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Exodus 33:7-23 “The Mystery of God’s Presence” May 1, 2016 

NT Lesson: 2 Corinthians 3:7-18  Brian M. Sandifer 

Although some don’t realize it, everyone needs God’s presence in their life. We are made for relationship 

with God who knows us and loves us. But experiencing his presence will remain a mystery hidden by our 

mortality and sin, unless God provides safe access through Christ. Peer inside this now-revealed mystery! 

Introduction – This non-introduction illustrates how sometimes you just can’t seem to grasp what you’re 

reaching for. 

Background – After God delivered his people Israel from bondage in Egypt, gave them his covenant, and 

provided detailed instructions for building his dwelling among them, Israel responded by committing 

idolatry. Their worshiping the golden calf was an act of spiritual adultery, breaking their covenant 

relationship with the LORD and introducing a wide chasm of separation from God. Now only Moses has 

access to God’s presence. 

I. Our Need of God’s Presence 

A. To have God’s friendship (vv. 9-11) 

1. One of the most attractive and intriguing aspects of the gospel for unbelievers is the prospect 

of having a personal relationship with God. I think many Christians take this privilege for granted 

because popular Christianity has dumbed down what the Bible teaches. To extend the logic, if 

God’s omnipresence necessarily leads to God’s presence as a close friend, then God must be 

friends with everyone. And if human friendship is fundamentally presence, then God’s 

omnipresence must mean everyone is his friend. That’s shoddy thinking, and it’s not what the 

Bible teaches. 

2. So what does friendship with God look like? That God spoke “face to face” with Moses, as 

one speaks with “a friend” does not imply that Moses saw God’s face, or that God even has 

something like a human face. The phrase speaks to the intimacy that Moses shared with God, and 

that God did actually speak to Moses. Moses saw God truly, but not fully (Num 12:8a). Not 

through dreams or visions or prophets, but by unmediated verbal communication. 

B. To have God’s favor (vv. 13, 16) 

Is it acceptable to want to be special to God, to have his favor? Yes, when your desire aligns with the 

calling and election of God. When your will to have God’s favor conforms to God’s revealed will, 

then there is nothing silly or arrogant or narcissistic about it. Rather it is evidence you have a firm 

hold of faith upon his promises. Moses understood there would be nothing to distinguish God’s 

people Israel from all the other nations if they didn’t have God’s presence. Without his friendship and 

favor demonstrating his loving presence, Israel might as well just stay in the wilderness. 

II. Our Distance from God’s Presence 

A. God’s holiness: a problem for sinners (vv. 7-8) 

1. The tent of meeting is “outside” and “far off” from the camp. It was removed from the 

people, therefore God was removed from his people. Thus the existence and location of the tent 

of meeting indicated the estranged relationship between God and Israel. 

2. That is why God moved his meeting tent far outside the camp. He has not divorced his 

people, but he has separated from them. By moving out, God is teaching us through the example 
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of our OT forefathers that our sin separates us from him. Only through repentance, mediation, 

atonement, and forgiveness is covenant relationship restored to harmony. 

B. God’s glory: a problem for mortals (vv. 18-20) 

1. But there is something else that distances us from God’s presence: our mortality. One of 

God’s characteristics is glory. In the Bible glory is not flimsy, ephemeral, thin, or passing as it 

can mean in English (the “glory” of a sunset or a sports victory). The Hebrew word kavod 

translated as “glory” means weightiness, solidity, substance, significance, worth, splendor, 

magnificence, royal grandeur (1 Chr 29:10-11). When God reveals his glory to mortals, it is a 

visible manifestation of his absolute reality, person, power, and majesty that theologians call the 

“glory cloud”. His visible glory is dazzling and radiant in its brilliance (Ezek 10:4; Lk 2:9). 

2. Behind the cloud is the unveiled brightness of his majesty which is simply too overwhelming 

for people to look at. Moses probably knew this, but he couldn’t resist asking, “Please show me 

your glory.” God, being merciful and gracious, could not allow his friend to look him in the face. 

Even a quick peek would kill any man. 

III. Our Access to God’s Presence 

A. By way of an intercessor (vv. 12-17) 

The people are estranged from God because of their sin, so Moses intercedes on their behalf. The 

topic of conversation between Moses and God was restoring God’s presence to his people through 

friendship and favor. Moses was a provisional, imperfect mediator. He needed a better covenant 

mediator to intercede on his behalf. That perfect intercessor is Jesus Christ, who pleads our case 

before God so we might have access to the Father in his name. For through the mediation of Christ 

God was reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor 5:19). 

B. By way of shelter (vv. 21-23) 

Moses will stand on the rock near the LORD, but this rock has a cleft in which he will hide under 

God’s hand. God tells Moses to “behold” the place on the rock where Moses shall stand. God’s hand 

that covers Moses in loving protection prefigures Christ shielding us from God’s wrath (Rom 5:9-11). 

We “behold” Christ through whom we meet God and find protection from his holiness and glory. 

C. By way of his “angel” (vv. 12, 14; cf. vv. 2-3) 

Notice that God declared earlier he would not go up among the people but would instead “send an 

angel before you.” That is why Moses pleaded with God to go with them, to be their friend and give 

them favor. But God never cancelled his promise to send an angel. So what is the answer to Moses’s 

question, “Whom will you send with me?” God kept his word, “my presence will go with you,” by 

sending his “angel”. He is none other than Emmanuel (God with us), the Son of God himself! When 

God sends his “angel” to lead his people into the Promised Land, Joshua, the commander of the army 

of Israel, falls down in worship at the feet of that “angel”, the commander of the LORD’s army (Josh 

5:13-14a). Only by way of Christ, the “angel” of the LORD, may we have access to God’s presence. 

Conclusion – A biblical mystery is a truth once hidden but now revealed. The mystery of God’s presence 

with us is revealed in Jesus Christ. Jesus is God’s messenger (i.e., his “angel”) and the Bible is his 

message. This means all those who receive Jesus are God’s friends and are favored by him. The degree to 

which you realize your privileged access to God, to that degree your friendship with God, your humility, 

your yearning for encountering God in his full glory, and you prayer life will be transformed. Apart from 

Christ you are distant from God’s presence, but through Christ your need for his presence has been met. 

This mystery invites you to peer inside and behold God’s glory. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Exo 33:7 ‘qxer >h ; h n<©x]M ;l ;( #Wx åmi ŸAl å-h j'n")w>  l h ,aoøh '-ta, xQ ;’y I •hv,moW 

 h w"ëh y > vQ Eåb;m.-l K' ‘h y "h 'w> d[e_ Am l h ,aoå  Al ß ar "q"ï w> h n<ëx]M ;h ;(-! mi 
`h n<)x]M ;l ;( #Wx ïmi r v,Þ a] d [eêAm  l h ,aoå-l a, ‘ acey E 

Now Moses used to take the 
tent and pitched it outside the 
camp, far away from the camp, 
and he called it the Tent of 
Meeting.  And anyone who 
sought the LORD would go out 
to the Tent of Meeting which 
was outside the camp. 

NET tn The clause begins 
with "and it was," the perfect 
tense with the vav 
conjunction. The imperfect 
tenses in this section are 
customary, describing what 
used to happen (others 
describe the verbs as 
frequentative). See GKC 315 
§107.e. 

Exo 33:8 vy aiÞ WbêC .nI’w>  ~['êh '-l K' ‘W mWq’y " l h ,aoêh '-l a, ‘h v,mo  taceÛK.  h y "©h 'w> 
`h l 'h /ao)h ' AaßB o-d[; h v,ê mo y r Eåx]a; ‘Wjy “Bih iw > Al +h \ a' xt;P ,ä 

So it was when Moses went out 
to the tent, all the people would 
arise, and each man would 
stand at the entrance of his 
tent.  They would look behind 
Moses until he went into the 
tent. 

NET tn The perfect tense with 

the vav (w) continues the 

sequence of the customary 
imperfect. The people "would 
gaze" (after) Moses until he 
entered the tent. 

