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Text 
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 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 

Afterward 

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 with the LORD. 

 

Introduction 
 I had a long and, to be quite honest, pedantic introduction written up for this that I 

spent a whole afternoon carefully crafting.  But I scrapped it.  I think I try too hard 

sometimes.  The word pedantic itself is pedantic.  What does that mean, anyway?  It 

means it was boring! 

If I stand up here and try to sound intelligent so you’ll think I’m somebody, God 

may use the content (and he has graciously in the past), but it’s not that pleasurable, for 

you or for me.  If I’m just trying to satisfy my own intellectual curiosity, that can be 

interesting to a few, but ultimately it’s selfish.  I had laboriously labored to do that to the 

point that my face was contorted in anguish.  In the end had to junk my introduction,
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spend some time before the Lord in honesty about what I was trying to do and where that 

came from and repent, and then let the truths of my acceptance in Christ sink in a little 

further and try it again. 

Instead of an elaborate introduction, let me just cut to the chase, tell you where 

we’re going, and get started.  In short, what we’re going to see today is just this: those 

who know God’s glory show God’s glory. 

 

I’d really like to model this passage as I preach it, so let’s pray… 
 

Moses and the Fading Glory 

 First off, what’s going on in this passage?  Moses has just encountered the Lord in 

a profound way atop the mountain.  God has agreed to go with his people, even though 

they’ve proven to be lawbreakers.  The whole project that looked for a moment to be 
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jettisoned was cruising on unfazed.  Even more than that, Moses asked God if he could 

see his glory and God hid Moses in a rock and passed by him and proclaimed his Name.  

What does that mean to ‘see God’s glory’?  God’s glory is a relational quality.  Seeing it 

means to experience him as a person of infinite substance, to know him, to be drawn to 

him.  God’s personhood was known and understood and enjoyed by Moses in new ways. 

Now in this instance for Moses, something clearly supernatural was happening up 

there, because Moses went 40 days and 40 nights without food or water.  That’s not 

normal!  So something extraordinarily supernatural is going on and the after effects bear 

that out – “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 Lord” (v. 29). 

 Here we have what we’ve talked about on other occasions and it’s called the 

principle of phosphorescence.  Like the stars in a child’s bedroom that glow after the 

light’s been turned out because they have been absorbing rays, people who encounter 

God’s divine radiation shine with similar luminosity, sometimes literally and 

supernaturally (like Moses), most times intangibly and metaphorically.  There is an 

afterglow of glory exuding from those who have been with God.  Have you ever 

recognized it in others?  That person’s countenance radiates with joy; something’s 

different.  It’s what John Currid calls “the effulgent splendor of Almighty God.”
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  As the 

Psalmist says, “Those who look to him are radiant” (Ps. 34:5). 

 It sounds cool, but there was a problem: it freaked the Israelites out.  “When 

Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to come 

near him” (v. 30).  Why?  Because they sensed God’s reality through Moses but the 

immediate context made them think this meant punishment.  Moses was able to calm and 

assure his brother and the leaders of the community that God was compassionate and 

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in love and faithfulness, forgiving wickedness, 

rebellion, and sin (cf. 34:6,7).  After some coaxing they could listen to him. 

But the people by and large were terrified at this phenomenon.  They saw God’s 

glory, but what they were predominantly hearing was God’s Law.  Notice that Moses’ 

main ministry at this stage is to relate “all the commands the Lord had given him on 

Mount Sinai” (v. 32).  When he spoke to the Israelites in his official office he was telling 

them “what he had been commanded” (v. 34).  So Moses’ was always giving them law.  

And God’s law in conjunction with God’s glory was a terrifying prospect.  As Ed Dennett 

says: 

 

The very glory that shone upon his face searched their hearts and 

consciences – being what they were, sinners, and unable of themselves to 

meet even the smallest requirements of the covenant which had now been 

inaugurated….  They were therefore afraid, because they knew in their 

inmost souls that they could not stand before Him from whose presence 

Moses had come.”
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In the heavy presence of law, God’s glory was not readily seen as a good thing.  

That’s why we read that Moses, whenever he had “finished speaking to them 

[proclaiming the laws and commandments of God], he [would] put a veil over his face” 
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(v. 33) to shield them from this overwhelming reality.  With the ever present reminder of 

their sin right there, the Israelites couldn’t handle God’s glory being too bright. 

So that’s what’s happening in this particular text.  Moses knows God’s glory and 

shows God’s glory.  There’s the reality of the relationship between him and God that 

profoundly affects him.  And there’s also a ministry that he is called to with others, but 

that ministry isn’t immediately happy and causes him to be hesitant or guarded. 

