Exodus 32:30-35

I.  Introduction

Typically, when men fail, we go find another man who will succeed.  As great a man as Moses was, his failure as a mediator points us elsewhere!

II. Moses intercedes but fails.

1.  I was re-reading in a family devotion JC Ryle’s chapter on Moses in his book entitled Holiness.  It is a wonderful tribute to a truly great man.  And it is, as this text testifies, on the mark.  In vs. 30-32, Moses intercedes as a mediator to avert the justice and wrath of God.  The mediation has two movements:  need (30) and intercession (31-32). 

2.  The need is found in the temporal indicator of the text:  on the next day.  It is a reference to the slaughter of those directly involved in the sin of idolatry.  Moses recognizes it is not enough because all were guilty.  We see this in the direct confrontation:  you have committed a great sin.  The HB reads sinned a great sin.  In other words, Moses includes the “onlookers or those not directly involved.”  They were guilty too.  We also see this in vs. 35b:  because of what they did with the calf which Aaron made.  Again, The HB is more explicit.  The literal reading is who made the calf which Aaron made.  It is the concept of corporate solidarity or the one and the many.  Let me explain.  Aaron fashioned the calf.  But he also represented the people.  What he did, they did with him and are therefore culpable regardless of their direct involvement.  Illus:  Puritan alphabet (In Adam’s sin, we sinned all).  Appl:  none righteous no not one; for all have sinned and fallen short.  Moses knows this.  He says:  I am going up to the Lord, perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.  The word atonement has the idea of to cover.  It is a recognition that there is liability and culpability.  Moses acts because God is just!  Appl:  lost today.  The second movement is intercession.  Moses is a mediator.  He is the greatest in all of the Old Testament.  And he confesses the sin before God (31).  The appeal is in vs. 32.  Read.  The word forgive is literally to lift up in the sense to remove.  The theological problem is that there is no basis for removal.  The cultus, the place of atonement, the service of the priests, and the animal sacrifices have yet to be instituted.  See 24:18 and 25:15.  All that intervenes are instruction about how a holy God can meet with a sinful people.  Before the instruction are implemented, the people fall.  Verse (32) has an “if” statement with no “then.”  It is as if Moses recognizes the theological problem.  There is sin but no place of atonement.  In great emotion, he turns to another “if” statement:  if not blot me out from your book which you have written.  He is saying take me as satisfaction.  Spare them.  Take me for atonement.  The book is a reference to God’s decree of election and salvific blessings.  See Psalm 69:28 and Daniel 12:1-2.  The prayer to wipe out or expunge expresses the greatness of Moses, but God’s decrees are not contingent upon the actions of men.

3.  Moses gains time but ultimately fails.  God rejects his plea (33-35).  God says I will blot them out from my book (33).  Did God make a mistake?  He has a list of his people from the Exodus.  Now, he has to remove many!  I see this as a figure attributing human emotion and actions to God indicating that idolaters are never his people.  The NT alludes to the Book of Life.  See Philippians 4:3, Revelation 13:8 (cf. 17:8) and 21:27.  The Father elects and sends his Son.  The efficacy of the work of Christ secures us and the blessings of sanctification and perseverance come to us from the eternal covenant of redemption effected by Christ.  This is not to say that the Church cannot be the object of warnings should they act like Israel.  See Revelation 3:5.  Ultimately, “we” can neither totally nor finally fall away because of the efficacy of Christ’s work.  But on the human level, the figure confronts us as a warning if we are acting like Israel!  Secondly, God says he will visit them for their sin (34).  Lastly, he smote the people.  The time is perhaps proleptic or forward looking and therefore opening the door for repentance.  The verb is interesting; it is used of God striking Egypt with plagues (cf. 7:27, 12:13).  In other words, if you act like Egypt, you will get what Egypt got!

4.  The failure of Moses is perhaps his greatest success.  He points us to Christ.  Like Moses, Christ knows the need for atonement and intercession.  See Titus 3:3-7 and I John 4:10.  Christ satisfies the justice of God by taking the wrath we deserved on himself.  And in this one act, the people of God are perfected.  See Hebrews 10:14.  As to intercession, Christ continually claims the efficacy of his work for our present and future sins.  See Hebrews 7:25 and I John 2:1-2.  The former stresses the continual work of Christ and the latter the effectiveness of his advocacy.  We still sin.  We still have an advocate.  Appl:  priest, the saints, Church, and Mary.  All these fail; they cannot avail.  They are a false hope and an affront to God who provides his Son.  Appl:  Judaism still hails Moses and good works; many in Protestantism hold that the law can make us holy or that they can self mediate.  It is folly.  The law points to the work of Christ.  Every OT mediator stops at him.  Every mediator but Christ is a sham.  The best of men failed and points to another.

7.  If you are not a Christian, permit me a final verse.  The Greek word in the LXX for blot out or wipe away is used in Colossians 2:14.  It is one of the signal successes of Christ as mediator and your need of him.  If you are a Christian, let us celebrate his life and death and his table.