Exo 33:9 xt;P,ä d m;Þ[' w> !n "ë['h ,( d WM å [; ‘dr Ey E h l 'h /aoêh ' ‘h v, mo  aboÜK. h y "©h 'w> 
`h v,(mo-~ [i r B,ÞdIw>  l h ,ao+ h ' 

So it was when Moses went 
into the tent, the pillar of cloud 
would descend and stand at the 
entrance of the tent, while he 
spoke with Moses. 

 

Exo 33:10 ~q"Üw> l h ,ao+h ' x t;P,ä  dmeÞ [o  !n"ë['h ,(  dWM å[;-t a, ‘~['h ' -l k' h a'Ûr "w>  
`Al )h \a' xt; P,î vy ai Þ W Wëx] T;v.h i(w> ‘~['h '-l K' 

And when all the people saw 
the pillar of cloud standing at 
the entrance of the tent, all the 
people would arise and bow 
down, each man at the 
entrance of his tent. 

NET tn All the main verbs in 
this verse are perfect tenses 
continuing the customary 
sequence (see GKC 337 
§112.kk). The idea is that the 
people would get up (rise) 
when the cloud was there and 
then worship, meaning in part 
bow down. When the cloud 
was not there, there was 
access to seek God. 

Exo 33:11 vy aiÞ r Beîd:y > r v,²a]K; ~y nI ë P'-l a, ~y nIåP ' ‘h v, mo-l a, h w"Üh y > r B,’dIw> The LORD would speak to NET tn "Face to face" is 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

 al {ï r [;n:ë ‘! Wn-!Bi [;vuÛ A h y> Atør >v'’m. W h n<ëx]M ;h ;(-l a, ‘bv 'w> Wh [e_r E-l a, 
s `l h ,ao)h ' %ATï mi vy mi Þy " 

Moses face to face, as a man 
speaks to his friend.  When he 
would return to the camp, his 
assistant Joshua the son of 
Nun, a young man, would not 
depart from the midst of the 
tent. 

circumstantial to the action of 
the verb, explaining how they 
spoke (see GKC 489-90 
§156.c). The point of this note 
of friendly relationship with 
Moses is that Moses was "at 
home" in this tent speaking 
with God. Moses would derive 
courage from this when he 
interceded for the people (B. 
Jacob, Exodus, 966). 

Exo 33:12 ~['äh '-ta, l [;h ;…  ‘y l ;ae r meÛao h T'ú a; h aer >û h w"©h y >- l a, h v,ømo r m, aYo’w : 
 ‘T'r >“m; a' h T'Ûa; w> y M i_[i x l ;Þv.Ti-r v,a] tae î y nIT;ê[ .d:A h ) al {å ‘h T'a; w> h Z<ëh ; 

`y n")y [eB. !xe Þ t'a c'îm'- ~g:w>  ~veêb. ^ )y Tiä[.d:y > 

And Moses said to the LORD, 
“See, you say to me, ‘Bring up 
this people,’ but you have not 
declared with whom you will 
send with me.  You have said, ‘I 
know you by name and you 
have found favor in my eyes.’ 

 

Exo 33:13 ^k,êr "D >-ta, ‘ an" y nI [EÜdI Ah  ^y n<©y [eB. !xeø  y tiac'’ m' •a n"-~ai h T'‡[ ;w> 
`h Z<)h ; y AG ðh ; ß̂M .[ ; y Kiî h ae§r >W ^y n<+y [eB . !xeÞ- ac' m.a,  ![;m; îl . ê̂[] d"åae w> 

Now if I have found favor in 
your eyes, teach me I pray your 
ways that I may know you in 
order that I will find favor in your 
eyes.  And see that this nation 
is your people.” 

NET tn The imperfect tense of 
the verb "to know" with the 
vav follows the imperative of 
this root, and so this indicates 
the purpose clause (final 
imperfect): "in order that I may 
know you." S. R. Driver 
summarizes it this way: that I 
may understand what your 
nature and character is, and 
shape my petitions 
accordingly, so that I may find 
grace in your sight, and my 
future prayers may be 
answered (Exodus, 361). 

Exo 33:14 `%l '( y tixoïnIh ]w : Wkl eÞy E y n:ïP '  r m;_aYO w: And he said, “My face will go 
with you, and I will give rest to 
you.” 

 

Exo 33:15 `h Z<)mi Wnl eÞ[]T ;-l a;( ~y kiêl . h o ‘^y n<’P'  !y aeÛ-~a i wy l '_ae  r m,aYOà w: And he said to him, “If your face 
does not go, do not bring us up 

NET  tn The construction uses 
the active participle to stress 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

from this.” the continual going of the 
presence: if there is not your 
face going. 

Exo 33:16 aAl ßh ] ^M ,ê[; w> y nIå a] ‘ ^y n<’y [eB. !xeÛ  y tiac'’ m'-y Ki( a Apª ae [d:å W"y I Ÿh M ,äb;W 

 y nEïP.-l [; r v,Þa ] ~['êh '-l K'’mi ê̂M . [;w>  y nIåa] ‘Wny l e’p.n Iw>  WnM '_[i  å̂T.k.l ,B. 
p `h m'(d "a]h ' 

Now how shall it be made 
known that I have found favor in 
your eyes, I and your people, if 
you do not go with us?  So shall 
we be distinct, I and your 
people, from all the people on 
the face of the earth? 

 

Exo 33:17 T'r >B:ßD I r v,îa] h Z<±h ; r b'îD " h ;-ta, ~G :å h v,ê mo-l a, ‘h w"h y > r m,aYOÝ w: 
`~ve(B. ß̂[]d "ae w" y n:ëy [eB. ‘! xe t'ac' Ûm'-y Ki( h f ,_[/ a,( 

And the LORD said to Moses, 
“Yea this thing which you have 
spoken I will do, for you have 
found favor in my eyes and I 
know you by name.” 

NET tn The verb in this place 

is a preterite with the vav (w) 

consecutive, judging from the 
pointing. It then follows in 
sequence the verb "you have 
found favor," meaning you 
stand in that favor, and so it 
means "I have known you" 
and still do (equal to the 
present perfect). The 
emphasis, however, is on the 
results of the action, and so "I 
know you."  

Exo 33:18 `^d<)bo K.-ta, an"ß  y nIaEïr >h ;  r m;_aYO w: And he said, “Show me, I pray, 
your glory.” 

 

Exo 33:19 h w"ßh y > ~ve²b. y ti(ar "ôq' w> ^y n<ëP'-l [; ‘y biWj-l K' r y biÛ[] a; y nI’a] r m ,aY o©w: 
`~xe(r :a] r v,î a]-ta , y TiÞm. x;r Iw> !xoê a' r v,äa]-t a, ‘y tiNOx;w> ^y n<+p'l . 

And he said, “I will cause all my 
goodness to pass in front of 
you, and I will proclaim the 
name of the LORD in front of 
you.  And I will show favor to 
whom I will show favor, and I 
will have compassion on whom 
I will have compassion.” 

NET tn The expression 

"make proclamation in the 
name of Yahweh" (here a 

perfect tense with vav [w] 

consecutive for future) means 
to declare, reveal, or 
otherwise make proclamation 
of who Yahweh is. The "name 
of Yahweh" (rendered "the 
name of the LORD" 
throughout) refers to his divine 
attributes revealed to his 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

people, either in word or deed. 
What will be focused on first 
will be his grace and 
compassion. 

Exo 33:20 `y x'(w" ~d" ßa'h ' y nI a:ïr >y I-al {) y Ki² y n"+P'-ta,  taoår >l i l k;ÞWt al {ï r m ,aY öw: But he said, “You are not able 
to see my face, for no human 
being will see me and live.”  

NET tn In view of the use of 

the verb "can, be able to" in 
the first clause, this imperfect 
tense is given a potential 
nuance. 

 

NET tn Gesenius notes that 
sometimes a negative 
statement takes the place of a 
conditional clause; here it is 
equal to "if a man sees me he 
does not live" (GKC 498 
§159.gg). The other passages 
that teach this are Gen 32:30; 
Deut 4:33, 5:24, 26; Judg 
6:22, 13:22, and Isa 6:5. 

