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Text 
Then the LORD said to Moses, "Leave this place, you and the people you brought up out of Egypt, and go 

up to the land I promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, saying, 'I will give it to your descendants.' 
2
 I will send an angel before you and drive out the Canaanites, Amorites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites and 

Jebusites. 
3
 Go up to the land flowing with milk and honey. But I will not go with you, because you are a 

stiff-necked people and I might destroy you on the way." 
4
 When the people heard these distressing words, 

they began to mourn and no one put on any ornaments. 
5
 For the LORD had said to Moses, "Tell the 

Israelites, 'You are a stiff-necked people. If I were to go with you even for a moment, I might destroy you. 

Now take off your ornaments and I will decide what to do with you.'" 
6
 So the Israelites stripped off their 

ornaments at Mount Horeb. 
7
 Now Moses used to take a tent and pitch it outside the camp some distance 

away, calling it the "tent of meeting." Anyone inquiring of the LORD would go to the tent of meeting 

outside the camp. 
8
 And whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people rose and stood at the entrances 

to their tents, watching Moses until he entered the tent. 
9
 As Moses went into the tent, the pillar of cloud 

would come down and stay at the entrance, while the LORD spoke with Moses. 
10

 Whenever the people saw 

the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance to the tent, they all stood and worshiped, each at the entrance to 

his tent. 
11

 The LORD would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend. Then Moses 

would return to the camp, but his young aide Joshua son of Nun did not leave the tent. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week’s text ended at the close of ch. 32 with God telling Moses to “go, lead 

the people to the place I spoke of, and my angel will go before you” (32:34a).  Even 

though God didn’t accept Moses’ proposition to receive himself as a sacrifice of 

atonement, God did acquiesce to move forward with the plan to bring the Israelites into 

the Promised Land (as we’ll see expressed again today). 

Then is added: “However, when the time comes for me to punish, I will punish 

them for their sin” (32:34b).  What is he talking about?  When does this punishment 

happen?  I think the plague spoken of in v. 35 is probably referring back to the loss of 

3,000 to the sword the day before.  In any case, this future directed statement about 

punishment has many mini-fulfillments throughout the course of Israel’s history (the 

generation that by and large dies in the desert, the exile, etc…), but ultimately it could 

also be said to be referring to Judgment Day. 

Now, what many don’t know is that Judgment Day occurs in two stages: at the 

end of time for those who finally never repent (this is what we typically think of when we 

hear the term ‘Judgment Day’); but Judgment Day has also already occurred in the 

middle of time on Good Friday when Jesus “himself bore our sins in his body on the tree” 
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(1Pet. 2:24) and experienced the wrath of God on behalf of those who share in him by 

faith.  All sin is punished, either in hell or on the cross.  “When the time comes for me to 

punish, I will punish…” 

This is what Romans 3:25 is getting at when it says that “in his forbearance he 

had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished.”  God forgave and mercifully 

accepted many of the Israelites from Moses’ day only because he was looking forward 

and applying the propitiation provided by Christ.  The response to last week’s sermon for 

us is stated well at the end of Psalm 2 – “Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and you perish in 

the way, for his wrath is quickly kindled.  Blessed are all who take refuge in him” (Ps. 

2:12; ESV).  There is full atonement, total refuge in the Son, Jesus Christ.  And when we 

see the depths of love expressed in Jesus’ death for us, how can we not affectionately kiss 

him! 

That’s the direction today’s text takes us.  Last week we were caused to look at 

the logic of penal substitutionary atonement.  We got doctrinally precise, and that’s 

important.  But it can’t stop there.  Doctrine is to produce devotion; truth should elicit 

experience.  Moses’ mere verbal mediation wasn’t enough, there had to be atonement.  

But a definite atonement is not the end, spiritual communion is.  In all the talk we’ve 

been doing recently in Exodus about a holy God, a just God, a God of wrath, I want to be 

clear that we shouldn’t perceive God as being cold, distant, strict, calculating, harsh, and 

punishing.  In short, what we’re going to begin to explore today is just this: There’s 

intimate fellowship for those who are fully atoned for. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Prospect of Going without God 

 Here’s the scenario: God has redeemed his people from Egypt, led them tenderly 

and miraculously through the desert on their way to the land promised to their ancestors, 

stopping at Mt. Sinai to receive the law.  And he’s just finished outlining a splendid plan 

for dwelling among his people in the Tabernacle.  And then the Israelites utterly break 

God’s law, try to do part of what the Tabernacle was supposed to do on their own and in 

their own way.  Through this gross violation of God’s covenant we get a glimpse into 

how God feels about sin (not ambivalent).  But Moses steps in and plays the role of 

mediator beautifully. 

