Exodus 33:12-23

I.   Introduction

One of my all time favorite moves is the western Shane.  The story is simple.  A bad guy terrorizes a town; a good guy comes to town and saves the day.  In the end, he leaves with a little boy crying out come back Shane.

II. Moses intercedes for God to return and God answers.

1.  Our account is a prayer(s) (12-17, 18) based upon 33:3.  The answer(s) is in 14, 17, and 18-23.  Part of the answer is no, and part is yes.  But in neither case, is God under obligation to Moses.

2.  The prayer is driven by the reality that God has moved out and away in an act of judgment for their idolatry.  The prayer is a fulfillment of Moses’ role as a mediator.  He engages God in requests.  Let’s look at the requests here.  First (12), who will you send with me?  Second (13), given you know me, and I have found favor with you, let me know your ways.  He is asking for God to tell him how he is going to deal with the idolatry of the nation.  The answer is partially here and made clearer in chapter 34.  The final prayer is in vs. 18.  And the answer is immediate although the outcome is not according to Moses’ expectations!  We can see that God has left.  Moses is crying for God to come back both because when God has left one is lost both literally and spiritually. 

3.  But I would contend that Moses is doing something we occasionally do.  He is trying to obligate God.  In this case, that God would return.  Moses is favored.  Notice vs. 16.  Read the text.  The word distinguish is the word used of God treating Israel different than Egypt in the plague narrative (cf. 8:22, 9:4, 11:7).  In other words, do now what you did then!  You promised.  You have to be with us!  Appl:  obligate God.

4.  The answers are interspersed.  And as I have suggested, drawn out.  First, in vs. 14:  My presence shall go with you, and I will give you rest.  The problem with this answer is that it is not what Moses expected because the pronoun is singular (you).  Moses wants the plural.  The answer stands.  We will learn that God will lead the nation indirectly through Moses.  Appl:  We often do not get what we want; we are satisfied with what God wants.  In vs. 17:  I will also do this thing which you have spoken.  But again, God does not say how!  I contend that he will manifest his presence not directly but through Moses.  Again, it is not really the answer that Moses wants.

5.  The final request is show me your glory (18).  Moses wants confirmation of God covenantal presence.  The answer is direct (19-21).  God reveals to Moses his nature and attributes. This is what constitutes the glory of God.  But notice in vs. 19 the pronoun you.  It is singular.  I will make all my goodness, a covenantal term, pass before you; I will proclaim the name of the Lord before you.  Therefore, the presence of God will be upon Moses.  God will be with the one and even the many but not upon all.  And there follows God’s answer for forgiveness to the nation.  Read 19b.  We would expect an object after the verb, but the text has no object.  It is a circular answer.  It attests to the sovereignty and total freedom of God to act as he wills and consistent with his nature.  In other words, he is not bound by the intercession of Moses.  Read 34:7.  In other words, he will not clear the guilty.  God is just.  And respecting mercy, none have a claim on him.  And whoever receives it, does so because of the sovereign good pleasure of his will.  In this context, he gives it to Moses and denies it to the nation at large.  And he is free to do both.  And this is critical in our culture because we make claims on God.  We say God must be fair.  It is a convention we impose upon him.  To do so is to unseat God.  If God must bow before our convention or standards, he is not God.  We say God must reward me if I do thus and such.  But we do not put God in our employ.  God does not work for us.  Furthermore, he does not reward us based upon our merit because we have none with which to obligate him.  This interpretation is confirmed by Paul’s citation of it in Romans 9:15.  Read 9:14-16.  The context is a vindication of the righteousness of God in rejecting physical Israel because the promises were to a spiritual people.  Read 6-8.  When you read Paul back into Exodus we learn that the camp is mixed because God has rejected physical Israel.  An imaginary antagonist charges God with being unfair (9:14).  To answer the charge, Paul cites Exodus 32:19b.  The emphasis is that God is obligated to no one and is totally free to bestow mercy upon whom he wills.  Were he not free, he would not be God.  Were he obligated in some way, he would not be God.  And no one can make a claim upon him.  What would make God unfair is if he acted inconsistent with his nature.  God is just to condemn.  God is free to save.  He gives account to no one and owes no one.  And he is the sole cause of mercy and compassion.  Appl:  doctrine of election (God or not?).  Thus, Moses has God’s blessing and presence.  To confirm it, God places Moses in a hole or crevice (cf. I Kings 19:9ff).  He covers Moses with his hand.  He passes by him so that Moses can see the after effects of his glory.  The verb pass by may have a covenantal overtone.  See Genesis 15:17!  God then displays his glory to Moses and not the nation.  God is sovereign in granting his presence.    

6.  God has come back one last time in Son and Spirit.  And this makes Christ all the more vital to us.  See the allusion in John 1:18 (mediates God to save and reject those whom he wills).  See Romans 8:14 and Matthew 28:20 (never withdraws his presence to those who are his).  Presence/Son.

