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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

  

 We find ourselves tonight at the foot of Mount Sinai.  We have 

followed the Israelites out of Egypt, through the wilderness to the place 

where God had promised they would come to worship him.  The Lord God 

has proposed a covenant with Moses.  The Israelites, for God's part, will be 

to him a treasured possession and a holy nation.  They for their part will 

serve him with obedience and thanksgiving.  When Moses brought this word 

back to his people they declared, "We will do everything the Lord has said."  

Moses reported their answer back to the Lord and God told Moses that the 

people needed to get ready, for he was going to come to visit them.  And that 

is what we see tonight.  The Lord God descends in majesty and power and 

awesome and frightening splendour. 

 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and 
lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud 
trumpet blast.  Everyone in the camp trembled.  Then Moses led the 
people out of the camp to meet with God, and they stood at the foot of 
the mountain.  Mount Sinai was covered with smoke, because the 
Lord descended on it in fire.  The smoke billowed up from it like 
smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain trembled violently, and the 
sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder. Then Moses spoke and 
the voice of the Lord answered him.   

 The message that we have here is that our God is an awesome God.  A 

big God.  A dangerous God.  A God not to be trifled with.  Beloved, this 
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sense of God's greatness--infinite in regard to time, immense in regard to 

size--utterly holy in regard to righteousness--is something that is lacking in 

our North American churches today.  Often God has been reduced to the 

status of a "chum".  Now it is true that our Lord is a friend of sinners; it is 

not true, however, that we can approach him casually or without due 

reverence and care.  Until we begin to tremble again at the hearing of the 

Word of God our church will remain anemic and timid.  It works like this: If 

we fear God because we know who he is and what he is like, if we fear him 

because we know that all things are in his sovereign hands and occur only 

according to his everlasting decree, we will never again fear anything else.  

Sickness?  It's in God's hands.  Sorrow?  It is part of God's plan.  Pain?  It 

serves to bring me into closer fellowship with Jesus.  Heartache?  Jesus is 

the balm that cures even the sin sick soul.  If, on the other hand, we do not 

fear God, if we do not acknowledge his power and providence nor bow 

down before his sovereignty, we will be afraid of every little thing that goes 

bump in the night.  So that is what I want to talk to you about tonight--our 

great big God. 

Let me tell you a story about that.  Donald Gray Barnhouse was the 

founder of the radio ministry “The Bible Study Hour” and at one time 

minister of the Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, a church that 
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functioned then and now as a bastion of Reformed preaching, theology and 

worship.  When he was a young man he attended Princeton Theological 

Seminary.  This was in the days of the giants—such men as B. B. Warfield 

and J. Gresham Machen.   

Well, some twelve years after graduating Barnhouse was invited back 

to preach at a mid-week chapel service.  After the service his Old Testament 

professor, Robert Dick Wilson, the most accomplished linguist ever 

produced in America, came up to him and said a few words.  Wilson said, “I 

always come out and hear my old boys preach once, and I won’t come again 

if you return.  I want to see if they have a big God or a little God.  I am glad 

you are a “big-Godder”.  I know that your big God will bless your ministry 

to his glory.” 

It brings to mind Charles Haddon Spurgeon, for in much the same 

way he had a burden to preach a big God and a great salvation.  He once said 

that a great salvation was the only salvation he thought worth preaching and 

by great salvation he meant a salvation that was in God’s sovereign hands, a 

salvation unconditional, unmerited, irresistible and enduring throughout 

eternity, a salvation for those whom God had called to himself in Christ 

 4



through the Holy Spirit from before the foundation of the world.  Such a 

great salvation can only come through a great big God.   

Not everyone, of course, is enamoured of the big God of the 

Scriptures.  A while back I ran into this paragraph that states what you 

already know.  It comes from John MacArthur’s book entitled Ashamed of 

the Gospel: 

No doctrine is more despised by the natural mind than the truth 
that God is absolutely sovereign.  Human pride loathes the suggestion 
that God orders everything, controls everything, rules over everything.  
The carnal mind, burning with enmity against God, abhors the biblical 
teaching that nothing comes to pass except according to his eternal 
decrees.  Most of all, the flesh hates the notion that salvation is 
entirely God’s work.  If God chose who would be saved, and if his 
choice was settled before the foundation of the world, then believers 
deserve no credit for any aspect of their salvation.  But that is, after 
all, precisely what Scripture teaches. 