 When we read the Exodus story in the context of the biblical story we see that 

Moses as mediator is just a foreshadowing of the ultimate Mediator who is Jesus.  He 

pleads his sinful people’s case before a holy God chiefly by pointing to his own work of 

atonement on the cross.  To be a Christian is to identify with Jesus, to accept by faith that 

his death counts for you and, in union with him, to be raised to eternal life.  No fear of 

punishment.  And the death that approaches is only an entrance into heaven.  Okay? 

 But are those the chief benefits of the Christian faith?  Forgiveness of sin, escape 

from judgment, entrance into heaven? 

Let’s look at the next segment in Exodus.  “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Leave 

this place, you and the people you brought up out of Egypt, and go up to the land I 

promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, saying, “I will give it to your 

descendants.”  I will send an angel before you and drive out the Canaanites, Amorites, 

Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites” (vv. 1-2).  Moses was right.  God will keep his 
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covenant.  Of course he will.  God was going to give this people who he had rescued 

from Egypt the land he had promised to them.  An angel was going to go ahead of them 

to drive out all who opposed them, as had earlier been indicated (cf. 23:20ff).  They 

would get escape from Egypt and entrance into the Promised Land.  And not just any 

land, but a land that was good, a land famously known to be “flowing with milk and 

honey” (v. 3a). 

“But,” and here it comes, “I will not go with you” (v. 3b).  They could have 

freedom and a home.  They could have their ‘good life’… without God.  They wouldn’t 

have to deal with the tensions of a Holy One in their midst who might destroy them on 

the way because of their stiff-necks.  It would be much simpler.  God’s blessings, but no 

God.  That’s essentially what God is saying. 

Specifically what this means is: no Tabernacle.  All the plans of chs. 25-30 were 

about to be scrapped.  Remember what God’s intention was with this magnificent edifice 

– “Have them make a sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them” (25:8).  “God had 

given the Hebrews instructions to build a sanctuary so that he would reside among the 

people,” writes John Currid.  “They instead made a calf as a physical representation of 

gods being with them.  Now Yahweh threatens to remove from them the true symbol of 

his presence.”
1
 

Now, what do you expect their reaction to be?  Put yourself in their shoes.  

They’ve just completely shattered their covenant with the Sovereign King and God has 

relented from his anger, he has not destroyed them then and there; he has assured them 

milk, honey, a land to call their own, victory over enemies… just no Tabernacle, no 

dwelling presence among them.  He would remain relationally distant. 

What would your response be to such an arrangement?  Let me put it this way: If 

you’re a Christian, are you okay with having Jesus be your Mediator and knowing that he 

has atoned for your sins and that you’re going to heaven when you die, no hell in your 

future, but not walking with Jesus personally along the way and not having him be the 

main attraction of the heaven that awaits you?  Are you okay with that arrangement?  Are 

you content to have God’s blessings without a relationship with God? 

Research shows that this is the way most young people in America today view 

religion.  Sociologists Christian Smith and Melina Lundquist Denton coined a term in 

their 2005 book Soul Searching
2
 called ‘moralistic therapeutic deism’.  Moralistic 

therapeutic deism, the American religion de jour, believes that people are essentially 

good and go to heaven when they die; there is a God, but he’s essentially there to make 

us happy and is not particularly involved in our lives.  And the research finds that this 

kind of thinking is rampant in so-called evangelical churches. 

For some people this is all they want – fire insurance, the hope of seeing loved 

ones after death, a comfortable, moral life in the meantime.  For many others this is all 

they’ve been told Christianity is!  For most, however, this is what they often settle for. 

 

The Repentance of the Israelites 
 But, remarkably, the Israelites do not jump at such an offer.  Isn’t that amazing?  

“When the people heard these distressing words [related from Moses], they began to 

mourn and no one put on any ornaments” (v. 4).  They were not welcome words, but 

distressing words.  To go on without God would defeat the whole purpose.  They didn’t 

celebrate and say, “Oh well, no biggie.”  They gave visible displays of brokenness and 
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dismay.  They took off their jewelry, “for the Lord had said to Moses, ‘Tell the Israelites, 

“You are a stiff-necked people.  If I were to go with you even for a moment, I might 

destroy you.  Now take off your ornaments and I will decide what to do with you.”’  So 

the Israelites stripped off their ornaments at Mount Horeb” (vv. 5-6). 