 

Paul and the Surpassing Glory 

Now let’s remember that this is part of a larger picture, as we saw last week; the 

Law is a sub-plot.  God is not just about trying to freak people out.  So why give the 

Law?  Because in the grand scheme of things it serves to enhance his glory and actually 

make him more appealing.  Again, a God who is just and yet would take the covenant 

curses on himself and fulfill the covenant demands in our place in Jesus is a God worthy 

of our affection.  The gospel makes absolutely no sense apart from the law.  God as 

gracious Savior is a vacuous statement apart from the categories of God as Lawgiver and 

Judge.  This is what the OT is pointing towards and OT saints had enough light to see this 

and not just be afraid of God.  The gospel is in the OT.  “Abraham rejoiced at the thought 

of seeing [Jesus’] day; [and] he saw it [from afar] and was glad” (Jn. 8:56). 

But all this comes into full view in the NT, there’s no doubt.  There’s a huge leap 

forward between Malachi and Matthew.  Turn in the NT to 2 Corinthians 3.  2 

Corinthians 3 is a commentary on Exodus 34 and applies Exodus 34 to our setting today.  

So let’s walk through what Paul says there. 

Starting in v. 7: “Now if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in 

letters on stone…”  Paul calls the ministry of Moses, the ministry of giving the Law, a 

ministry of death.  The commandments etched in stone meant the condemnation of death 

for the people who heard it because they couldn’t keep it.  The Law stood against them, 

revealing their sin and calling for their punishment. 

Yet the revelation of the Law was still attended with glory.  It revealed more of 

God’s character.  Even then Moses experienced God’s sublime beauty on Sinai.  “The 

ministry that brought death… came with glory, so that the Israelites could not look 

steadily at the face of Moses because of its glory.”  God’s glory reflected off the face of 

Moses. 

“Fading though it was.”  The Law was a temporary phase of redemptive history.  

It wasn’t the mega-narrative; it was a sub-plot.  It had a limited time frame.  The period 

of Law had a shelf-life.  It was, Paul says in Galatians, like a legal guardian put in charge 

until the time came of age.  The era of Mosaic Law was always an era fading away. 

Now if that temporary ministry of death somehow revealed God’s glory, if within 

it God was revealing himself as an amazing being, Paul says, “will not the ministry of the 

Spirit be even more glorious?  If the ministry that condemns men is glorious, how much 

more glorious is the ministry that brings righteousness!”  Paul’s talking in 2 Corinthians 

about his ministry of proclaiming the gospel – the good news that in Christ the penalty 

for breaking God’s commands is paid and the righteousness that is required by God law 

is provided.  And here he’s saying that fully proclaiming the good news is infinitely more 

glorious than primarily proclaiming the preliminary bad news.  “For what was glorious 

has no glory now in comparison with the surpassing glory.  And if what was fading away 

came with glory, how much greater is the glory of that which lasts!” 
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Moses knew and reflected a gloriously good God, a God that was knowable and 

desirable, a God of mercy and justice, but his primary responsibility at that stage of 

history was to relay the inflexible Law of God.  Giving the people the Law with only 

hints and foreshadowings of Christ was an unbearable task, thus the veil.  Moses had to 

be a bit tentative in his ministry.  But in light of the manifold glory of God revealed in 

Christ – our righteousness – Paul says, “we are very bold.  We are not like Moses, who 

would put a veil over his face to keep the Israelites from gazing at it while the radiance 

was fading away.” 

Just like Moses, believers nowadays have an intimate relationship with the Lord.  

But even more so!  Some may think, “I wish I could have burning bushes and clouds and 

see theophanic back-sides.”  But you have the Old and New Testaments which is a far 

surpassing revelation of God’s glory than Moses ever got!  In it we meet with God and 

encounter his glory revealed in his Son.  And as Paul says a little further down in 2 

Corinthians 3 in Christ the veil is taken away.  We have no need to feel we have to buffer 

ourselves from God’s presence.  The Law doesn’t scare us at all because we know that 

Jesus fulfilled it for us.  In turning to him we have freedom.  We gladly gaze at him with 

unveiled faces.  In so doing we are progressively changed one degree of glory to another.  

And with faces reflecting his glory we openly minister the gospel to the world, 

unashamed, un-shaded in our engagement with the dark world around us. 

 Moses knew God’s glory.  We can know it even better.  Moses showed God’s 

glory and had a ministry.  We likewise show it even better and have a superior ministry, a 

ministry that doesn’t condemn but brings righteousness.  We preach the glorious gospel 

of Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension on behalf of lawbreaking sinners, not as 

a future expectation but as a past accomplishment. 

