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Preface


Why not leave The Gospel Coalition 2012 National Women’s Conference in Orlando and on TGC’s website? Why stretch its life into a book?


We suggest four reasons—the first without a doubt being the focus of the biblical teaching that occurred in the eight plenary sessions collected in this volume. The talks trace a series of great “theophany” passages throughout the Scriptures, passages where God displays himself in spectacular revelation. The overall goal for these talks was to gain from God’s Word a renewed vision of God and his sweeping purposes of redemption, as he shows himself to us through his revelation. We left the 2012 conference knowing we had paused and seen God more clearly together in his Word. We had gloried in God’s redemption, through Jesus Christ. Through this volume, by God’s grace, the conference’s theme will keep calling: “Here Is Our God!”


The second reason for this collection relates to the mix of the biblical teaching: three men and five women. Such a mix at a TGC women’s conference reveals all kinds of commitments. It reveals a common commitment on the part of these eight expositors to the clear, expositional teaching of God’s inspired Word. It reveals the commitment of TGC’s pastor-leaders to value and encourage the women of the church in studying and teaching the Scriptures. It reveals the commitment of the women participants to value and embrace the leadership of such men. It reveals one joyful glimpse of men and women working together in the Word and for the gospel—not focusing specifically on men’s and women’s roles but just working together within the context of shared commitments about those roles. These collected talks offer a harmony of distinct and unique voices, a harmony we delight to share. As you read, we hope you will picture the context of a women’s conference, with several thousand women gathered and listening with energy.


The third reason to compile and share these talks is to offer encouragement through the context of the biblical teaching. How crucial for the church to be raising up strong women of the Word—women who know it, love it, declare it, and live it. What that means, of course, is that we want to be raising up women who shine forth Jesus, the one who shines from the Bible’s pages from beginning to end. We want the church to be full of women whose lips and lives declare: “Here Is Our God!” Not every woman is called to be a teacher in the formal sense, like those who taught at the conference. But we all teach. Women are teaching others all the time in all kinds of ways. We need an increasing number of godly models who can encourage women to handle and communicate God’s Word with clarity and humble strength in all the contexts of our lives. The 2012 conference was full of the live encouragement of women to this end. May this book extend that encouragement into many far corners of the church.


We said repeatedly that the 2012 conference was for women but not all about women. The conference was about our God who reveals himself in his Word and redeems his people through his Son. The final and most important point, then, is the goal of this biblical teaching: to exalt the Lord God of the Scriptures. That is what we hope for this collection of talks and for the reflection/discussion questions that follow each one. As we take in the Word, by the Spirit, may God be glorified.


Kathleen B. Nielson,
Director of Women’s Initiatives, TGC


D. A. Carson,
President, TGC
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On the Mountain


THE TERRIFYING AND BECKONING GOD


Exodus 19


TIM KELLER


Since I was the first plenary speaker, I should say something about the gathering itself. We gathered to connect women who hear and do Bible exposition. TGC did not bring women together to talk and think about women but to talk and think about God. Every culture of the world by God’s common grace has its peculiar glories and tends to be attentive to and aware of things in Scripture that at least some of the other cultures don’t see. They bring their various exegetical riches and theological understanding of the infallible Word of God to the whole church, and that enriches the whole church. That must also be true of both genders. For women to come together to hear and do Bible exposition certainly enriches all of those gathered, and it will enrich the whole church.


We’re considering together the theme “Here Is Our God,” looking into passages where God reveals himself in spectacular ways to his people. Exodus 19 is a great place to start. It’s an important chapter, so important that several key New Testament texts refer directly to it (e.g., Hebrews 12 and 1 Peter 2). In Exodus 19, Moses and Israel come to Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments. Chapter 19 does not contain the Ten Commandments, but it sets them up. The passage divides into three basic sections:


1) The History and Order of Grace (19:1–8)


2) The Terrifying and Beckoning God (19:9–19)


3) The Going Down of Moses (19:20–25)


1) THE HISTORY AND ORDER OF GRACE (EX. 19:1–8)


The History of Grace


The first couple of verses tell us something about the history of grace. Alec Motyer makes a good observation concerning these first two verses.1 You wouldn’t think of this unless you were a biblical scholar who keeps a map in his head as he is reading. He says that God and Moses basically told the Israelites, “Trust us. We’re going to take you to the Promised Land, to a land flowing with milk and honey, to Palestine.” And the children of Israel trusted them. But Sinai is farther away from the Promised Land than Egypt. Sinai is actually south. So God led them almost in the opposite direction from where he said he was going to lead them. They were supposed to go to a land flowing with milk and honey, yet God took them to a desert, a mountainous desert (v. 2). The land was far worse than Egypt. And that’s where God met them.


