Exodus 33:1-11

I.   Introduction

One of the great tragedies of our culture is the decline and absence of the concept of individual consequences.  We seem to be lurching into a concept of corporateness with government as the answer.  But sin has consequences!

II.  God withdraws from the nation and meets with him outside the camp.

1.  The implied question of our text is how can a holy God dwell with a sinful people.  The answer is that he doesn’t.  God moves.

2.  There are two movements in our text:  judgment (1-6) and grace (7-11).

In the first, God withdraws and promises to fulfill his covenant by sending an angel (cf. 23:23 [my]) before them.  It is the consequence of their idolatry.  The judgment is explicit in vs. 3/5:  I will not go up in your midst.  Specifically, you are stiff necked (NAS obstinate).  As such, God’s presence would destroy them.  The calf metaphor is an act of judgment.  It means that they have become like the calf idol they made.  We see this in 32:7 (corrupted), 8 (turned aside from the way like a wild animal), 9 (stiff necked) and 10 (anger burn//molten calf).

3.  The response of the people (4-6) is that they mourn.  Read vs. 4 (sad is literally evil).  You could take this as repentance.  I take it as they were merely sorrowful.  There is a difference.  The consequences induce sorrow and fear, but that is not necessarily repentance.   See Hebrews 12:15-17.  Appl:  feelings vice actions that indicate change.

4.  Thus, the consequence is God withdraws his glory presence from the camp because of their sin.  We take sin much too lightly.  Appl:  lead me not . . . as I will go all by myself (yuk, yuk).  The consequences are catastrophic (transformation . . . and divine movement).

5.  It is interesting to me that the glory presence did not return to the 2nd Temple (people did not support the Levites, broke Sabbath, intermarriage).  It was not present in Herod’s Temple (Jesus went to cleanse it/prophecy its destruction).  The irony is that in the NT much occurs “outside.”    For example, John the Baptist is outside, and the transfiguration occurs outside of Jerusalem.    Appl:  I often pray:  God I am going to show up; it is meaningless if you do not.  Appl:  buildings/services do not obligate God.  Appl:  When theology declines, services become man centered productions, there is no discipline then perhaps God leaves!

6.  In the second movement (7-11), there is grace given to Moses and the repentant.  Read vs. 7.  Notice the repetition:  outside the camp, a good distance from the camp, go out, and outside the camp.  I take the tent of meeting to be a provisional tabernacle of some sort because it has yet to be “built.”  And everyone who sought the Lord would go outside the camp.  The LXX reads everyone seeking.  The Targum reads:  anyone turned by repentance with a true heat before the Lord, he went . . . to confess and pray .. . he was forgiven.  I acknowledge that the LXX and Targum are not inspired; regardless, there was a place of grace where God met with his people outside the camp because the camp was a place of judgment.  It is possible to take vs. 8 and 10 as repentance (arise, stand, and gaze after Moses; arise and worship each at his own tent).  I do not take it this way.  For me, there is merely a newfound respect for Moses (cf. 32:1) and fear of judgment.  And respect and fear do not save!  There are several keys here:  his tent (vs. 8, 10) [faith is more than a private affair], God has moved, and his presence would have destroyed them.  Interestingly, the Targum calls the people wicked who looked with the evil eye after Moses.  Appl:  sometimes you have to leave!  Regardless, God spoke with Moses outside the camp face to face.  See Numbers 12:8 (idiom for direct revelation).  

7.  Thus, the consequences of sin are seen in the withdrawal of God from the camp.  The consequences are many and will continue through the rest of the book, but this movement of God seems especially painful.  Thankfully, there is grace outside the camp.  Appl:  God gives grace for prayer, repentance, word, and sacrament and in Christ.

8.  And I want to conclude here because the author of Hebrews alludes to the phrase “outside the camp” in chapter 13.  Read 12-13.  It is a particularly ironic context because these Hebrew Christians are suffering persecution and some are pondering leaving their newfound faith to return to Judaism (i.e., Essene).  They want to go back to the old order of Sinai and Jerusalem.  In Exodus 33, the camp had become unholy ground.  Moses left it because grace was absent, and God met with him in a new holy place.  With this context, Jesus is the new holy place where God meets us.  But he is not to be found in the old covenantal order.  The old order then is a place of danger.  Thus, they must separate from the old unto him and identify with the shame of the cross.  Appl:  Many Churches have become so corrupted doctrinally and morally that they can be identified with Israel of old (cf. I Corinthians 10:11f).  Furthermore, only Christ can bring you near to God.  See Ephesians 2:13.  Our faith is a Person.  He is the Person where God meets with us; the new holy place.  And we must go to him just as the seekers of Exodus thirty-three did.  We must be wary of presumption!

9.  It is true that our passage speaks to the consequences of sin.  It is the movement of God in judgment.  But it is also the re-establishment and restoration of a place and person of grace.  I trust you are in him.  Everywhere else is dangerous ground.  Pray that God is here. 