 

Us and Reflecting God’s Glory 

 That’s an examination of Paul’s use of the story in Exodus – God’s glory has been 

revealed in a superlative way in Jesus and we don’t need any veils anymore.  Let’s go 

deeper in applying this to us today. 

I hope you understand that the gospel is truly good news.  And the gospel is the 

Christian message.  It means that you don’t have to be fearful of God, not because his 

bark turned out to be bigger than his bite, but because his ferocious bite came down upon 

Christ in the place of sinners.  Even more, Christ’s record of perfect obedience is offered 

to sinners.  If you turn to Christ in faith you find a warm welcome from the God of the 

universe.  And so when God calls (like he did to Adam and like he does to everyone), 

“Where are you?”, you don’t have to ignore him or flee in fear or hide behind self-made 

fig leaves of accomplishments or acknowledge him yet keep up safe barriers.  When God 

calls, “Where are you?” you can answer confidently, “In Christ!”  And there you can live 

fully exposed before the face of Almighty God without fear or caution, knowing that he 

sees right through you and loves you just the same.  You can look at “the light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” without shielding your eyes. 

And basking in those rays you will find your bitterness melted away.  You will 

find your hard arrogance softened.  You will find your cold, selfishness warmed.  Your 

face will reflect God’s glory.  You will be changed, progressively, through your 

continued exposure to “the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”  You 
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will come to resemble God.  You will radiate love and patience and kindness and 

generosity and gentleness and justice and forgiveness… 

So why the long face?  Why are Christians often times overcome with 

melancholy, depressed, angry, joyless?  I think it’s because we’re trying to live under the 

law again.  We mistakenly think that the gospel is for neophytes, but now that I’m a 

Christian I need to get better at producing and for that I need more law.  Law without 

gospel puts veils back up, puts distance between you and God and he begins to be a 

taskmaster again and you either relate to him proudly as someone who checks the boxes 

well or resentfully as someone who keeps messing up.  And you will relate to others 

harshly because “it certainly wouldn’t be right for them to get away without meeting 

[God’s law] like we [feel] we have to!”
4
  When really the only power for obedience can 

come from the thrill of a relationship and a relationship with God is only had through 

experiencing his grace in the gospel. 

So what does this mean?  This means that if you’re a Christian you need to 

continually bask in the glory of his love for you in Christ, sit there in his light, soak it in.  

You can get a sun-tan shoveling snow in Chicago in February, but if that’s what you 

really want, you should go to the beach in Florida.  Richard Sibbes said it this way: we 

must continually “warm ourselves at this fire of his love and mercy in giving himself for 

us.”
5
  Thomas Chalmers said, “Let the laying hold of Christ as my propitiation be the 

unvarying initial act of every morning.”  Robert Murray McCheyne advised, “Learn 

much of the Lord Jesus.  For every look at yourself take ten looks at Christ.  He is 

altogether lovely….  Live much in the smiles of God.  Bask in his beams.  Feel his all-

seeing eye settled on you in love.  And repose in his almighty arms.”  It sounds nice but 

not very concrete.  I love this quote by George Müller that gets a little more practical.  

It’s from his diary dated May 7, 1841: 

 

I saw more clearly than ever that the first great primary business to which I ought 

to attend every day was, to have my soul happy in the Lord… not how much I 

might serve the Lord,… but how I might get my soul into a happy state, and how 

my inner man might be nourished.  For I might seek to set the truth before the 

unconverted, I might seek to benefit believers… and yet, not being happy in the 

Lord, and not being nourished and strengthened in my inner man day by day, all 

this might not be attended to in a right spirit.  Before this time my practice had 

been… to give myself to prayer after having dressed myself in the morning.   

Now, I saw that the most important thing I had to do was to give myself to the 

reading of the Word of God, and to meditation on it, that thus my heart might be 

comforted, encouraged, warned, reproved, instructed; and that thus, by means of 

the Word of God, whilst meditating on it, my heart might be brought into 

experimental communion with the Lord. 

 

Müller is saying that we can try to live for God, we may even attempt to do the 

ministry of the gospel, but do it with a sad face, without a face beaming with the glory of 

God.  For this to happen we must spend time with him first thing in the morning, 

specifically reading the Word, letting it convict us and convince us again of our right 

standing in Christ despite our sin and flee to him, thereby getting our souls into a happy 

state.  Is God distant?  Is the good news old news?  Does your face show it?  Do you 
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spend time in the Word every day and let that bring you into an experimental communion 

with the Lord, basking in his glory?  Do you pray through your day ahead, anticipating 

your interactions with people and the sin patterns you fall into and repenting in advance 

for having those warring desires and letting the gospel free you before you even walk into 

that meeting to be deeply in the smile of God and therefore able to have the smile of 

God?  And when I fail or succeed I remind myself that my bad works don’t jeopardize 

God’s approval; my good works don’t earn God’s approval and my good works don’t 

keep God’s approval.  It’s the work of Jesus that got me in and keeps me in. 