It is often so: you give your life to Jesus and say, “I’m putting everything into your hands. I’m trusting you with my whole life.” And then you watch things go downhill from there. Weeks later, months later, a couple of years later, you ask, “What happened? I gave myself to him. I trusted him. And everything is getting worse and worse.” If you admit it, you are farther away from the things you had hoped God would give you. You think, “I gave God everything. Surely he’d give me this and this and this. You know, if he wants to.” God seems to be taking you in an opposite direction. So often the history of grace in our lives follows this pattern: God seems to be taking us away from where he said he is going to take us. My two favorite penultimate examples of this pattern both happened at Dothan.


Example 1. The book of Genesis records that Jacob had twelve sons. Because he loved his wife Rachel more than his other wife, Leah, Jacob favored Rachel’s sons over all the others. That utterly poisoned everything and everybody in that family. This was a case of overt parental favoritism. It poisoned the life of Joseph, who was one of Rachel’s two sons. All the pieces were in place for Joseph to become spoiled and arrogant even though he was only a teenager. He could have been on his way to being an absolutely cruel, awful person. Their whole family system was broken, suffering the effects of selfishness and sin. The other brothers were bitter and cynical: they had a love-hate relationship with their father, and they were angry at Joseph and Benjamin. It was a mess. One day, in the area of Dothan, far away from home, the brothers who were out shepherding saw Joseph come to them. They threw him in a pit and sold him into slavery in Egypt. And there it was, you might say, that Joseph turned to the God of his father: in the pit, on the trip, and in the dungeon where he ended up in Egypt and pled, “Get me out of here!”


Silence. Many years of silence.


Example 2. Something happened in Dothan years later. The prophet Elisha and his servant were locked up in the besieged city of Dothan (2 Kings 6). Elisha’s servant panicked, thinking that they were going to lose their lives. Elisha prayed. Then the eyes of Elisha’s servant were opened, and they both could see chariots of fire all around the city. God delivered Elisha and his servant dramatically from this besieged city.


That’s the way it’s supposed to be!


One guy prayed and prayed and nothing happened for years and years. God never seemed to answer his prayers. Another guy prayed and saw chariots of fire.


Now, when we get to the end of the book of Genesis and the end of Joseph’s story, we see that God’s grace was as operative in Joseph’s life as it was in Elisha’s life. But here’s the difference: Elisha’s immediate need was a fairly simple kind of salvation. He needed help from an army. But Joseph and Jacob and all those guys needed something way deeper. They needed their souls saved.


What if God had just showed up to Joseph early on and said something like this: “You are a spoiled brat. Do you realize that if you keep going the way you are, as self-centered as you are, you’re going to destroy your life, and nobody’s going to like you? You’re going to make a mess of your marriage.” Have you ever tried to do that with a teenager? He won’t listen to you.


John Newton, the great hymn writer, wrote in a letter, “Nobody ever learned they were a sinner by being told. They have to be shown.” It took years for God to break open Joseph and his brothers and his father to grace. At the end of Genesis, Joseph says, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (50:20).2


Joseph’s descendants, who grew into a great people, got to the Promised Land through the desert. They were looking for the Promised Land, but God took them to the desert. In the desert he would meet them. The desert was the way to the Promised Land.


The ultimate example of this pattern is Jesus. He shows up and preaches the kingdom of God. Think of his followers responding, “Yes! The kingdom of God! Lion lying down with the lamb! Every tear wiped away! Yeah!” The next thing you know, Jesus is on the cross, dying in agony. Imagine some of Jesus’s followers looking up at him and thinking, “I don’t know what good God could bring out of this.” We know, of course, that the way to get to the resurrection is through the cross. The way to get to the ultimate resurrection (the new heavens and the new earth) is through the cross, through Jesus’s going through that desert, loneliness, and suffering. If Jesus wants to come back and end evil and put everything right without ending us, then he had to go to the cross. Again, the way to the Promised Land is through the desert.