 Now what’s this emblematic of?  Well, it’s a further display of repentance.  They 

were truly sorry for their sin against God and it grieved them.  The gold jewelry that had 

become a snare to them and a means of idolatry they took off as a symbolic gesture of 

repentance. 

 This gives us a chance to pause and reflect on what repentance really is.  It’s not 

just saying sorry so that you avoid punishment.  It’s not feeling bad that you messed up 

because that tarnishes your reputation – in your mind or others’ minds – as being a decent 

person.  Repentance is not just apologizing for letting others down or feeling 

inconvenienced by the mess your actions have made.  Psalm 51 is a great text on 

repentance.  It’s King David’s poem of contrition after his sordid affair with Bathsheba 

and the cover-up murder of her husband.  David’s sin had offended a great many people 

and caused quite a mess, but what does David say?  “Against you, you only, have I 

sinned and done what is evil in your sight” (Ps. 51:4).  David lamented that he had sinned 

against God and cries out for his greatest need – “Do not cast me from your presence or 

take your Holy Spirit from me” (Ps. 51:11). 

You see: idols in our hearts keep God out.  Martin Luther said, “Whatever man 

loves, that is his god.  For he carries it in his heart; he goes about with it night and day; 

he sleeps and wakes with it, be it what it may, wealth or self, pleasure or renown.”
3
  And 

Phil Ryken follows up on that and says, “God wants to fill our lives with his presence.  

But when we carry other things around with us, pursuing them by day and thinking about 

them at night, there is no room left for God.”
4
  Repentance is recognizing that this is not 

good.  Whatever you may have acquired – money, sex, power – is not what ultimately 

satisfies.  Even good things, turned to ultimate things, crowd out the excellent thing, and 

that is fellowship with God.  Repentance is being genuinely broken over that on the 

inside and taking visible steps on the outside to turn from idols and turn to God in 

humility and need. 

When the Bible talks about repentance it’s not a pragmatic decision to place 

cognitive faith in Jesus so that our punishment can be dealt with by someone else and we 

can get out from under God’s wrath and get some of God’s blessings.  It’s a relational 

move to personally cling to Jesus as our representative whose death removes God’s wrath 

and whose righteousness insures that all that’s left is the unrestrained pleasure of an 

approving Father who wants you to enjoy all things with him. 

This kind of repentance is not a one-shot deal.  It’s the whole Christian life.  Since 

in this life we are still a stiff-necked people there will always been more and more 

opportunities for heartfelt repentance and re-appropriating the work of Christ in our lives 

so that there is sustained deepening of our relationship with God.  Because that’s what it 

really is about – a relationship with God.  There’s intimate fellowship for those who 

are fully atoned for. 

 

The Friendship of God 

 So let’s look at the snippet recorded for us in vv. 7-11, which points to this 

intimate fellowship.  God offers the Promised Land without his presence.  The people 
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protest – “No, Lord.  We want you!  We repent of our sin.”  Now, there’s a bit of a lull in 

the action, an excellent story telling technique.  What will happen?  Will he go with them 

or not?  You can read ahead if you like and see that he does.  Chapter 35 picks up as if 

chs. 32-34 didn’t even happen.  The Tabernacle is built and the book ends with God’s 

presence filling it.  So God responds to the desperation with forgiveness and grace and 

gives himself.  And this little story about Moses in his tent pictures for us what is 

available for those who repent and put their faith in Christ. 

 It says, “Now Moses used to take a tent and pitch it outside the camp some 

distance away, calling it the ‘tent of meeting’” (v. 7a).  This most likely describes a 

regular practice of Moses’ at this time.  It occurred outside the camp, not smack in the 

middle of the people like the Tabernacle would be.  It was called the ‘tent of meeting’ – a 

name used elsewhere to describe what the Tabernacle would be (i.e. 27:21).  It seems that 

it’s a miniature, provisional structure that provided for some of what the Tabernacle was 

meant to do.  It was a place for Moses to meet with the Lord and “anyone inquiring of the 

Lord would go to the tent of meeting outside the camp” (v. 7b).  The Lord would meet 

with his people in an intimate fashion. 

 Let’s look more closely at what this would look like for someone like Moses.  

“Whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people rose and stood at the entrances to 

their tents, watching Moses until he entered the tent” (v. 8).  “Verse 8 indicates that the 

people’s respect for Moses had fully returned, and their disregard of him (32:1) had, 

rightly, disappeared.  To rise and stand was the standard action of respect in the ancient 

world, as also, generally, in the modern.”
5
  “As Moses went into the tent, the pillar of 

cloud would come down and stay at the entrance, while the Lord spoke with Moses.  