Now, does this mean that Christians are to always wear a cheesy grin?  Are we to 

be pretenders?  Here’s where 2 Corinthians comes in so helpful, because it’s a letter all 

about Paul’s ministry and it’s all about Paul’s intense sufferings.  Think about this: when 

does God’s glory reflect off of our faces most clearly?  When we’re happily married and 

our kids are behaved and we have a nice house, nice car, on an unhindered ascent at 

work, totally healthy, no inner dissonance or angst and our face beams as we repeat the 

hollow refrain, “God loves me,” and “God loves you?”  Or is it when life is hard, health 

is taken away, failure hits hard, money is tight, marriage is on the rocks, spiritual attacks 

mount and we flee to Christ and find in him such a refuge that we are able to say, 

“Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive 

crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no 

cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior.  The 

Sovereign Lord is my strength” (Hab. 3:17-19).  That showcases the glory of God.  And 

that is possible.  That is the kind of love and stability and weighty anchor for the soul that 

we’re talking about when we talk about God. 

When the world sees us “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many 

rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything” (2Cor. 6:10) it will take notice.  

When the things that they worship and find empty are stripped away from us or given up 

by us and we find substantial joy in the Lord nonetheless, there will be something 

different about us, something noticeable.  We’ll be a bit odd, as no doubt Moses and Paul 

were, but odd in an intriguing way. 

And the point here is that God’s glory as a relational quality enjoyed in a personal 

friendship with him is not meant to end there, to just be about you and your own personal 

Jesus.  Those who know God’s glory, show God’s glory.  There’s a ministry we’re 

given.  We are to be bold, not hiding our light under a basket or a veil.  We are to be 

people who introduce others to our glorious God too. 

John Owen said, “If the word does not dwell in power in us, it will not pass with 

power from us.”  So as we bask in God’s glory, let the gospel melt our hearts and warm 

us, freeing us from the cold winter of sin to be filled with love for others and him, we will 

be ministers of a new covenant.  We will be people who share the gospel with others.  So 

why are we oftentimes less than bold in sharing the gospel with others? 

(A) Because we’re not letting the gospel fill up our insecurities that care too much 

about what people think of us; we don’t need evangelism quotas, we need to go deeper 

into the goodness of the good news. 

(B) Because we often mistake our ministry with Moses’; instead of sharing the 

gospel we’re trying to share law with people; and so it’s no surprise that we are quick to 

duck behind veils.  Aren’t we?  We often have false notions of evangelism as being an 

emissary of bad news – “You’re a sinner” – instead of good news – “Christ died for 
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sinners!” and instead of calling people to faith in him we call them to change their 

behavior.  We’re embarrased because we think we’re touting a program of behavior 

modification, and only the smugly self-righteous really enjoy that.  But evangelism isn’t 

getting people to be moral or arguing that our worldview is correct, it’s simply reporting 

the massive, unavoidable, and immensely good facts of Jesus’ work. 

And so there should be little wonder why our infrequent attempts at evangelism 

are so ineffective?  I also wonder why so many people are turned off to Christianity?  

Could it be because what Christians are often giving them is the law?  You shouldn’t do 

this.  You shouldn’t do that.  You should try really hard to do this.  And as we say these 

things they see a scowl of disapproval on our faces instead of a humble glow of glory.  

Now the gospel is offensive in its own way because it grates against our innate desire to 

save ourselves.  It tells self-reliant people that they need rescue.  To some we will be “the 

smell of death,” but to others we will be “the fragrance of life.”  The glory we reflect is 

attractive and is a glory that brings life.  Christ has done everything!  If we believed that 

more and shared that more, some amazing things would happen!  And if you’re not a 

Christian I hope that this is clear to you today… 

 

Conclusion 

Let me close by simply reading Paul’s explanation of his ministry in 2 

Corinthians 4: 

 

Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we do not 

lose heart.  Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do 

not use deception, nor do we distort the word of God.  On the contrary, by 

setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s 

conscience in the sight of God.  And even if our gospel is veiled, it is 

veiled to those who are perishing.  The god of this age has blinded the 

minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the 

glory of Christ, who is the image of God.  For we do not preach ourselves, 

but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.  