Exo 33:21 `r WC)h ;-l [; T'Þb. C;nI w> y Ti_ai  ~Aqßm ' h NEïh i h w"ëh y > r m, aYOæ w: Then the LORD said, “Behold, 
a standing place near me, and 
you shall stand on the rock. 

 

Exo 33:22 y Pi²k; y tiîKof ;w> r WC +h ; tr :åq.nIB. ^y TiÞ m.f ;w>  y dIêboK. r boå[]B; ‘h y "h 'w> 
`y r I)b.['-d[; ^y l ,Þ[' 

When it is my glory passes 
over, then I shall put you in the 
cleft of the rock, and I will cover 
you with my hand over you until 
I have passed over. 

NET tn The circumstantial 

clause is simply, "my hand 
[being] over you." This 
protecting hand of Yahweh 
represents a fairly common 
theme in the Bible. 
 
NET tn The construction has 
a preposition with an infinitive 
construct and a suffix: "while 
[or until] I pass by" (Heb "in 
the passing by of me").  

Exo 33:23 s `Wa)r "y E al {ï  y n:ßp'W  y r "+xoa]-ta, t 'y aiÞr "w> y PiêK ;-ta,  ‘y tir os ih ]w: Then I will take away my hand 
and you will see the back parts 

NET tn The plural "my backs" 

is according to Gesenius an 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

of me.  But my face shall not be 
seen.” 

extension plural (compare 
"face," a dual in Hebrew). The 
word denotes a locality in 
general, but that is composed 
of numerous parts (see GKC 
397 §124.b). W. C. Kaiser 
says that since God is a spirit, 
the meaning of this word 
could just as easily be 
rendered "after effects" of his 
presence ("Exodus," EBC 
2:484). As S. R. Driver says, 
though, while this may 
indicate just the "afterglow" 
that he leaves behind him, it 
was enough to suggest what 
the full brilliancy of his 
presence must be (Exodus, 
363; see also Job 26:14). 
 
NET tn The Niphal imperfect 
could simply be rendered "will 
not be seen," but given the 
emphasis of the preceding 
verses, it is more binding than 
that, and so a negated 
obligatory imperfect fits better: 
"it must not be seen." It would 
also be possible to render it 
with a potential imperfect 
tense: "it cannot be seen."  
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2 Exegetical Outline – Exodus 33:7-23 (verse summary) 

V7. Moses used to pitch the tent of meeting far outside the camp, which was the place everyone 

would go to seek the LORD. 

V8. Whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people would stand at the door of their own 

tent and watch Moses until he had entered the tent of meeting. 

V9. When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would come down to stand at the tent 

entrance, and then the LORD would talk to Moses. 

V10. When all the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the tent entrance, then would rise up 

and worship at their own tent door. 

V11. Thus the LORD used to speak with Moses face to face like one speaks to a friend, and 

when Moses would return to the camp his young assistant Joshua, the son of Nun, would not 

leave the tent of meeting. 

V12. Moses reminded the LORD he had told Moses to bring us this people, but the LORD did 

not tell Moses whom he would send with Moses, even though the LORD had assured him that he 

knows Moses by name and that Moses has found favor in the LORD’s sight. 

V13. Moses ask the LORD on the basis of the favor he had found in the LORD that the LORD 

would now show him his ways so that first, Moses may know the LORD and continue to find 

favor in the LORD, and second, considering this nation is the LORD’s people. 

V14. The LORD replied to Moses that his presence will go with Moses and he will give Moses 

rest. 

V15. Moses countered to the LORD that if God’s presence would not go with him, then do not 

bring Moses and the people up from where they were out of the wilderness and into the Promised 

Land. 

V16. Moses asked the LORD, How else would it be known that Moses and the people have 

found favor in God’s sight if he does not go out with them, marking them as distinct from all 

other peoples of the earth? 

V17. Then the LORD replied to Moses that he would do the very thing Moses asked because 

Moses has found favor in his sight, and he knows Moses by name. 

V18. Moses then asked the LORD to please show him his glory. 

V19. The LORD told Moses that he will make all his goodness pass before him, he will proclaim 

before Moses his name (The LORD), and he will be gracious and merciful to whom he wills. 
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V20. But the LORD denied Moses a glimpse of his face, explaining that no man will see the 

LORD’s face and live. 

V21. Then the LORD showed Moses a place next to him where Moses will stand on the rock. 

V22. The LORD explained that while his glory passes by he will hide Moses in the cleft of the 

rock where the LORD will cover Moses with his hand until he has passed by. 

V23. The LORD assured Moses that at that time he would remove his hand and Moses would see 

his back side even though the LORD’s face will not be seen. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Exodus 33:7-23 (full) 

I. Worshiping the LORD from afar as Moses, the LORD’s friend, meets with him face to 

face (7-11). 

a. The LORD’s presence in the pillar of cloud separated the intimate relationship Moses 

enjoyed with God from the more distant relationship the people experienced with God 

(vv. 7-9) 

i. V7. Moses used to pitch the tent of meeting far outside the camp, which was 

the place everyone would go to seek the LORD. 

ii. V8. Whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people would stand at the 

door of their own tent and watch Moses until he had entered the tent of 

meeting. 

iii. V9. When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would come down to 

stand at the tent entrance, and then the LORD would talk to Moses. 

b. When the LORD would appear the people worshiped at their own tents from afar 

while Moses who was near spoke face to face with God, who would return to the 

camp while Joshua his assistant remained (vv. 10-11). 

i. V10. When all the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the tent entrance, 

then would rise up and worship at their own tent door. 

ii. V11. Thus the LORD used to speak with Moses face to face like one speaks to 

a friend, and when Moses would return to the camp his young assistant 

Joshua, the son of Nun, would not leave the tent of meeting. 

II. The LORD grants Moses’ petition for God to go with him and his people (vv. 12-17). 

a. The LORD grants Moses the deliverer’s petition to go with him and the people as 

their God of Deliverance because the LORD knows Moses and favors him (vv. 12-

14). 

i. V12. Moses reminded the LORD he had told Moses to bring us this people, 

but the LORD did not tell Moses whom he would send with Moses, even 

though the LORD had assured him that he knows Moses by name and that 

Moses has found favor in the LORD’s sight. 

ii. V13. Moses ask the LORD on the basis of the favor he had found in the 

LORD that the LORD would now show him his ways so that first, Moses may 

know the LORD and continue to find favor in the LORD, and second, 

considering this nation is the LORD’s people. 
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iii. V14. The LORD replied to Moses that his presence will go with Moses and he 

will give Moses rest. 

b. The LORD again promises to grant Moses his petition as Moses seeks reassurance 

(vv. 15-17). 

i. V15. Moses countered to the LORD that if God’s presence would not go with 

him, then do not bring Moses and the people up from where they were out of 

the wilderness and into the Promised Land. 

ii. V16. Moses asked the LORD, How else would it be known that Moses and 

the people have found favor in God’s sight if he does not go out with them, 

marking them as distinct from all other peoples of the earth? 

iii. V17. Then the LORD replied to Moses that he would do the very thing Moses 

asked because Moses has found favor in his sight, and he knows Moses by 

name. 

III. The LORD grants Moses’ petition to see his glory, but only his back side and not his face 

lest Moses die (vv. 18-23). 

a. The LORD promises to show Moses his glory but not his face so as to preserve 

Moses’ life (vv. 18-20). 

i. V18. Moses then asked the LORD to please show him his glory. 

ii. V19. The LORD told Moses that he will make all his goodness pass before 

him, he will proclaim before Moses his name (The LORD), and he will be 

gracious and merciful to whom he wills. 

iii. V20. But the LORD denied Moses a glimpse of his face, explaining that no 

man will see the LORD’s face and live. 

b. The LORD explains that he will hide Moses in the cleft of a rock, covering him with 

his hand while the LORD passes by so that he will only see the LORD’s back side 

after the LORD removes his hand (vv. 21-23). 

i. V21. Then the LORD showed Moses a place next to him where Moses will 

stand on the rock. 

ii. V22. The LORD explained that while his glory passes by he will hide Moses 

in the cleft of the rock where the LORD will cover Moses with his hand until 

he has passed by. 

iii. V23. The LORD assured Moses that at that time he would remove his hand 

and Moses would see his back side even though the LORD’s face will not be 

seen. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Exodus 33:7-23 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: While the people of Israel worshiped the LORD from afar as Moses (the 

one known and favored by the LORD) entered the tent of meeting far outside the camp to talk 

with God, Moses petitioned the LORD to go with him and the people as their God of 

Deliverance—a petition the LORD granted (and more) as God promised to show Moses the back 

side of his glory. 