So often that is how grace works. Are you ready for that?


John Newton said, “Everything is needful that he sends. Nothing can be needful that he withholds.” Think about that for the rest of your life. It’ll do you good.


The Order of Grace


Alec Motyer sees three things in Exodus 19:4–6.3 The sequence of these central elements is extremely important for understanding the whole Bible:


1) The saving acts of the Lord (v. 4)


2) Our response of obedience (v. 5a)


3) The blessing that the obedience brings (vv. 5b–6)


Motyer says that nothing must ever be allowed to upset this order: (1) salvation by grace, (2) obedience, (3) blessing. Nothing in your mind must ever upset that sequence. That’s the order.


To put it another way, God did not appear and give the children of Israel the law and then have them promise, “We will do everything the Lord says,” and then reply, “Good. I’ll save you. I’ll take you out of Egypt on eagles’ wings.” No, God just saves them.


Do you know what it means to be carried on eagles’ wings (v. 4)? Israel didn’t fight their way out of Egypt. They didn’t even run out or walk out in this sense (of course, they literally did). What God is trying to get across is that when an eagle carries you, you don’t do anything. You are lifted up and moved from one place to another. It’s sheer grace. It has nothing at all to do with your performance.


So God saves you by sheer grace and then says, “Because I saved you by sheer grace, obey me.” He does not say, “Obey me, and I’ll save you.” No, it’s, “I’ve saved you; now obey me.”


Motyer adds that the whole narrative from the Passover to the exodus to Mount Sinai is “a huge visual aid before our eyes.”4 It’s a visual aid. Of what? Of the gospel!


An Israelite could have said this:




I was in bondage under penalty of death. I was a slave in a foreign land. But I took shelter under the blood of the lamb. And I was led out and saved by the mighty arm of God. I did nothing at all to accomplish it. The Lord did it all for us his people. He saved us by his sheer grace. Then we came to the place where God showed us how to begin to live out our salvation. He gave us the law. And now we haven’t reached the Promised Land yet, and we often fail and fall; we certainly aren’t perfect. But we even have a way of constantly dealing with our sins through the atoning sacrifice, through the blood. And we’ll eventually get to the Promised Land.





That’s what an Israelite could have said during this period of time. And a Christian can say every one of those things, too.


Alec Motyer is absolutely right. This story is the most astounding visual aid. It’s the gospel writ large. You’ll never understand the whole Bible unless you understand the order: (1) grace, (2) obedience, (3) blessing. It’s not (1) grace, (2) blessing, (3) obedience. Nor is it (1) obedience, (2) grace, (3) blessing.


If it was law then deliverance, we would say, “You obey; therefore God accepts you.” But since it’s deliverance (the exodus) and then law (the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai), the gospel is this: “God accepts you; therefore, you obey.” A Christian says, “I’m accepted because of the blood of Jesus Christ; therefore, I obey.” There is nothing more important to understand.


Superficially, a person who operates under “I obey; therefore, God accepts me,” and a person who operates under “God accepts me; therefore, I obey” are probably both trying to obey the Ten Commandments. On the surface they are both trying to obey. But the person who understands the gospel, who understands this sequence, will be motivated by love, joy, and gratitude. The other person is operating out of fear. It is self-centered to say, “If I obey, then God will bless me and answer my prayers and take me to heaven.” Why does such a person obey God? To get things. But a person who already has everything in Jesus obeys not to get things from God but to get God, to please, resemble, love, delight in, and honor him. Those are utterly different inner dynamics.


The obedience of a person who says, “I’d better obey so that God will deliver me” is always conditional. This person thinks, “I’m really pretty good. I’ve been doing everything I should. I’ve been praying and reading my Bible. I’ve been exercising sexual self-control. I’ve been charitable to the poor. And my life isn’t going very well. But she’s not doing any of those things, and her life is going very well. What’s going on?!” If you ever feel like that, then you’ve probably got the sequence wrong. You might get an A in your Exodus exam, but you don’t get what the story of Exodus means. If it’s true that you obey because you’ve already been accepted, then what would the conditions be? You’re saying, “I’m doing this because of what I’ve already received from him.”


