 

 There’s another element, a translucent ‘pavement’ between them, a layer of 

something upon which God’s feet rest.  It’s described as something like sapphire.  Isn’t it 

interesting how language used to describe such a sight can’t help but be imprecise?  

Approximations.  The same thing is found in the theophany described in Ezekiel 1 – 
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you’ll see the word ‘like’ a lot.  Here the only thing they can think of to describe this 

‘paverment’ is sapphire, technically this opaque blue gemstone lapis lazuli that was 

famous in that region as a stone of beauty.  The scene is surreal.  They are peering up 

through ethereal beauty at God’s feet.  It’s something like coming up the escalators into 

the grand lobby at the Palmer House.  Have you ever done that?  It’s breathtaking.  It lifts 

your soul up out of your chest.  It’s something like that, but not. 

 This vision of God was spectacular.  It’s worth noting, I think, that in the few 

places in the Scriptures where people are said to see God, God himself specifically is not 

what receives the most description.  Here granted it’s a sparse account but the most detail 

is given to the pavement under God’s feet.  In Isaiah 6, for example, Isaiah sees the Lord 

high and exalted, but all the elaborate descriptions of the scene are of what surround the 

Lord – the throne, the robes, the six-winged seraphs.  It is the case that when we 

encounter God we know who we are dealing with, but God is not focused on per se, but 

rather the surroundings, in other words, the manifold glories that emanate from him, the 

God trappings.  Most of the time we experience God in the wake his deeds leave behind.  

It’s something like how we rarely if ever look at the sun.  It’s too much.  But we talk 

about it all the time.  What do we mean when we say it’s a gorgeous, sunny day?  We are 

looking at the sun-soaked autumn leaves, the vibrant orange evening clouds, the 

glimmering sparkles on the lake.  Likewise, when we testify to seeing God what that 

generally means is that we see more clearly some aspect of his beauty radiating from him 

– his love, his grace, his power, his faithfulness, his creativity, his sovereignty… 

 No mere mortal has ever seen the naked God.  It’s ridiculous, when you think 

about it.  You may think at times, “If I could just see God, then I would believe in him.”  

Do you know how silly that is?  I mean, think of it this way: the Red Hypergiant star VY 

Canis Majoris is the largest known star right now and it would take a 707 jet flying 

around it’s surface at 560 mph 1100 years to circle it once… and that star is only a tiny 

dot among the several hundred billion starts in our galaxy!  And the observable universe 

is thought to have billions of galaxies!!
3
  And “♫He’s got the whole world in his 

hands♫…”  Right? 

Now does he really have hands?  No!  This is just anthropomorphic language.  As 

the Westminster Confession states, “There is but one only, living, and true God, who is 

infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or 

passions; immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most 

holy, most free, most absolute.”  God’s like not some leprechaun that if we could just 

catch and observe with our eyes then we would believe in his existence.  It’s absurd. 

So he doesn’t have a literal face, or feet, or hands.  But here when he gives his 

people a glimpse of his glory we read that he “did not raise his hand against these 

leaders of the Israelites” (v. 11a).  The assumption is that just one glimpse through the 

sublime sapphire barrier at the anthropomorphic manifestation of God’s feet calls for the 

anthropomorphic back of his hand to effortlessly wipe us off the face of the earth.  He is 

so utterly holy, so wholly other, so pure and perfect.  But here the Israelites, by God’s 

grace (it’s the only way), were able to enjoy God’s glory without any fear of God’s 

judgment. 

 

A Foretaste 
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 “They saw God, and they ate and drank” (v. 11b).  What do you do on a date?  

You go out to eat.  What do you do at family gatherings?  You eat food.  One of the most 

universal demonstrations of fellowship and intimacy is a shared meal.  That’s why in our 

Small Groups we practice the convivium, that is, we eat together and share our lives over 

food every week.  There are few things better than good food in good company.  Here the 

Israelites enjoy table fellowship with God, they eat and drink in his presence. 

 Really what’s going on in these experiences?  John Mackay says, “The 

representatives of Israel are given a foretaste of what heaven is like when they are 

permitted this audience with the King.”
4
  I would say a preview and a foretaste: a preview 

of the Beatific Vision (“Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see 

face to face;” 1Cor. 13:12) and a foretaste of the Eschatological Banquet.  Isaiah 

prophesies of the end-time kingdom when “the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast of rich 

food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine – the best of meats and the finest of wines” 

(Is. 25:6).  And the book of Revelation, the last book of the Bible, speaks of the New 

Creation, what we as Christians are looking forward to, as the “wedding supper of the 

Lamb” (Rev. 19:9).  To be in God’s presence then will be like the most intimate, joyous, 

satisfying dinner ever.  And it will go on forever. 