I. Worshiping the LORD from afar as Moses, the LORD’s friend, meets with him face to 

face (7-11). 

a. The LORD’s presence in the pillar of cloud separated the intimate relationship Moses 

enjoyed with God from the more distant relationship the people experienced with God 

(vv. 7-9) 

b. When the LORD would appear the people worshiped at their own tents from afar 

while Moses who was near spoke face to face with God, who would return to the 

camp while Joshua his assistant remained (vv. 10-11). 

II. The LORD grants Moses’ petition for God to go with him and his people (vv. 12-17). 

a. The LORD grants Moses the deliverer’s petition to go with him and the people as 

their God of Deliverance because the LORD knows Moses and favors him (vv. 12-

14). 

b. The LORD again promises to grant Moses his petition as Moses seeks reassurance 

(vv. 15-17). 

III. The LORD grants Moses’ petition to see his glory, but only his back side and not his face 

lest Moses die (vv. 18-23). 

a. The LORD promises to show Moses his glory but not his face so as to preserve 

Moses’ life (vv. 18-20). 

b. The LORD explains that he will hide Moses in the cleft of a rock, covering him with 

his hand while the LORD passes by so that he will only see the LORD’s back side 

after the LORD removes his hand (vv. 21-23).  
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5 Theological Outline – Exodus 33:7-23 

Theological Proposition: People relate to God with greater proximity as he shows them favor: his 

chosen people worship him whom they cannot see as he accompanies them as their Deliverer, his 

chosen servants converse with him in his presence, his friends see his glory but not his face, for 

only his beloved Son may see God as he is. 

I. The LORD’s people must worship him where they are, but they cannot come face to face 

with him as friends unless he knows them by name and they find favor in his sight (7-11). 

II. The LORD promises to hear his people when they ask him to go with them as their God 

of Deliverance, who works through his chosen human deliverer (vv. 12-17). 

III. The LORD cannot show his face to any human (even one of his favored children) lest 

that person die, but he may give people a glimpse of the “back side” of his glory if God 

protects them “in the cleft of the Rock” (vv. 18-23). 
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6 Notes on Exodus 33:7-23 

1. Possible NT readings.  Mt 28:16-20 (Great Commission; “I am with you always”); 2 Cor 3:7-

18 (Moses’s shining veiled face contrasted with Christ’s unveiled glory) 

2. Children’s Sermon. Idea from Long Story Short (children’s devotional book).  Act out a story 

of a hired guide taking a father and his family on a hike through the dangerous woods to a 

mountain lake.  There are lions, tigers, and bears in the woods.  Along with steep cliffs and 

deep pits that they must beware and stay clear of.  Everyone must listen to and follow the 

guide.  The guide instructs the father that if his children don’t stop wandering off, then he 

cannot take them to the mountain lake, but will just have to leave them the map and go back 

to town himself.  Once kids wander off twice, do the handoff of responsibility to the father (a 

role assigned to one of the children) and leave the room.  Wait a few moments for surprise 

then panic to set in.  Then come back to the room and ask them if they were scared.  Explain 

to the children that Moses and the children of Israel found themselves in a situation a lot like 

the father and his children abandoned in the woods.  God had left them because they had 

wandered away from them.  They were stubborn people.  But we can be sure that God will 

not leave us when we need him.  Jesus has promised to never leave us or forsake us.  God left 

him alone so that we never need to fear being alone again.  That’s good news.  Instruct the 

children to listen carefully to the story in the sermon to hear what God said to Moses when 

Moses asked God to please show him his glory. 

3. Verses 7-11 are the introduction to the dialogue between the LORD and Moses the old 

covenant mediator in verses 12-23.  They may be divided into separate units for study, but 

the first is the context of the second, therefore they also fit well together for combined study.  

But the narrative context does not begin in verse 7.  Chapters 32 and 33 are an aside from 

main storyline of God dwelling in the midst of his people in the tabernacle (described in Exo 

25-31).  In chapter 32, the people committed a great sin, breaking the newly cut covenant by 

engaging in gross idolatry in the golden calf incident.  At the beginning of chapter 33 (vv. 1-

6), the LORD tells the people he will send an angel to accompany them into the Promised 

Land.  The angel will stand in for the LORD’s presence since God cannot accompany them 

without consuming them in his holy wrath.  If this is the case, how will God dwell with his 

people if he won’t go with them into the land?  This is the problem this passage addresses.  

Moses and Israel do not want to go forward without the LORD’s presence to live in their 

midst.  Moses must intercede for the people, appealing to God’s word that he shows favor to 

Moses.  Moses wants God to show evidence that he favors Moses—evidence of his abiding 

presence with the people.  The answer to the problem is that God will continue to show 

himself to his people, in the pillar of cloud and the continued face-to-face relationship with 

Moses the favored one. 

4. Vv7-11.  The “tent of meeting” is not the same as the tabernacle, which is the main worship 

tent in the midst of the people where the priests will meet God and minister in his presence 

(Exo 25:8).  The tent of meeting appears to be a private location for Moses to converse with 

God.  Nevertheless, it was a sanctuary because God revealed his glorious presence there to 

Moses.  But it wasn’t totally private, for all who sought the LORD would leave the main 
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camp and go outside the camp to approach the tent.  In this sense, it functioned as a portable 

Sinai mountaintop, the place where God would call Moses into his presence to converse, give 

new laws and instructions, and where Moses could intercede for the people and bring his 

complaints to God. 
 

5. V7. NET sn This unit of the book could actually include all of chap. 33, starting with the point of the 

LORD's withdrawal from the people. If that section is not part of the exposition, it would have to be 
explained as the background. The point is that sinfulness prevents the active presence of the LORD 
leading his people. But then the rest of chap. 33 forms the development. In vv. 7–11 there is the 
gracious provision: the LORD reveals through his faithful mediator. The LORD was leading his 
people, but now more remotely because of their sin. Then, in vv. 12–17 Moses intercedes for the 
people, and the intercession of the mediator guarantees the LORD's presence. The point of all of this 
is that God wanted the people to come to know that if he was not with them they should not go. 
Finally, the presence of the LORD is verified to the mediator by a special revelation (18–23). The 
point of the whole chapter is that by his grace the LORD renews the promise of his presence by 

special revelation.  NET sn A widespread contemporary view is that this section represents a source 

that thought the tent of meeting was already erected (see S. R. Driver, Exodus, 359). But the better 
view is that this is a temporary tent used for meeting the LORD. U. Cassuto explains this view very 
well (Exodus, 429–30), namely, that because the building of the tabernacle was now in doubt if the 
LORD was not going to be in their midst, another plan seemed necessary. Moses took this tent, his 
tent, and put some distance between the camp and it. Here he would use the tent as the place to 
meet God, calling it by the same name since it was a surrogate tent. Thus, the entire section was a 
temporary means of meeting God, until the current wrath was past. 

6. V7. The tabernacle was in the midst of the camp.  It was “near” the people, therefore God 

was near his people.  In contrast, the tent of meeting is “outside” and “far off” from the camp.  

It was removed from the people, therefore God was removed from his people.  Thus the 

existence and location of the tent of meeting indicated the estranged relationship between 

God and Israel.  This is what covenant breaking does.  Sin causes relational estrangement.  

Why?  Because the nature of sin is betrayal.  Calvin explains the tent of meeting (which he 

believes is the same as the tabernacle, not a different tent) being removed from the camp as 

something like a divorce and like the breaking of the law tablets.  Since the removal of the 

tent of meeting was only for a time, perhaps it is better to explain it as a husband moving out 

of the house from his wife because of her adulteries.  A “separation” rather than a divorce.  