God says, “I saved you. Now obey me, and then these blessings will come.” And God names blessings (vv. 5b–6). God doesn’t say, “I want to make my covenant with you.” He says, “I want you to keep my covenant.” The hint is that God is saying, “I’ve already brought you into a relationship with me. Now I want to make it formal.” In other words, the blessings are there for you; they are yours in principle because God has saved you by his grace; but it’s through obedience that you’ll actually realize them.


What are those blessings?


1) “You will be my treasured possession.”


2) “You will be for me a kingdom of priests.”


3) “You will be for me . . . a holy nation.”


1) “You will be my treasured possession.” “Treasured possession” refers to the personal wealth of an ancient king. In those days kings were absolute monarchs, which meant that they essentially owned everything. If you were the king of a land, practically speaking you owned everything in the land. But this word refers to one’s private, personal wealth or possessions, something that you love so much that you put it in your room as your own personal delight. On the one hand, God already treasured Israel, or he wouldn’t have saved them. On the other hand, God says, “If you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.” That’s why Motyer is right in saying that God is already treating Israel as a treasured possession, as a jewel. Yet God is saying, “I want you to obey into that kind of relationship. I want you to obey so that we can treasure each other.”


Think of how obedience works in a relationship like that. If you fall in love with someone, you try to find out what pleases that person, what delights that person, what that person likes. Then you want to surprise that person by giving it or doing it. You might not think of it this way or use this term, but you are seeking the will of the beloved when you do that. You are trying to find out your beloved’s will, what your beloved wants. And you are complying. You are essentially obeying your beloved’s will. Why? Because you want to delight your beloved.


Some years ago in some lectures on legalism and antinomianism Sinclair Ferguson explained the gospel this way: “God accepts you; therefore, you obey.” Legalism is, “You obey; therefore, God accepts you.” Antinomianism is, “You really don’t have to obey. Either there is no God, or God accepts you no matter how you live. He loves and accepts everybody.”5 Sinclair argued that most of us tend to think of legalism and antinomianism as opposites, but they are actually the same: they both oppose the gospel because neither understands the grace of obedience. Most antinomians are ex-legalists who are broken under the fact that they could never understand why we must obey, that is, to treasure our treasure, to be treasured by our treasure. It’s a love relationship.


But that’s not all.


2) “You will be for me a kingdom of priests.” A priest has access to God, but, in particular, priests are mediators. They bring people together. Priests bring people who are outside into a connection with God on the inside. If we have a relationship of love in which we are God’s treasured possession, not only will others see and desire that love, but also we will be able as God’s people to bring other people in, to show them the way to come into relationship with the God who made them. We get to be a whole kingdom of priests.


But that’s not all.


3) “You will be for me . . . a holy nation.” A holy nation literally means “a different kind of human society.” Holy means “separate, distinct.” God is saying, “I want you to obey so that you really will be different.”


The gospel shuts up your ego and gets it all sorted out so that you’re not constantly whiplashing between (a) thinking too much of yourself and (b) being down on yourself. The gospel does this by (a) humbling your ego into the dust with knowledge that you’re a sinner and (b) affirming it to the sky by telling you rightly that you’re now a son or daughter of the king and that you can’t lose that status. As C. S. Lewis taught, you don’t think less of yourself or more of yourself; you just think of yourself less. What beautiful community you can have then. What remarkable, transparent relationships. What comfort. How wonderful. No pecking order. No biting and devouring each other.


“Holy nation” doesn’t just refer to good relationships. It also implies that money, sex, and power operate completely differently when the ego is sorted, and therefore a godly human society with changed hearts will be a community that shows the world something amazing. Jesus, the light of the world, says to his disciples, “You are the light of the world.” That describes what a holy nation is. The Sermon on the Mount describes a holy nation. If we really lived like that, if we really lived as God’s treasured possession, as a kingdom of priests, as a holy nation, we would be the light of the world.