 But this meal ends.  Get this.  This exquisite experience for the Israelites – 

beholding God in the accoutrements of his superlative beauty and not being smiten, 

eating and drinking in his presence… this experience ended.  It was just a preview and a 

foretaste.  And think about it: the Transfiguration when Peter, James, and John go up a 

high mountain and get to peak behind the scenes and see Jesus’ glory… that ended 

abruptly (Mk. 9:2-8).  Eventually people had to go home after the Ascension (Acts 1:10-

12).  Paul came back down from the third heaven (cf. 2Cor. 12:1-6).  John woke up from 

his vision on the Island of Patmos.  We only get but fleeting glimpses of his glory here, 

but they are good. 

Blaise Pascal was a French mathematician and philosopher in the 1600s.  When 

he was 31 years old he had an intense experience of God (he only lived to age 39).  We 

have his journal entry from that day.  In fact, he had it sewed into his coat to carry with 

him everywhere so he would remember it.  It reads: 

 

In the year of grace 1654, Monday 23 November…. 

From about half-past ten in the evening till about half an hour after midnight. 

FIRE 

God of Abraham.  God of Isaac.  God of Jacob. 

Not of the philosophers and the learned. 

Certainty.  Joy.  Certainty.  Emotion.  Sight.  Joy. 

Forgetfulness of the world and of all outside of God….
5
 

 

God graciously gives his people glimpses of his glory, moments when they 

perceive him clearly and experience him profoundly.  But they are just glimpses.  They 

don’t capture him fully and they don’t last forever.  “We walk by faith, not by sight” 

(2Cor. 5:7; ESV).  In this life, you can’t stay on the mountain top forever. 

 

Moses on the Mountain 
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 Now speaking of mountain top experiences, let’s look briefly at the rest of this 

chapter.  After the meal in God’s presence ended and everyone returned down to the 

camp, Moses proceeded to go back up the mountain to receive the stone tablets.  I’ve lost 

track of which trip this is for him.  This time we’re given the detail that “Moses set out 

with Joshua his aide.”  Joshua was the young leader who had previously led the Israelites 

in battle against the marauding Amalekites (ch. 17).  He will of course come to succeed 

Moses one day as leader of the people and head up the Conquest of the Promised Land.  

As I read this detail I was reminded of Coach Gordon who started Lawndale Community 

Church and has seen so much amazing ministry done there over the last 40 years and how 

I read in his book, Real Hope in Chicago, this invaluable advice – “Don’t go anywhere 

alone.”
6
  And what he meant by that is that as often as he or she possibly can, leaders at 

any level should take someone younger with them to do what they do.  It’s an ingenious 

leadership practice and with little snippets like this one we can see that Joshua was being 

intentionally groomed to take over one day, even if now it meant he was carrying Moses’ 

bags. 

 But there was one place that Moses had to go alone – the very top of the 

mountain.  Presumably Joshua only assisted part of the way.  “When Moses went up on 

the mountain, the cloud covered it, and the glory of the Lord settled on Mount Sinai” (vv. 

15-16a).  “To the Israelites the glory of the Lord looked like a consuming fire on top of 

the mountain” (v. 17)… and Moses was in it.  Moses “stayed on the mountain forty days 

and forty nights” (v. 18b).  Talk about a mountain top experience!  God was certainly not 

a dry doctrine for Moses! 

 But as we’ve seen before, Moses is a type.  His role as Mediator, as the only one 

who could ascend the peak of the mountain, is a foreshadowing of Christ.  In fact, this 

whole mountain set-up, with different levels and gradations of who could come only so 

far, is a pattern for the Tabernacle which we are about to get into starting next week.  As 

the glory cloud was at the top of the mountain and only Moses could go there, so there 

was a court and then a Holy Place and then the Most Holy Place in the Tabernacle 

construction and only the High Priest could go into the Most Holy Place, and then but 

once a year.  That was where the Lord would descend in a cloud theophany. 

 

Jesus in Heaven 

 This pattern and the Tabernacle was all a pointer to something greater, which we 

know from the book of Hebrews is Jesus and his once-for-all sacrifice staying God’s 

hand of judgment towards his people (Jesus’ sprinkled blood is really the only 

explanation for God not raising his hand against us) and securing his people’s entrance 

behind the curtain (the Gospels tell us at Jesus’ death the curtain in the Temple blocking 

off access to the Holy of Holies was torn in two), access to the throne, admission to the 

awesome fiery presence of God.  “Christ did not enter a man-made sanctuary that was 

only a copy of the true one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God’s 

presence” (Heb. 9:24).  And Jesus, in a way, takes us with him; as we are united to him 

by faith we are seated with him in the heavenly realms (Eph. 2:6) and have gained the 

privilege of personal communion with Almighty God. 

“Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, 

where Christ is seated at the right hand of God” (Col. 3:1) and there will be moments 

(similar to Stephen in Acts 7) when the heavens open up and by the Spirit we gain a clear 
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glimpse of our Savior with his nail-pierced hands reigning in glory at the right hand of 

the Father and we will worship.  Certain general aspects of God’s glory can be glimpsed 

and God can be experienced through music, through nature, through gawking at the 

skyline on the train, through art, literature, or movies.  But God’s most electrifying 

attribute is his mercy.  And his mercy is seen most stunningly in Christ. 