Still, the situation is very serious.  The relationship between God and Israel is strained, 

broken, ruptured, in trouble.  God is aloof.  By removing himself from the midst of the camp, 

God was teaching his people the nature of the serious rupture in their relationship with him.  

Only through repentance and the mediation of Moses would their covenant relationship be 

restored to harmony.  Unless peace was made, the LORD would never give them his 

presence again.  But God is merciful and gracious, so he made a way through the mediatorial 

role of Moses, his friend.  That way was through covenant renewal.  Mission accomplished. 

7. V7.  The Church Father’s sometimes allegorized the Scripture (e.g., Ambrose of Milan).  

Many times this was an unhelpful hermeneutic, but in cases where the wording of the text 

and redemptive history suggests connections, a little allegorizing may be appropriate 

(particularly where the NT gives us warrant by using similar terms to tie Christ to a 

significant person, thing, or event in the OT).  Notice the tent of meeting was “outside the 

camp, far off from the camp.”  This was the place where Moses and all Israel who followed 

him went to worship in the Lord’s presence.  In other words, the LORD met them outside the 

camp.  In a similar fashion, Christ the Lord was crucified “outside the camp” (Heb 13:12-14).  
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Just as the Israelites in the camp had to leave the camp to go worship God where he was, and 

just as Christians are called to leave the earthly Jerusalem and go outside the camp to the 

heavenly Jerusalem to worship God, so also believers today may interpret this as a call to 

leave the world today and go “outside the camp” of our earthly homes to worship Christ on 

Golgotha, Mount Zion, at the cross.  This is the one place where God meets us as sinners, 

atones for our sins, and renews covenant relationship with us. 

8. V8. All the people who rose up when Moses entered the tent were the subset of people who 

had left the camp to go out to the tent of meeting.  This may be more than paying respect and 

attention to their leader.  Calvin believes the people are participating in an act of spiritual 

worship.  These were the people who left camp to seek the LORD.  Here and in verse 10, the 

text foreshadows, through the people focusing on Moses entering the tent of meeting, Moses 

as the means by which the LORD recommits to dwell in the midst of his people.  What good 

can come from such a separation?  Just as with a temporary occasional marital separation 

between husband and wife, God desires not to punish Israel but to make them anxious 

without his presence so as to draw them to repentance.  Calvin writes: “Thus God often 

designedly hides His face from sinners in order to invite them to Him in true humiliation. 

And this we must carefully attend to, lest, when He chastises us either by word or deed, 

terror, or a sense of our criminality, should hinder our prayers; but rather let us seek Him 

from however great a distance.”  (Compare 1 Cor 5:5 and 2 Thess 3:15.) 

9. V9. This is the shekinah glory of God, one of the ways God revealed himself during the OT.  

The shekinah appeared when God cut the covenant with Abraham and when the tabernacle 

and temple were dedicated.  It also enveloped Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration. 

10. V10. Matthew Henry observes that through Moses, God was reconciling his people to 

himself.  Israel stood and watched Moses walk to the tent of meeting where God’s presence 

would meet him.  The people worshiped the LORD publically and unashamedly through 

Moses.  This is a Christocentric way of viewing Moses’s role.  For through the mediation of 

Christ God was reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor 5:19). 

11. V11. NET sn Moses did not live in the tent. But Joshua remained there most of the time to guard the 

tent, it seems, lest any of the people approach it out of curiosity. 

12. V11. How wonderful it must have been for Moses with God in the tent of meeting!  For in 

that tent Moses experienced fellowship and communion with God on a level of intimacy as 

never before.  That God spoke “face to face” with Moses, as one speaks with “a friend” does 

not imply that Moses saw God’s face, or that God even has something like a human face.  

The phrase speaks to the intimacy that Moses shared with God, and that God did actually 

speak to Moses (cf. Num 12:8 “mouth to mouth”; Dt 34:10).  Moses saw God truly, even his 

form, but not fully (cf. Num 12:8).  Not through dreams or visions or prophets, but by 

unmediated verbal communication.  Joshua the young man is given special recognition as 

Moses’s assistant and as the one Israelite appointed to attend to the tent of meeting.  Other 

mature men of great age and experience were passed over for this position.  Thus the position 

as Joshua is exalted.  He is privileged as Moses’s successor.  At this point he is probably 

standing guard at the tent (would curious Israelites dare to approach and explore the tent?), a 

ministry later entrusted to the Levites when the tabernacle was complete (1 Chron 26).  
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Moses being God’s friend was a privilege he did not earn or deserve.  Only by God’s choice 

did he befriend Moses.  This close friendship was out of reach for the rest of the Israelites 

under the old covenant.  Even to the prophets, priests, and kings the LORD did not speak 

face to face as a friend.  Moses was the privileged unique mediator between God and his 

people.  But only under the old covenant.  In the more glorious new covenant, Christ has 

declared all his disciples “friends” (Jn 15:15).  The Triune God, the creator of the universe, 

has called us to be his friend!  Who could deny such a friendship?  Our responsibility is to 

trust him as Moses did. 

13. Vv12-23.  The LORD’s covenant with Israel needs to be renewed because Israel broken the 

covenant.  The people are uncertain about the future and unprepared to face it.  They desired 

the leadership of a God who was present and visible.  Moses was no different.  He feared a 

future without the LORD’s presence, and he wanted assurance that God would go with him 

and Israel into the land of Promise.  Why the sudden fear?  In the wake of their golden calf 

idolatry, Israel’s proximity to sin, death, and judgment came to prominence for the first time.  

The experience of their sin and God’s judgment must have shocked them into holy, even 

cowering, fear.  The gracious LORD met their needs with a promise (v. 14) and a glimpse of 

his glory (vv. 20-23).  The covenant relationship is renewed and restored. 

14. Vv12-16.  Moses as mediator is concerned for his people.  He is not content to experience 

God’s blessings of forgiveness, presence, and salvation for himself.  No, he desires these 

blessings also for his people, his friends.  No mature believers is content with the blessings of 

God and heaven for himself alone.  He desires with all his heart that his family, friends, and 

all those he loves would share in God’s blessings.  He is generous with the blessings he 

enjoys. 

15. Quotation: “Gracious generous souls think it not enough to get to heaven themselves, but 

would have all their friends go thither too.” ~ Matthew Henry 

16. V12. Here Moses is responding to the LORD’s threat in Exodus 33:1-3. (“I will not go with 

you, because you are a stiff-necked people and I might destroy you on the way.”)  Moses 

couldn’t disagree that Israel was not stiff-necked or that the golden calf incident was not 

characteristic of Israel’s rebellious nature as a people.  So Moses only pleads for God’s grace, 

asking for the one thing God threatens to withhold (his presence).  Moses would know the 

LORD because God knew him first.  That knowledge would be intimate.  They would know 

each other by name.  Elsewhere in the OT “have known” is an idiom for “to elect” (Jer 1:5; 

Hos 13:5).  Notice Moses asked for the angel’s name whom God promised to send with the 

people into the land (cf. Exo 33:2).  This is an interesting detail in the story.  In God’s plan at 

this point in the story, is this angel the commander of the LORD’s army who would 

accompany God’s people into the Promised Land?  Is this angel the Angel of the LORD, who 

many theologians believe is a preincarnate manifestation of the Son of God, the second 

person of the Trinity (cf. Gen 32:29; Judg 3:13; 13:17-18).  Moses does not know, and God 

does not say at this point in the story.  Could it be that God’s plan to give his presence to the 

people would be through his “angel” accompanying them?  The Church Father Gregory of 

Nyssa thought so. 
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17. V13. Moses again intercedes for Israel and appeals to the LORD.  This time Moses appeals 

to his favored servant status before God, and also Israel’s favored nation status before God.  

What are the LORD’s “ways”?  God’s purposes for Israel.  Moses’s intercession for Israel 

was instrumental in God making plans for what to do with his people.  Because he knows 

God is merciful, Moses intercedes confidently, asking that God would “remember” Israel.  