So why do you obey now, as a believer? Not to get accepted. Not to get out of Egypt. You’re already out of Egypt. You obey to know, love, serve, and display Jesus. Everything about this differs from the Canaanite religions of the time. For example, most of the ancient cities were built around a ziggurat, a kind of pyramid that served as a temple. The temples were built like that because the priests and holy people would go up to the top to find their god, to offer sacrifices, and to get the favor of the gods. What do you think Mount Sinai is? It is God’s chosen ziggurat. It’s a pyramid. We don’t build ourselves a ladder and go up to find God. We don’t say, “We’re going to do this and offer sacrifices so that God must bless us.” All other religions say, “If you do this and this and this, then you will reach God.” Christianity says, “In Jesus Christ, God came to find you.” God comes down. You don’t go up. God descends.


“The LORD said to Moses, ‘Behold, I am coming to you in a thick cloud.’ . . . Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke because the LORD had descended on it in fire. . . . The LORD came down on Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain” (vv. 9, 18, 20 ESV). God comes down.


Even the commands about washing and having no sex (vv. 10–15) are a way of saying, “We will not be like the Canaanites, like all the other religions. Our religion isn’t just a little bit different. The very way we approach God is exactly the opposite in every way.” Only the God of the Bible comes down.


This is all because of his grace. “I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself,” God says (v. 4). That’s grace.




Mine heart owns none before thee,


For thy rich grace I thirst;


This knowing, if I love thee,


Thou must have loved me first.6





2) THE TERRIFYING AND BECKONING GOD 
(EX. 19:9–19)


God is simultaneously frightening and approachable. The visual and auditory effects are astonishing:




You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them, because they could not bear what was commanded: “If even an animal touches the mountain, it must be stoned to death.” The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling with fear.” (Heb. 12:18–21)





That passage in Hebrews 12 mentions seven things:


1) Fire


2) Deep darkness


3) Gloom


4) Storm


5) Trumpet blast


6) A voice


7) You’ll be killed if you touch the mountain. God says, “I might break out against you. You might perish, so don’t get too close.”


God is not a warm fuzzy. Maybe somewhere else it’s different. Let’s see:




	God appears to Jacob as a terrible wrestler.


	God appears to Job as a hurricane.


	God appears to Moses as a blazing fire (twice).


	God appears to Joshua as a man of war armed to the teeth.


	God appears to Ezekiel. Just look at Ezekiel 1. I don’t know what he saw, but it was overwhelming. He saw the glory of God. It’s one of the most astonishing things written in any kind of human literature. Ezekiel was trying to describe it, and he just sort of went nuts. And some pretty good commentators make a pretty good case that Ezekiel was trying to describe something that words just can’t describe.


	God appears to Moses again in Exodus 33. Moses says, “Show me your glory.” And God says, “I can’t. It would kill you.”





Why? What is so terrifying about God? 7 Why are the people trembling? Are they afraid of getting hit by lightning? No, it’s much more profound than that. The terrifying nature of God does not have to have visual and auditory accompaniments at all. Why the terror?


We are in such deep denial about how bad we are. If we could actually see what sniveling cowards we really are, what depths of cruelty we are really capable of, I think we would die. Even the most experienced and mature Christians to a great degree rest their self-regard and ability to look in the mirror and look others in the eye on their being pretty good people. They still have a self-image based largely on their virtue. Every culture has a different way of expressing this, but most people tend to think, “I’m a good guy, a decent person; I work hard.” But if you actually saw what you’re really like, you would die. It would be a self-quake. You would just disintegrate.


I once talked to a counselor at an Ivy League school who said that most of the people who get into the Ivy League haven’t had a B+ since pre-kindergarten. To a great degree, their self-image is based on the idea that they are smart, that they’re the smartest kids in town. That’s how they look at themselves in the mirror and look other people in the eye. It’s a disaster to get into an Ivy League school, because everyone else is just as smart, and the professors can’t give everybody As. These professors are under enormous pressure to give everybody As because the kids can’t take it emotionally to receive anything lower. But somebody’s got to get a B and a C. The students are experiencing a self-quake: they thought they were smart their whole life, but now they’re surrounded by people who are clearly smarter than they are. They can’t keep up. It’s incredibly traumatic. They end up on the couch in the counselor’s office, saying, “I don’t know who I am!” If getting into the presence of human superlatives practically decimates you, what must it be to be in the presence of God? Even a sense of the greatness of God makes you feel tiny. Even a sense of the holiness of God makes you feel impure and flawed. Even a sense of the beauty of God makes you feel absolutely shriveled and ugly. That’s why Isaiah, when he got near God, said, “I am unclean.” That’s why Peter, when he got a vision of Jesus’s greatness, said, “Depart from me, O Lord, for I am a sinful man.” You just fall apart.