 MacArthur preaches the big God of the Bible.  J. I. Packer has a big 

God too, as does anyone who spends time in conversation with the Puritans, 

men like John Bunyan and John Owen, and, in this past century, Martyn 

Lloyd-Jones.  This is what Packer says in his book, A Quest for Godliness.  

He is speaking about the old gospel and by that term he means simply the 

biblical gospel, the Reformed faith, the good news of our big God: 

 The pitiable Saviour and the pathetic God of modern pulpits are 
unknown to the old gospel.  The old gospel tells men that they need 
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God, but not that God needs them (a modern falsehood); it does not 
exhort them to pity Christ, but announces that Christ has pitied them, 
though pity was the last thing they deserved.  It never loses sight of 
the divine majesty and sovereign power of the Christ whom it 
proclaims, but rejects flatly all representations of him that would 
obscure his free omnipotence. 

Do you have a big God?  Is yours the God the catechism teaches, the 

God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, whose power is such that “he upholds and 

governs heaven, earth, and all creatures; so that herbs and grass, rain and 

drought, fruitful and barren years, meat and drink, health and sickness, 

riches and poverty, yea and all things come, not by chance but by his 

fatherly hand?”  Beloved, do you love to hear this big God preached, 

preached with the urgency of a dying man to dying men.  Have you 

experienced the joy that comes from knowing that even though we are 

sinners, deserving condemnation, nevertheless we have been forgiven 

through the shed blood of Jesus Christ, the mighty Saviour of mighty 

sinners?  Do you have a God big enough to comfort you body and soul, in 

life and in death, a God big enough to give you songs in the night?  God give 

us grace to be “big-Godders.” 

Tonight I want to talk to you about our big God.  I want to speak of 

his ordination of all things and, in particular, of his electing grace.  In our 

lesson God comes to the Israelites; they do not go to him.  It is God who has 
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sought them out.  It is God who has found them.  And this theme, of a 

mighty God stooping down to rescue his elect from ruin, is a theme found 

throughout Scripture.  Paul writes these words in Ephesians 1: 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who 
hath blessed us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in 
Christ: According as he hath chosen us in him before the foundation 
of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him in 
love: having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus 
Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the 
praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he that made us accepted in 
the beloved.   

In Romans 8:29 Paul writes, “For whom he did foreknow, he also did 

predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the 

firstborn among many brethren.”  In Acts 13 we find the story of Paul and 

Barnabas.  Unbelieving Jews spoke against them with harsh and 

blasphemous word and so these missionaries shook the dust off their feet 

and turned to the Gentiles, that they might bring the Word of God to them.  

Luke writes,  

 And when the Gentiles heard this, they were glad, and glorified 
the word of the Lord: and as many as were ordained to eternal life 
believed. 

Now as I mentioned before, this doctrine of sovereign grace is hated by the 

natural man.  Here is Spurgeon again, reinforcing the point: 

 Men will allow God to be everywhere except upon his throne.  
They will allow him to be in his workshop to fashion worlds and to 
make stars.  They will allow him to be in his almonry to dispense his 
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alms and bestow his bounties.  They will allow him to sustain the 
earth and bear up the pillars thereof, or light the lamps of heaven, or 
rule the waves of the ever-moving ocean; but when God ascends his 
throne, his creatures gnash their teeth; and when we proclaim an 
enthroned God and his right to do as he wills with his own, to dispose 
of his creatures as he thinks well, without consulting them in that 
matter, then it is that we are hissed and execrated, and then it is that 
men turn a deaf ear to us, for God on his throne is not the God they 
love.  They love him anywhere better than they do when he sits with 
his sceptre in his hand and his crown upon his head.  But it is God 
upon the throne that we love to preach.  It is God upon his throne 
whom we trust.  It is God upon the throne of whom we speak.  I 
believe he has a right to do as he wills with his own, and that he 
exercises that right. 