This means that God would be faithful to his promises to the patriarchs in their children who 

constitute the nation of Israel. 

18. V14. NET sn Heb "my face." This represents the presence of Yahweh going with the people (see 2 

Sam 17:11 for an illustration). The "presence" probably refers to the angel of the presence or some 
similar manifestation of God's leading and caring for his people.  NET sn The expression “I will give 
you rest” certainly refers to the peace of mind and security of knowing that God was with them. But 
the expression came to mean "settle them in the land of promise" and give them rest and peace from 
their enemies. U. Cassuto (Exodus, 434) observes how in 32:10 God had told Moses, "Leave me 
alone" ("give me rest"), but now he promises to give them rest. The parallelism underscores the great 
transition through intercession. 

19. V14. The LORD’s presence is literally his “face” which connotes God’s intimate presence.  

The rest God promises for all Israel (Exo 3:13-15) is now reiterated for Moses in particular 

(singular “you”).  What a sweet and gentle promise from God to Moses.  Moses is afraid, 

panicked even.  Yet the LORD is gracious and compassionate, full of steadfast love and 

mercy.  Consider how he loves his children through his promises! 

20. V15. After the golden calf sin, God had withdrawn his promise to personally go with his 

people into the Promised Land, and instead promised to send an angel emissary to stand in 

for him.  But that substitute promise is not good enough for Moses.  For him and the people, 

inheriting God’s promised blessings is no good unless God goes with them.  The goal was 

not the milk and honey in the land, but God in the land dwelling with them, making both the 

land and them holy.  Notice that Moses links himself with his people: “if your presence does 

not go with us”.  The exodus from Egypt would be nothing without the presence of God 

going with them.  Otherwise they would be just another nation.  Moses understood what God 

was doing.  That is why he pressed God to go with them. 

21. V16. What made Israel special and distinct from all the peoples of the earth?  It was only 

God’s presence with them.  If God would not dwell with his people, then they would be little 

different than the other nations.  If God will not go with Israel, then the nations will not know 

that God is pleased with Moses or Israel. 

22. V16.  Quotation: “We can feel the spiritual heartbeat of a real man of God, who deemed it 

better to remain permanently in a desert place than to get into a land flowing with milk and 

honey and find the Lord was not there with him.” ~ J.A. Motyer, Message of Exodus, 308 

23. V16. Quotation: “There was nothing extraordinary in the fact that Moses desired for himself 

and his people that they might be distinguished before every nation upon the face of the 

earth; this was merely the firm hold of faith upon the calling and election of God (Exo 19:5-

6).” ~ Keil & Delitzsch, Exodus 

24. V17. God accepts Moses’ plea because Moses has indeed found favor in God’s sight, and 

God knows Moses by name.  By not adding any new word, God’s reply is meant to remove 
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all doubt for Moses.  A renewal of his promise is like a renewal of the covenant.  God will 

come back to dwell with Israel.  They will not remain separated!  This is God’s way of 

assuring Moses that he will keep his original promise to go with Moses and all Israel to dwell 

with them in the land in the tabernacle that is “near” to the people.  Indeed, Israel is 

dependent on Moses as their mediator between them and God.  In this way Moses is a type of 

Christ.  He is the old covenant mediator whereas Christ is the new covenant mediator. 

25. V18. NET sn Moses now wanted to see the glory of Yahweh, more than what he had already seen 

and experienced. He wanted to see God in all his majesty. The LXX chose to translate this without a 
word for "glory" or "honor"; instead they used the pronoun seautou, "yourself" – show me the real 
You. God tells him that he cannot see it fully, but in part. It will be enough for Moses to disclose to him 
the reality of the divine presence as well as God's moral nature. It would be impossible for Moses to 
comprehend all of the nature of God, for there is a boundary between God and man. But God would 
let him see his goodness, the sum of his nature, pass by in a flash. B. Jacob (Exodus, 972) says that 
the glory refers to God's majesty, might, and glory, as manifested in nature, in his providence, his 
laws, and his judgments. He adds that this glory should and would be made visible to man – that was 
its purpose in the world.   

26. V18. Moses responds to God’s assurance of favor (to Moses and the people) by asking for a 

token of that favor.  Moses requests to see God’s glory.  What a thing to ask for!  Surely 

Moses is asking for a glimpse of God’s glory on behalf of Israel and their covenant mediator.  

In other words, a perfect mediator must see God’s glory.  Why?  Because the covenant bond 

between Israel and the LORD would be secure if the people’s mediator could see God’s glory 

and thus share in perfect communion with him, and by his mediation, with them.  This is not 

an individual requesting to see God for his own curiosity or spiritual desire.  What is 

probably occurring is Moses asks for God to confirm his presence as he did on the Mount 

Sinai.  Moses thinks seeing God’s glory is a sign of God’s pledge.  A sacrament of his 

covenant presence in a sense.  In this way Moses and the people might be sanctified by God’s 

glory.  God had already revealed himself to Israel (Exo 24:9-11), so now Moses seeks a 

further revelation of God.  He had seen God truly, but not fully.  Even though he would ask 

for this full revelation of God’s glory, it could not happen.  Moses understood that his (and 

Israel’s) only hope for God’s continuing mercy on Israel was wrapped up in God himself.  

Moses had already glimpsed God’s glory, mercy, and goodness (Exo 24:1-18).  Now he longs 

for a fuller revelation of God himself (cf. Jn 14:8).  Calvin thinks Moses’s desire was wrong 

(even beyond the “limits of moderation and sobriety”).  He infers a lesson that we, like 

Moses, ought to be contend with the revelation God has given and temper our desire to see 

God’s glory.  I disagree with this interpretation.  A better way is to read the passage 

Christologically.  Moses is unable to see God’s glory because God has not revealed his full 

glory yet in redemptive history.  That full revelation of his glory will come in Christ in the 

fullness of time (Heb 1:3).  Thus Moses’s desire to see God’s glory is not wrong.  But his 

timing is premature, and he is only a shadow of the true Mediator who is Christ.  For God did 

not rebuke Moses for desiring a fuller revelation of himself.  God gave Moses as much as 

was appropriate for this stage of history under the old covenant (which had a fading glory 

compared to the new covenant in Christ; cf. 2 Cor 3:13-4:6).  Moses imperfect mediation 

cries out for the perfect glorious mediation of Christ.  God was waiting to show his full glory 

to the perfect, sinless mediator: Jesus Christ the Son of God.  Only Jesus has seen God face 

to face.  And Jesus is pleased to reveal the Father’s glory to us by allowing us to see the face 

of Christ, who is the exact image and representation of the Father. 
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27. V18.  The biblical and theological theme of God’s glory.  The Hebrew word kavod (d AbK ') 
means weightiness, solidity, substance, significance, worth, splendor, magnificence, royal 

grandeur (1 Chron 29:10-11).  It is his incomparable greatness.  Kavod is not flimsy, 

ephemeral, thin, or passing as the word “glory” can mean in English (“glory” of a sunset or a 

sports victory).  It is not the wealth or admirable qualities of a person.  It is the kavod God 

has possessed from all eternity apart from anything the creation might give him back in 

response.  When God manifests his glory, it is not just an occasion of blinding light (his 

dazzling, radiant brilliance that theologians call the shekinah or the glory cloud; cf. Exo 

24:17; 33:22; 34:5; Lev 9:23-24; 1 Kgs 8:10-11; Ezek 1:28; 8:4; 9:3; 10:4; 11:22-23; Mt 

17:5; Lk 2:9; Acts 1:9; ! Thess 4:17; Rev 1:7), but a visible manifestation of his absolute 

reality, his person, power, and majesty (Ezek 1:28; 10:4).  Unique points in biblical history 

when God showed his glory: (1) revelation on Mount Sinai (Dt 5:24); (2) dedication of the 

Tabernacle (Exo 40:34-35) and Solomon’s Temple (1 Kgs 8:11); (3) the kindled fire of the 

sanctuary’s first sacrifices (Lev 9:22-24).  Occurrences in nature that are said to reveal God’s 

glory are thunderstorms (Job 37:2-5; Ps 29:3, 7) and the plagues on Egypt (Num 14:21-22).  