You don’t have to have thunder and lightning. Recently I was preaching through the Sermon on the Mount and found something very interesting. Virginia Stem Owens, a professor of English and literature, was teaching a university course some years ago at a major secular university.8 She gave her students the exercise of reading the Sermon on the Mount and writing a response paper to it. Some of the students hadn’t heard of it, and very few had any acquaintance with it at all. When she read the response papers, she wasn’t surprised, and yet she was. They hated it. They utterly hated it. In the context of nineteenth-century liberal theology, people used to say, “The important thing is not what you believe about doctrine. It’s that you just live according to the Sermon on the Mount because it’s just so beautiful. That’s how a Christian ought to live.” But they clearly had never read it. When these students read it, they said things like this:




	“I did not like the essay ‘Sermon [on] the Mount.’ It was hard to read and made me feel like I had to be perfect and no one is.”


	“The things asked in this sermon are absurd. To look at a woman is adultery? That is the most extreme, stupid, unhuman statement that I have ever heard.”





Virginia Stem Owens knew that the students were desperately looking for cover, because when you read the Sermon on the Mount, you know that this is how you want people around you to live. You just don’t think that you can do it yourself. You realize, “This is an arrow pointing at my heart.” Virginia Stem Owens’s conclusion is that, finally, biblical illiteracy has come to the point where people are able to respond to Jesus without filtering it through two thousand years of “cultural haze.” Now, “the Bible remains offensive to honest, ignorant ears, just as it was in the first century.”9 When we hear the Bible as it is, it’s terrifying.


I think it was Dr. Lloyd-Jones who said, “If anyone has ever read the Sermon on the Mount with an open mind, they would fall down and cry out, ‘God, save me from the Sermon on the Mount.’” Because what they are experiencing in a little way without the thunder and lightning and special effects is the holiness of God.


C. S. Lewis puts it remarkably:




An “impersonal God”—well and good. A subjective God of beauty, truth and goodness, inside our own heads—better still. A formless life-force surging through us, a vast power which we can tap—best of all. But God Himself, alive, pulling at the other end of the cord, perhaps approaching at an infinite speed, the hunter, king, husband—that is quite another matter. There comes a moment when the children who have been playing at burglars hush suddenly: was that a real footstep in the hall? There comes a moment when people who have been dabbling in religion (“Man’s search for God!”) suddenly draw back. Supposing we really found Him? We never meant it to come to that! Worse still, supposing He had found us!10


If there is a God, you are, in a sense, alone with Him. You cannot put Him off with speculations about your next-door neighbors or memories of what you have read in books. What will all that chatter and hearsay count (will you even be able to remember it?) when the anesthetic fog that we call “nature” or “the real world” fades away and the Presence in which you have always stood becomes palpable, immediate, and unavoidable?11





Now there’s an evangelistic pitch, the best one I’ve ever heard.


Yet God does not come only in fire but in a cloud: “I am going to come to you in a dense cloud” (Ex. 19:9). God is actually impossible to bear, yet what is he doing in a cloud? Alec Motyer answers, “[He is] so shrouding (not abandoning or diminishing) his glory that he could accommodate himself to live among his people, to grace them with a presence which, in its awful holiness, would spell their destruction.”12 Even there he is showing, “I still want you in my life, and I want to be in your life. And I know we have a problem: a sinner cannot live in the presence of a holy God. I want you still.”


How can this terrifying God be a beckoning God? Or, to put it another way, how can this God of both fire and cloud (which means a God of both absolute holiness and yet love) be satisfied? He wants holiness and justice and truth, yet he wants us in his arms. How is that going to happen? The answer is a mediator.


3) THE GOING DOWN OF MOSES (EX. 19:20–25)


What’s going on? We’re not totally sure. Motyer and other commentators think that the people were getting lax. They got near; it was scary; yet God would not have brought Moses up simply to say, “The people are in danger of trying to come up to get me.” The point is: “Moses, be a mediator. Go down and warn them and keep them from dying.”