Do you know what today is?  Halloween?  Yes.  But more importantly it’s also 

the day that’s come to be celebrated as Reformation Day commemorating when Martin 

Luther nailed his 95 theses to the church door in Wittenberg 493 years ago, sparking the 

Protestant Reformation – a great revival where people recovered the gospel and through 

this God graciously gave his people a great glimpse of his glory.  You should have 

known I couldn’t make it through the sermon without mentioning this.  Here’s a little 

poem that was circulated in those days summarizing the Reformation: 

 

Luther teaches that we all 

Are involved in Adam’s fall. 

If man beholds himself within, 

He feels the bite and curse of sin. 

When dread, despair, and terror seize, 

Contrite he falls upon his knees. 

Then breaks for him the light of day. 

Then the gospel may have sway. 

Then sees he Christ of God the Son, 

Who for us all things has done. 

The law fulfilled, the debt is paid, 

Death overcome, the curse allayed, 

Hell destroyed, the devil bound, 

Grace for us with God has found. 

Christ, the Lamb, removes all sin. 

By faith alone in Christ we win.
7
 

 

It’s through the gospel that we experience God most powerfully. 

Now be advised that these experiences aren’t cure alls or constant.  They are 

previews and foretastes of when Christ shall come again and “we shall be like him, for 

we shall see him as he is” (1Jn. 3:2).  But they do come.  Sometimes more vivid, 

sometimes fainter.  Sometimes frequent, sometimes more far apart.  Sometimes we notice 

one aspect of his glory more prominent, other times it’s something else that he wants to 

highlight to us.  But the point is: God graciously gives his people glimpses of his glory. 

 

Conclusion 
 So in conclusion: if you want to experience God, go to Jesus.  “In him all the 

fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col. 1:19; ESV); “in Christ all the fullness of the 

Deity lives in bodily form” (Col. 2:9).  “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and 

Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known” (Jn. 1:18; cf. Jn. 6:46).  Jesus 

said, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (Jn. 14:9). 

 And if you want to see Christ, look no further than the Bible.  On the pages of 

Holy Writ, to the eyes of faith, Jesus comes into focus.  Let the Christ-centered Scriptures 



8 

be your lens for looking at life.  Read them, study them, memorize them, meditate on 

them, discuss them, hear them preached.  Through them the Spirit shows us our sin and 

shows us our Savior. 

 And if you want to taste God’s goodness, feast on his abundance, enjoy his favor, 

come to his Table that he has prepared before you, spread with the emblems of Christ’s 

sacrifice, as we will do in just a moment.  Word and Sacrament – God’s ordained means 

of graciously giving his people glimpses of his glory to sustain our faith until the day 

we all look on him around his eternal banquet table. 

Let me just add another piece to this.  It’s somewhat of a jump, but I think we do 

see it here in Exodus 24.  Notice that this seeing of God and eating and drinking in his 

presence wasn’t just one individual’s experience, but a group’s.  There’s the NT teaching 

that the church is the Body of Christ and so when the church is functioning well, there is 

Jesus.  Thus, 1 John 4:12 can say, “No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, 

God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.” 

 

In other words, it is by loving each other, meaning the church’s love for its 

members… that somehow that chasm between seeing God and not seeing 

God is crossed…. 

 

We can all perhaps think back [on] how love and thoughtfulness from 

God’s people was like a cool drink on a hot day, a spiritual shot in the arm 

when we were really down.  It is, for example, common among God’s 

people to struggle with spiritual issues.  It is hard to imagine anyone who 

has been a Christian for even a brief time not to admit that they don’t 

always “feel” God’s presence with them.  Well, how do we get this feeling 

back?  First John 4:12 tells us: love.  A timely phone call by a trusted and 

respected friend from church does wonders to remind us that God is real.  

Musing privately about the metaphysical reality of God and asking 

abstract theological questions usually does not get us very far.  God has set 

things up so that we see him through the love of others, his church… 

 

Moreover, it is not only in receiving love from others that we see God.  It 

is also by loving others.  Do you feel distant from God?  Don’t just wait 

for someone else to reach out to you.  You reach out to someone else….  

By taking the step of loving our brothers and sisters “God lives in us.”  

We, too, can see God – regularly.  We do not need to climb a mountain or 

look up, expecting the heavens to part with bright flashes of light in order 

to see God….  [I]t is through the love that God’s people show each other 

that God is seen.  This thought should…. spur us on not to brood but to 

act, whether we feel like it or not.
8
 

 

 Steep yourself in the Scriptures – be consistent in hearing Christ preached.  Be 

consistent in gathering at his Table.  And immerse yourself in the community of 

Christians.  As you are doing these things there will be unpredictable experiences of God, 

previews and foretastes, glimpses that will power you on your journey to the Promised 

Land. 
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The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
I pray that the eyes of your heart be enlightened in order that you may have the light of 

the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  (Eph. 1:18; 2Cor. 4:6) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 31, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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