Exodus 19:9-25

I.   Introduction

The great question before us here and now is how can sinful man meet with a holy God?  

II. The people prepare themselves to meet God, and God comes in terror …

1.  Structurally, we are in the 2nd half of the Book in which Israel receives revelation on how to meet with God.  We are and will remain at Sinai.  The mountain is a prototypical temple.  There is an outer court where the people assemble.  The holy place is where the elders assemble, and the holy of holies where Moses and Aaron assemble as covenant mediators.

2.  Our text has two basic movements.  God comes and speaks with Moses (9-15) and commands the people to prepare themselves to meet with God.  In 16-25, God comes in terror, warnings, and judgment for those who break his covenant.  We learn later that Moses and Israel will fail.  See 19:8 (all).

3.  In the 1st movement, God speaks from a thick cloud (vs. 9) and is therefore unseen and hidden.   The people are to consecrate themselves.  The word is to make separate.  The NT counterpart is to sanctify or to set oneself apart for service to God.  The text is silent as to the ritual of the consecration save the washing of clothes and abstinence from conjugal rights.  Moses is then to set a boundary around the mountain to prevent the people from touching it vs. 12-13a).  In other words, the holy of holies is inaccessible to them as the divine presence is unapproachable except by Moses and Aaron.  Appl:  off limits.  Three warnings follow in very intense language (imperfect + I/A):  whoever touches it shall surely die (// Genesis 2:17), surely be stoned, and surely be shot through.  Thus, the language speaks to separation, division and inaccessibility.  Why? [Anticipates sinners/covenant breakers]

4.  This is intensified in the 2nd movement as God comes with thunder, lightning, thick cloud, and loud trumpet (vs. 16), and in smoke and fire (vs. 18).  The people tremble in fear (vs. 16).  The mountain quakes (vs. 18), and there is a loud trumpet and thunder (vs. 19).  It is a picture of cosmic terror and dread.  In this movement, the warning not to touch is recapitulated and intensified.  Read vs. 21 (see/fall) and vs. 24.  The judgment conveyed is confirmed in Revelation.  John alludes to Exodus 19 in the 2nd coming.  Read 8:5 & 16:18 (N.B. word earthquake and the conceptual parallelism).  

5.  The application is the utter inadvisability of approaching God with a covenant of works or a human mediator like Moses.  Illus:  RCC/EO [human//human] or if/then Protestant Churches.  God is holy.  We cannot come to him.  The chasm of separation is infinite.  In Reformed theology, faith and repentance are part of the promise of salvation and not works.

6.  If we cannot reach him, then what hope is there?  The hope is that he reaches us.  And the language that conveys this is here in Exodus 19 and the theology of covenant mediation.  The reality is that God provides a better mediator than Moses who does not fail.  

7.  Christ satisfies demands of the law.  He works for us as our mediator.  Unlike Israel and Moses, he does not fail.  As important, he takes upon himself our every failure.  He makes the inaccessible accessible.  We have this truth in Matthew 27:51-54.  The splitting of the veil of the temple is that which separated the holy place from the holy of holies.  With the place of the divine presence now opened, what was previously accessible only to the High Priest once a year, is open to all who believe.  Now, because of Christ and his fulfillment of the covenant of works, the presence is open to all believers.  But there is another reality here.  Beale writes that “on the veil was embroidery of the starry heavens, its tearing would be an apt symbol of the beginning destruction, not only of the temple . . . but of the very cosmos itself.”  Thus, the tearing of the veil is an act of judgment.  And it is signified by the cosmic reality of the shaking of the earth, splitting of rocks, and an earthquake.  In the Lukan parallel (23:44-45) there is darkness, and the sun failed.  These cosmic signs are parallel to Exodus 19 and speak to the inauguration of judgment on the old creation just as the Sinai theophany represents judgment of the old covenant of works and all religion that attempt to find God by works.  The cosmic realities present at the crucifixion also mean that Christ’s sufferings are the result of judgment.  The lawgiver is judged in place of the lawbreakers.  

8.  Furthermore, we have in the NT another reversal of the reality of Sinai.  There, “we” could not touch the mountain or break through the boundary to see God.  Read Matthew 9:20, 14:36, and Mark 3:10.  And the disciples saw the glory of Christ at the transfiguration.  See John 1:14.  Indeed, it is clear that the old covenant has been abolished.  Once cordoned off and separated by the gulf of sin, the greater Moses has broken into the creation to touch men and make the glory of God accessible and approachable.  See Hebrews 4:14-16.  The reality of Sinai was the dread and fear of the people.  The author of Hebrews expresses this reality in 12:20-21.  Because of forgiveness, we can come to God in love (vice fear).  Read 12:26-28.

9. The terrible reality of Exodus 19 is the failure of any covenant of works because man cannot work enough to gain sufficient merit to enter into the presence of a holy and just God.  See Isaiah 64:6.  Therefore, God breaks out of the holy of holies in Jesus Christ to meet us, to touch us, to expose us to the glory of God, and to bring the mountain to us.  The great question now is not how can sinful man meet with God, but has God met with you?