For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” made his light shine 

in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in 

the face of Christ.  But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that 

this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. 

 

 We do not preach ourselves.  We are not the gospel.  The gospel will have effects 

in our lives for sure.  But we will always be as the moon to the sun, fragile jars of clay, 

weak sinners in need of grace. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

So as Jude 21 commands us let us “keep [ourselves] in God’s love…” 

 

Benediction 
“The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be 

gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace” (Nu. 6:24-26). 
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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, February 13, 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. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Here is my other introduction in case the content might be helpful to some: 

The predominantly narrative nature of the OT, I think we’re finding, generally appeals better to 

the way 21
st
 century city dwellers think; better, that is, than the linear logic of NT letters.  It seems to me – 

from totally unscientific observations – that Immanuel has witnessed greater spiritual engagement among 

believers and non-believers alike during the times we’ve been steeped in OT narratives like Genesis and 

Exodus as compared to times when we’ve been working through a dense Pauline epistle like Philippians or 

Ephesians.  I could be wrong, but to a culture that’s at least initially more attuned to sights, sounds, and 

images than texts, exposition, and logic we will find the OT a much more accessible place to meet God, for 

here he is not so much explained as depicted. 

 Now, of course, the NT also contains narrative.  Very soon we’ll be in it.  We will finish up 

Exodus next month and after Easter we plan to launch our next series going through Matthew’s Gospel, 

which tells the story of Jesus come to complete the narrative began in Genesis and furthered along by 

Exodus.  So the OT doesn’t have a corner on narrative. 

And the reality is that while it may be the OT that will hook many of us, if we’re really caught up 

in the story we will inexorably seek to untangle it, to make sense of it as much as possible, and for that we 

will need propositions, and if propositional interpretations of the God embodied throughout the drama of 

redemption are what we’re after we will eventually end up at the feet of the apostles, studying their 

teaching found in the NT.  We’ll do a bit of that today. 

The NT narrative sections – the Gospels and the Acts – complete the picture started in the OT; 

they don’t contrast it.  It is one picture, not two.  And the NT didactic sections don’t contradict the picture 

we see in the OT either, but rather they interpret it, much like a good art critic puts words to what you 

experience when you see a Renoir, and then makes greater sense of the work as whole, and then can elicit 

even greater experiences. 

So when we read the OT, we’re engaged, but we have questions.  We like aspects of the God 

revealed there, but there appear to be problems.  In the section we’ve been looking at currently in Exodus 

God’s relationship with his people is painted with very human-like tones.  That’s appealing in some 

respects and puzzling in others.  We may be intrigued but distrustful.  We do need the NT to help us. 

But it’s not that when we go we find a different picture, just a fuller one.  There’s nothing totally 

new in the NT.  It’s all there in the OT.  What’s in the NT revealed is in the OT concealed.  Take for 

example, the idea of grace that we talked about last week – sheer grace, unilateral grace, faith-credited-as-

righteousness grace – that idea is found in the OT in the covenant God made with Abraham which comes 

prior to the covenant at Sinai.  Even though the Law looms large in the OT, the gospel is still there. 

What you end up finding in many cases is that the NT takes what’s already in the OT and ratchets 

it up.  So God’s wrath displayed at the Golden Calf – that is not annulled by the NT but rather ratcheted up 

from the prospect of death to the horrifying idea of eternal death, from swords and plagues to the flames of 

hell.  But likewise God’s love is ratcheted up too for in the NT we see God actually substituting himself in 

the place of hell-deserving sinners so that they could be his.  Everything hinted at and prefigured and 

nascent in the OT is clearly displayed in the NT, but it’s not as if it was never there.  And in fact often 

times coming at it through the OT can be a much more natural approach. 

Another major aspect of the NT teaching that is regularly thought to be absent from the OT is the 

concept of mission – reaching out to others, outsiders.  OT religion, it is thought, is very provincial, a 

people preoccupied with their own and quite frankly unconcerned with or antagonistic towards the nations.  

Did the OT saints have grace?  Yes.  Did they have hope?  Yes.  Did they have friendship with God?  Yes.  

Did they have assurance?  Yes.  Did they have the Holy Spirit?  Yes.  Did they have the idea of mission and 

personal ministry?  Yes!  It’s just that those of us “on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come” (1Cor. 

10:11) have those things even more. 

Mission and ministry was by and large centripetal rather than centrifugal in the OT and a major 

element of it was supposed to be the display of Israel’s laws (cf. Dt. 4:8).  But it was there.  Now if we take 
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this OT passage in connection with the NT elaborations and developments we can learn an awful lot about 

how we are to conduct mission today. 
2
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