Whenever the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance to the tent, they all 

stood and worshiped, each at the entrance to his tent.  The Lord would speak to Moses 

face to face, as a man speaks with his friend” (vv. 9-11). 

 There’s something in there that should be jolting to us.  I’m afraid it’s not for 

many people who swim in sentimental subjectivism when it comes to spiritual things.  

But in the course of this Exodus narrative which depicts a God of fire and thunder, 

holiness and wrath, to then read that Moses conversed with him “as a man speaks with 

his friend” is utterly astounding.  There is such a relational possibility with God that he 

and a human could be said to be friends!  There’s intimate fellowship for those who 

are fully atoned for in the form of divine friendship! 

 Now this picture of God does not negate his holiness, his justice, his mighty 

transcendence, his red hot wrath.  They go together.  Otherwise we just have an 

imaginary friend.  Many people think – “Don’t speak of God that way, as being a God 

who damns, God damn it!  He’s a God of love and we’re all God’s children.”  But reflect 

on these words of the late biblical scholar Leon Morris: 

 

Unless we give a real content to the wrath of God, unless we hold 

that men really deserve to have God visit upon them the painful 

consequences of their wrongdoing, we empty God’s forgiveness of its 

meaning.  For if there is no ill desert, God ought to overlook sin. 

We can think of forgiveness as something real only when we hold 

that sin has betrayed us into a situation where we deserve to have God 

inflict upon us the most serious consequences, and that is upon such a 
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situation that God’s grace supervenes.  When the logic of the situation 

demands that He should take action against the sinner, and He yet takes 

action for him, then and then alone can we speak of grace. 

But there is no room for grace if there is no suggestion of dire 

consequences merited by sin.
6
 

 

Understanding the dire consequences of sin, sets us up to understand the drastic measures 

of Christ’s atonement, which opens us up to enjoy the deepest experiences of grace, 

mercy, LOVE. 

 This experience is one of profound friendship with God, mutual enjoyment of 

each other’s person, company, and affection.  Abraham is also said to have been a friend 

of God (2Chron. 20:7; Is. 41:8).  The term is used rarely, though, in the OT, but listen to 

Jesus’ words to his disciples in John 15 – “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay 

down his life for his friends.  You are my friends…  I no longer call you servants, 

because a servant does not know his master’s business.  Instead, I have called you 

friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (Jn. 

15:13-15).  Those who are identified with Jesus, for whom he laid down his life, are 

called his friends.  And he has pledged his endless intimate fellowship with them in the 

words – “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Mt. 28:20). 

We’re not just talking about being united to Christ so his death can count for you 

so you can go to heaven when you die.  Union with Christ carries with it communion 

with Christ.  And heaven… what’s so great about heaven?  Streets of gold?  No more 

sickness?  Reunion with loved ones?  No.  Jesus is heaven!  Now that’s not to over-

spiritualize it as if we just become a drop in the ocean of divinity, some participation in 

ethereal Spirit.  No, the end goal is a renewed earth, a redeemed civilization with things 

to do and other embodied people to do it with, but the greatest thing about this New 

Jerusalem is that God is there, in a never-before-seen way. 

And by the power of the Holy Spirit something of that experience is available 

now, the end of time in the middle of time.  You may be a bit puzzled by the very human 

portrayal of God in this passage – relenting of anger, threatening the removal of his 

presence and then, deciding to go ahead and go with them after all.  This is a very 

anthropomorphic depiction of God because he wants to be related with like we would 

another personal being… because he is… even though he is infinite and eternal and 

unchanging.  We sometimes speak of God in philosophical terms, talking of his aseity, 

his immutability, impassibility.  He is a being sui generis, it’s true.  But it’s also true that 

he, in love, relates with us as a friend. 

 I’m all about, in case you can’t tell, being theologically precise.  I’m a defender of 

doctrine.  I’m quick to quote rigorous scholars like the great Princetonians.  But listen to 

former Princeton Seminary professor Archibald Alexander – “If Christ be in us there will 

be communion….  He will sometimes speak to us – He will speak comfortably to us – He 

will give tokens of his love.  He will invite our confidence and will shed abroad his love 

in our hearts.  And if Christ be formed within us we cannot remain altogether ignorant of 

his presence.  Our hearts, while he communes with us, will sometimes burn within us.”
7
  

That’s a learned scholar speaking. 