When God reveals his glory in creation and to his creation, theologians name these 

manifestations theophanies (appearances of God; the pre-incarnate Christ is a 

Christophany—an appearance of the second person of the Trinity).  When Christ becomes 

man in Jesus, the glory of God is seen in the exact image of God (2 Cor 4:4).  Jesus Christ 

was “glorified” in his death and resurrection (Jn 17:1-5).  At his second coming he will 

manifest the glory of God in his coming kingdom (Rev 21:11, 23).  To “give God glory” 

means to acknowledge who God really is in one’s words or deeds (Josh 7:19; Isa 24:15; Jer 

13:16).  By our union with Christ by faith, we will share in his glory both now and forever 

(Rom 5:2; Col 1:27).  The glory of God is the purpose all things were created.  All creatures, 

especially all people, are created to glorify God, that God would receive glory through them 

(Rom 11:36).  People are morally obliged as God’s creatures to glorify God.  We do this 

through worship, obeying his commands, indeed living every aspect of life coram Deo 

(before God’s face to please him and honor his dignity, worth, and goodness).  Man’s chief 

end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever (WSC 1)!  God is glorified in nature (Ps 8:3-9), 

the defeat of evil (1 Jn 2:13-14), and the redemption of his people (Eph 1:13-14).  When 

people glorify God it is the highest form of glory that God receives back from his creation.  

Although we are marred by sin and cannot glorify God in our fallen nature, through Christ 

believers are redeemed and enabled to give God glory once again.  When our sanctification is 

complete, we will be enabled more fully to give God the glory he is due (1 Cor 15:42-44; 

Rev 5:12).  In this sense the end of all things is the glory of God! Sola Deo Gloria (glory to 

God alone)! 

28. V19. NET sn God declares his mercy and grace in similar terms to his earlier self-revelation ("I am 

that I am"): "I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious." In other words, the grace and mercy of God 
are bound up in his own will. Obviously, in this passage the recipients of that favor are the penitent 
Israelites who were forgiven through Moses' intercession. The two words are at the heart of God's 

dealings with people. The first is !n:x '  (khanan, "to be gracious, show favor"). It means to grant favor 

or grace to someone, grace meaning unmerited favor. All of God's dealings are gracious, but 

especially in forgiving sins and granting salvation it is critical. Parallel to this is ~x ;r ' (rakham), a 

word that means "show compassion, tender mercy." It is a word that is related to the noun "womb," 
the connection being in providing care and protection for that which is helpless and dependent – a 
motherly quality. In both of these constructions the verbs simply express what God will do, without 



Exodus 33:7-23 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 19 5/1/2016 

explaining why. See further, J. R. Lundbom, "God's Use of the Idem per idem to Terminate Debate," 
HTR 71 (1978): 193-201; and J. Piper, "Prolegomena to Understanding Romans 9:14–15: An 
Interpretation of Exodus 33:19, " JETS 22 (1979): 203-16. 

29. V19.  The translation “goodness” is a summary word that denotes all the best, the beauty, 

even the glory of God revealed to Moses.  Thus God’s glory is all God’s goodness.  God is 

not withholding anything back from Moses except “his face”.  For only in the face of Jesus 

Christ do we behold God face to face.   bW j: sf. ^b .Wj: — 1. a) the best of what a place or 

person has Gn 2410; b) well-being Pr 1110; c) beauty Ho 1011; d) happiness: ‰ûb l¢b(¹b) Dt 2847; — 2. 
success, happiness sent by Y.: possessions, blessing, salvation: produce of the land Is 637, 
forgiveness of sins Ps 257. (pg 123) 

30. V19. God promises Moses he will show Moses all his goodness and proclaim before him 

God’s name: The LORD (Yahweh).  This God would do in Exodus 34.  The whole encounter 

with God concludes with Moses’ face shining with the reflective (but fading) glory of God.  

Note that Paul quotes this verse in Romans 9:15 to prove when God shows mercy, it is of his 

free choice and not from compulsion or obligation.  God as sovereign exercises his saving 

will in election.  Thus the goodness (God’s glorious “backside”) that Moses sees is a gift of 

grace from a God who is the same (cf. Exo 34:5-6).  God’s person and nature were revealed 

to Moses in God’s name The LORD (“Yahweh” means I AM).  This name God had 

previously revealed to Moses (Exo 3:1-22), and now God will proclaim it before Moses, 

declaring that he is sovereign over his expressions of mercy and compassion.  As God reveals 

himself to Moses, all Israel receives assurance that God has not deserted nor separated from 

his people.  How can they know this?  Because God has revealed more of himself to Moses, 

and by mediator and extension to Israel, more so than ever before.  God really does love 

them!  They are forgiven and accepted, together again.  It is true that God will have mercy 

and compassion on whosoever he will—even rebellious children like Israel.  Even after they 

commit wicked treason and spiritual adultery.  What a gracious and forgiving God (Exo 34:5-

6)! 

31. V20. What is God’s purpose in shielding Moses from his glory?  No man can see God’s face 

(his essence) and live.  God’s glorious presence would be overwhelming to anyone, even the 

angels (Isa 6:2-3).  God must shield his presence, not only from Israel, but from Moses 

himself, because God’s glory is simply too much for any person to handle.  Not just 

emotionally, for none can survive seeing the unveiled essence of God’s glory.  “Me” and the 

LORD’s “face” are the same thing.  God’s face is essentially his person and personality (cf. 

Ps 139:7 where Spirit and face are parallel).  Of the Church Fathers, both Athanatius the 

Great and John Chrysostom acknowledged that since God the Son is one in essence with God 

the Father, he therefore fully sees and knows the Father’s essence.  Only Jesus Christ behold 

the Father. 

32. Quotation: “For, although the angels are said to see God’s face in a more excellent manner 

than men, still they do not apprehend the immense perfection of His glory, whereby they 

would be absorbed. Justly, therefore, does God declare that He cannot be seen by a mortal 

man; for we shall not see him as He is, until we shall be like Him. (1 John 3:2). For it must 

needs be that that incomprehensible brightness would bring us to nothing. God, therefore, 

whilst He withholds us from a complete knowledge of Him, nevertheless manifests Himself 

as far as is expedient; nay, attempering the amount of light to our humble capacity, He 

assumes the face which we are able to bear.” ~ John Calvin 
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33. V21. Moses will stand on the rock near the LORD, but this rock has a cleft in which Moses 

will hide himself.  God tells Moses to “behold” the place on the rock where Moses shall 

stand. That rock is Christ.  We are to “behold” Christ our Rock as the place where we meet 

God and at the same time the place where we find protection from the holiness of God. 

34. V22. Could this cleft in the rock be the same cave to which Elijah would flee and hide—the 

place where the LORD revealed himself in the still small voice? (1 Kgs 19:9, 11-12).  There 

is a shadow of Christ in this verse.  Moses is sinful and therefore must be shielded from 

God’s holiness.  And he is mortal and therefore must be shielded from God’s glory.  God’s 

hand that covers Moses in loving protection prefigures Christ shielding us from God’s wrath 

(Rom 5:9-11). 

35. Illustration: Note the words of the hymn Rock of Ages.  “Rock of Ages, cleft for me.  Let me 

hide myself in thee.”  That Rock is Christ, for as believers are hidden in Christ, we are 

protected from the unveiled glory of God.  He is our salvation, our hiding place, the revealer 

of God’s glory to us in the Holy Spirit. 

36. V23. It was “good” of God to cover Moses with his hand to shield him from the divine glory.  

Thus the goodness of the LORD passed before Moses, withholding what Moses in his human 

weakness could not bear and revealing of God all Moses could bear in his humanity.  Thus 

Moses does not glimpse all of God’s glory (but he does walk away with a shining face (Exo 

34:29-35).  He has reason to be disappointed, but also hopeful.  May we be hopeful?  Yes, 

believers today may look to Jesus Christ who reveals the glory of God through his Spirit that 

was withheld from Moses and Israel (Jn 1:14, 18; 2 Cor 3:18). 