Moses was the mediator. Moses was the man on the mountain. Moses was somehow going to be able to keep the people from perishing. He was the go-between. He went down.


In Hebrews 12 we have an answer as to why it was possible for God even to come to the people in a cloud back then and why we are in a very different situation now:




You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them, because they could not bear what was commanded: “If even an animal touches the mountain, it must be stoned to death.” The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling with fear.” But you have come to Mount Zion, to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the Judge of all, to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. (vv. 18–24)





When Cain killed Abel, it was the first murder, the first act of overt human injustice. Abel didn’t deserve to die. Cain murdered him:




The LORD said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.” (Gen. 4:10)





And there are other places where the Bible talks about injustice like this. Blood spilt cries out, “Justice! Avenge me!”


The author of Hebrews has the audacity to say Moses was a mediator who kept the people in some kind of relationship with God; he kept them from being killed by God. But Jesus Christ was the ultimate mediator. Why? Because when he died on the cross, his blood cried out, “Grace! Accept them! Yes, they have sinned, but accept them because I have paid their penalty!”


What happened to Jesus on the cross?




From noon until three in the afternoon darkness came over all the land. About three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” (which means “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”). . . . And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit. At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook, the rocks split. (Matt. 27:45–46, 50–51)





The temple curtain was like the cloud. It kept the people from being killed by the shekinah glory. But what happened is that Jesus was shaken. The darkness came down on Jesus; the judgment of God came down on Jesus; the thunder and lightning came down on Jesus. So now we don’t need the cloud (or the curtain), because right into our lives comes the holiness of God. Jesus who knew no sin became sin for us, bore God’s wrath for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 Cor. 5:21). We become holy. We can approach the mountain. We are the temple now.


What does that mean? On the one hand, it means absolute joy. We can understand this idea of being God’s treasured possession in a way that the Old Testament saints could never have understood. We have absolutely no excuse for not having an intimate prayer life with the God who has revealed himself to us and not only kept us from perishing but also allowed us to be forgiven and to live in loving intimacy with him—with no cloud or curtain in between.


But on the other hand, we still need to be holy. Look what he has done for us!


Because he was shaken (according to the book of Hebrews), we can live unshakable lives.


CONCLUSION


The rest of the New Testament is just playing out what we have read here in the Old Testament. Dr. Lloyd-Jones often said that he loved the Old Testament because it conveyed pictorially, narratively, and vividly what the New Testament often expresses propositionally. So here is the gospel. We have a holy God who wants his people to see him and who makes a way for them to do that without perishing. The Old Testament is full of clouds and mediators by whom people are delivered from the fire of God’s holy presence. This God is fire, but this God is also merciful. The God of Mount Sinai is also the God who carries his people out of bondage on eagles’ wings. By his grace he saves us, and then he leads us (through the desert) to the Promised Land. But we don’t have to wait until the Promised Land to enjoy the fruit of his salvation. Even in the desert he meets us and has fellowship with us. He calls us to live as his people, loved and treasured by him. So Exodus 19 lets us meet this God, but it is not until we come to the New Testament and to the cross that we can truly come right up the mountain alive, safely into his holy presence, and look into the face of Christ, the final, perfect mediator.


From beginning to end the Bible calls out, “Here is your God!” We’ll hear this call through all the passages expounded in this book. The call in Exodus 19 is an important one at the start. It shows us the history and the order of God’s grace. It shows us both a terrifying and a beckoning God. And it shows us through the story of Moses how this God provides a mediator for his people, wanting them not to perish but to live—to live forever as his treasured, holy possession. This is our God.


REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


1) God shows himself to his people in Exodus 19. Sum up what the people see and what God is revealing about himself.


2) List all the evidences of God’s grace and mercy you find in Exodus 19.


3) What is God after, in Exodus 19? What verses reveal his pur­pose(s) at work?


4) Tim Keller helps us connect Exodus 19 to the New Testament and to the Lord Jesus Christ. How would you put that connection in your own words? What New Testament passages connect most helpfully?


5) What will you take away from Exodus 19? Consider questions like: How might taking in this revelation of God affect your thinking and living? What kinds of prayers might Exodus 19 lead you to pray for yourself or for others?


___________________________
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