 I’m leery of sappy mysticism and have no patience for subjective sentimentalism.  

Religion is not just a private affair between you and God.  As G.K. Chesterton said, “A 
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man can no more possess a private religion than he can possess a private sun and moon.”
8
  

But because of the objective work of Christ in history and the sovereign realities of his 

Spirit at work in the world he created, there is such a thing as a personal relationship with 

God. 

 

Application 

 Do you have a friendship with the Lord?  How is your friendship with him?  I 

think some of us who struggle conceiving of God or relating to God as friend usually also 

struggle in having friendships period.  Perhaps one of the ways we can cultivate our 

relational side with God is to cultivate it with others.  Do you have good friends?  A 

recent study finds that 1 in every 4 Americans reports having no close confidants.  Find 

and maintain good friends. 

And perhaps thinking about what makes for good human friendships, in some 

ways, can inform what we are to pursue with God.  A good friendship involves saying 

sorry (repentance).  A good friendship involves being open to correction.  A good 

friendship is comfortable; you don’t have to perform to earn acceptance; you can be 

yourself.  Good, healthy friendships are not exclusive; you gladly introduce others to 

your friend.  In good friendships you start looking and acting like each other.  Have you 

ever noticed that? 

And what do you do with good friends?  Well you may have times when you just 

sit on a couch or at a table the two of you with a cup of tea or a beer and talk and share 

yourself.  But you also do things together – build things, bake things, go places, watch 

movies, play games.  And you don’t just schedule things; there’s spontaneity.  I think we 

think of our relationship with God as always being serious, going deep into our hearts, in 

some kind of monastic retreat or daily quiet times, and those are good and important, but 

a friendship with God means you ride bikes together, you speak to him throughout the 

day.  And this is actually how you keep good things from becoming ultimate things – you 

do them with God, in thankfulness, in his presence. 

 Finally, we read, “Then Moses would return to the camp, but his young aide 

Joshua son of Nun did not leave the tent” (v. 11).  If you are stuck in your personal 

relationship with the Lord or at a loss as to how to cultivate a deeper one, hang around 

with someone who knows the Lord intimately.  Linger in those places where spiritual 

connection is happening.  This should primarily be through real, living, relationships with 

spiritual mentors – men or woman who know God.  Find someone who has been walking 

with him and ask, “Can I hang around you?” 

But it can also involve reading books by men or women of the past who knew 

God well.  Maybe try reading some books that are a bit more on the ‘mystical side’.  I 

would say that most mystics are crazy and have dangerous ideas.  Be discerning.  But the 

Psalmist is a totally sound bet.  I’ve found the Puritans a welcome guide in these matters 

too.  A.W. Tozer, a 20
th

 century Chicago pastor, is full of really rich insights.  Someone 

like Eugene Peterson has some good stuff.  Amy Carmichael’s writings are reveal a real 

intimacy.  There are many more, I’m sure. 

 But, interestingly, I find that what really lights my heart aflame with passion for 

God is often going deeper into doctrine.  Really ponder the depths of the atonement and 

see if your heart does not melt in adoration of your great savior.  The brilliant C.S. Lewis 

once said: 
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For my own part, I tend to find the doctrinal books often more helpful in 

devotion than the devotional books, and I rather suspect that the same 

experience may await others.  I believe that many who find that ‘nothing 

happens’ when they sit down, or kneel down, to a book of devotion, would 

find that the heart sings unbidden while they are working their way 

through a tough bit of theology with a pipe in their teeth and a pencil in 

their hand.
9
 

 

I don’t want to tell you what to feel, really.  I want to tell you about Jesus, and 

that will produce the feelings.  We’re not saved by feelings but by Christ!  This happens 

to me all the time: I’m tracking with the truth, I’m starting to feel affection welling up 

within me, and then someone tells me what I’m supposed to feel and the plug is pulled 

and it all drains out of me.  I don’t want to do that.  I want to point you to Christ. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 There’s intimate fellowship for those who are fully atoned for.  If you’ve 

never tasted of it and you feel a longing in your heart, repent and turn to Christ today and 

know his love.  If you have in the past, but it’s grown faint, rekindle your friendship 

today.  Repent of your idols and come to Jesus believing that in him God is 100% for 

you.  No anger, no wrath, no punishment, only the tender discipline of a loving Father 

who wants to be your friend... 

 One of the places we are invited to where God promises to make himself 

spiritually present is at the Lord’s Table… 

 

Benediction 
“I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his 

Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” (Eph. 

3:16-17a). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 23, 2011.  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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