37. V23. Illustration and Quotation: “As our bodily eye is dazzled, and its power of vision 

destroyed, by looking directly at the brightness of the sun, so would our whole nature be 

destroyed by an unveiled sight of the brilliancy of the glory of God. So long as we are clothed 

with this body, which was destined, indeed, from the very first to be transformed into the 

glorified state of the immortality of the spirit, but has become through the fall a prey to the 

corruption of death, we can only walk in faith, and only see God with the eye of faith, so far 

as He has revealed His glory to us in His works and His word. When we have become like 

God, and have been transformed into the “divine nature” (2Pe 1:4), then, and not till then, 

shall we see Him as He is; then we shall see His glory without a veil, and live before Him for 

ever.” ~ Keil & Delitzsch, Exodus 

38. Application: We are in the same situation as the people in Deuteronomy 4:12, except we have 

a place of more glory.  Our place is incomparably fuller, higher, more privileged.  It is 

glorious.  Their experience of God had “no form…only a voice”.  We have the four-fold 

Gospel revelation of Jesus Christ.  Note well when God chose to reveal himself fully to us in 

Christ, he gave us the Word.  The written word explains the incarnate Word.  We see the 

glory of God in Christ as we read, comprehend, and imagine what the Scriptures tell us of 

Jesus.  Moses was not instructed to draw a picture, but to write the word of God for his 

people.  Thus we are to find our assurance and confidence in the Word of God.  It is through 

the Word that we gaze upon the glory of God until the day when we shall see God face to 

face.  The Lord Jesus offers such intimate, glorious fellowship to his people.  He has opened 

the door to the tent of meeting by atoning for and forgiving our sins by his own sacrifice of 
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himself.  He has given his life for you, once his enemy, to make you his friend, that he might 

commune with you.  This is what Jesus has done to be your friend! 

39. Application: How should you leverage your friendship and favor with God?  Notice that 

Moses, who was God’s intimate friend, closer to relationship to God than all other Israelites, 

used his position before God to mediate for his people.  He pleaded for blessing on behalf of 

his friends.  He pleaded for forgiveness, or God’s presence, for God’s faithfulness to his 

promises, for a glimpse of God’s glory to reassure his people.  His pleas, because they were 

directed to God, were prayers.  Thus Moses was a man of prayer for others.  You can speak to 

God on behalf of others.  When you come to the LORD God in the name of Christ, you stand 

in an even closer relationship to God than Moses ever was!  Moses was a faithful servant in 

all of God’s house, but Christ is God’s Son in the house of the LORD.  Plead with God for 

blessings.  Intercede for others.  If you God to give you some kind of glimpse of his glory, 

don’t do it to satisfy your private curiosity.  Ask for the sake of assuring others of God’s love.  

Start now.  Tell others of God’s glory revealed in Christ.  Act on your duty to be a witness for 

the gospel.  Tell of his goodness.  Tell of his love.  Tell of his glory. 
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8 Sermon References 

Numbers 12:8a  With him I speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and not in 
riddles, and he beholds the form of the LORD. 

From the Fantasticks.  Luisa: I'm sixteen years old, and every day 

something happens to me. I don't know what to make of it. When I get 

up in the morning and get dressed, I can tell...something's different. I 

like to touch my eyelids, because they're never quite the same. Oh, oh, 

oh! I hug myself till my arms turn blue, then I close my eyes and cry and 

cry till the tears come down and I can taste them. I love to taste my tears. 

I am special. I am special! Please God, please, don't let me be normal! 

Ezekiel 10:4  And the glory of the LORD went up from the cherub to the 
threshold of the house, and the house was filled with the cloud, and the 
court was filled with the brightness of the glory of the LORD. 

Luke 2:9  And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the 
Lord shone around them, and they were filled with fear. 

Psalm 40:1-3  I waited patiently for the LORD; he inclined to me and heard 
my cry.  2 He drew me up from the pit of destruction, out of the miry bog, 
and set my feet upon a rock, making my steps secure.  3 He put a new 
song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God. Many will see and fear, and 
put their trust in the LORD. 

Romans 5:9-11   9 Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his 
blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God.  10 For 
if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his 
Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.  
11 More than that, we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
through whom we have now received reconciliation. 

Joshua 5:13-14a  When Joshua was by Jericho, he lifted up his eyes and 
looked, and behold, a man was standing before him with his drawn sword 
in his hand. And Joshua went to him and said to him, "Are you for us, or for 
our adversaries?"  14 And he said, "No; but I am the commander of the 
army of the LORD. Now I have come." And Joshua fell on his face to the 
earth and worshiped. 
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• Words of Christ ordaining this institution (Mt 26:26-30; Mk 14:22-25; Lk 22:15-20; 1 Cor 11:23-32) 

o The mystery of God’s presence is especially revealed in the Lord’s Supper.  In this meal we have a tangible 

expression of Christ’s favor toward his people who are not merely subjects or disciples, but friends!  That is 

what he calls us—his friends.  He came from heaven to befriend us, to teach us, to save us, and to lay down 

his life for us.  This is the amazing favor he shows to his people—he gives us himself that we might have 

access to God’s presence forever. 

o And it is not an overwhelming presence.  Jesus knows our sin, so he gave his life as an atoning sacrifice, 

thereby forgiving us and making us holy so we can be near him.  Jesus also knows our frailty, so he veils his 

glory in his humanity and hides us in himself so we might safely behold the glory of God.  He is our mediator 

who brings us to God as adopted children, our intercessor who pleads his blood over us, our shelter who 

protects us from danger, and our Commander who accompanies us along the way as he leads us to heaven.  Do 

you see that God is the gospel?  Father, Son, and Spirit—working together in love to bring us to God. 

o The bread and the cup set before us are physical tokens of this same gospel.  By faith in Jesus Christ as the 

Lord and Savior of sinners, we have in these elements God’s presence in a mysterious way.  Jesus is really and 

truly present, and we behold the form of God as he reveals himself in this meal, although we do not see him 

fully.  The common bread and common fruit of the vine are certainly not overwhelming in their manifested 

glory.  But God reveals himself to us through them nonetheless.  They are what we call sacramental signs and 

seals of God’s good promises. The bread signifies Christ’s body broken on the cross, and the cup signifies his 

blood shed on the cross.  When we come to this table, we remember his death until he comes, we share in his 

death as we crucify our sin, and we hope in the future resurrection when we shall no long see God dimly as 

through a dirty window, but face to face. 

• If you are one of God’s baptized children, having confessed your faith publicly, living a life of confession and 

repentance, and a member of any church where the gospel of Jesus is faithfully preached, then I welcome and 

encourage you to come to the Lord’s table.  Come and partake by faith in this holy mystery of God’s presence. 

• Brief exhortation and fence the table (not baptized, not publically confessed the faith, not under the care and 

government of a particular branch of Christ’s Church) do not take the bread and wine, but instead take Christ by 

faith today—take him as your mediator, your shelter, and your Lord who is always with you. Then please talk 

with one of the elders or deacons immediately after the worship service today so you might join God’s people as 

we seek to live coram deo—before the face of God. 

• Invitation to silent prayer for preparation (confess sin, acknowledge God’s love for you) 

• After allowing time for elders to come forward, close the silent prayer time with a brief prayer. 

 

 

 

 

The Lord Jesus Christ on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; 

and when He had given thanks, He broke it, gave it to His disciples, as I, 

ministering in His name, give this bread to you, and said, “Take, eat; this is My 

body which is for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” 
o Reminder to hold the bread and eat together as a body since the one loaf represents Christ’s unified body. 

• Optional: read a scripture (Colossians 3:2-4) 

In the same manner, He also took the cup, and having given thanks as has been 

done in His name, He gave it to the disciples, saying, “This cup is the new covenant 

in My blood, which is shed for many for the remission of sins. Drink from it, all of 

you.” 
o Reminder to drink from the cup as you are ready since Jesus shed his blood to save you. 