As unpopular as this doctrine is among natural man, we must declare it.  

Where Scripture is silent, we are to be silent too, but where it speaks, we 

must speak with boldness and confidence and joy.   

 As I expound this Bible teaching, first let me mention three benefits 

this teaching brings.  First, God’s sovereign, free election of sinners 

magnifies his grace.  Second, it magnifies God’s glory.  And third, it 

magnifies the believer’s humility.  Let’s take them one at a time.   

First, the magnification of God’s grace.  Our salvation is entirely of 

God’s free mercy and grace.  He bestows it when and where he wills, 

according to his own good pleasure.  It is not that some people are more 

sunk in sin than others, and so they are not saved.  We are all equally sunk in 
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sin and mired in death.  It is not that some are more obstinate than others.  

We cannot say, “I am a believer because my heart was not as cold and 

stubborn as that “publican” over there.  Our old friend John Calvin would 

have been horrified at such a claim, and so should we be.  The heart of every 

natural man is cold, stony and dead.  We are born that way.  Nor is it the case 

that the ravages of sin are greater in some than in others.  Dead in trespasses 

and sin is dead in trespasses and sin.  There are no degrees of deadness.   

 It is God’s grace alone that saves.  The bestowal of a living faith is a 

sovereign act of God’s mercy.  It is not rooted in us.  It is rooted in God 

himself.  Does that mean that God is arbitrary?  No.  God has his reasons—

good and perfect reasons—reasons that he has not revealed to us.  If he 

wanted us to know, he would have told us.  Because He does not want us to 

know, at this point we must put aside our curiosity and say with the Apostle 

Paul,  

 O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of 
God!  How unsearchable are his judgements, and his ways past 
finding out!   

You can think of it this way: The question isn’t “Why am I saved and not 

somebody else?”  The question is, “Why am I—why is anybody—saved at 

all—especially considering the price our Lord had to pay to make it 

happen.”  The doctrine of election magnifies the sheer grace of our Lord. 
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 The doctrine of election magnifies the grace of God.  The second 

thing the teaching of election does is magnify the glory of God.  That God 

alone brings life out of death—that regeneration belongs to him—means that 

his glory is not shared by us.  We get no credit for our faith.  God alone does.  

Sometimes when we think of the Reformation we remember particular 

slogans that capture in shorthand the truths that were being fought for by our 

fathers in the faith.  Sola Scriptura is one.  The Bible alone.  Another is this: 

Ecclesia Reformata semper reformanda est—the Reformed church must ever 

be reformed.  Sometimes people will say that the Reformation is best 

captured in the expression, “Salvation by grace alone, through faith alone in 

Christ alone.”  Now that is a fine way of expressing Bible truth, but it lacks 

one thing.  We should never forget to add a final “alone”.  “Salvation by 

grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone to the glory of God alone.   

 I have heard people say any number of times that while Christ is 

necessary for salvation he is not sufficient unto salvation.  He does most of 

the work.  Even 99.9% of the work.  But we have to do something.  He 

throws out the lifeline—if he didn’t we would perish—and we don’t have 

much to do—but we have something to do.  We must reach out a hand to 

grasp it that lifesaver.  No.  No.  No.  That is to rob God of his glory.  God 

does not throw out a lifeline to save drowning men.  He throws out a 
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grappling hook to drag the bottom of the river and pull up those who have 

long since drowned.  The natural man is not, as liberals say, spiritually 

healthy and in need of only a bit more education or a more just social system 

or a more representative government.  The natural man is not, as many 

evangelicals say, simply spiritually sick.  They say that the natural man is so 

sick that if he does not get treatment he will die.  But while Jesus comes with 

the only medicine that can help, and puts it on the nightstand right beside the 

sickbed, the natural man must decide whether to take the medicine or not.  

His destiny lies in his own free choice.  The Bible says something different.  

It teaches that we are spiritually dead.  Inert.  A valley of dry bones.  A tomb 

filled with stench and corruption.  We are, it says, entirely unable to do 

anything about our spiritual condition.  God must do it for us.  And because 

it insists on this, insisting that we had no part in our second birth, even as we 

had no part in our first birth, we find that we cannot take the smallest part of 

God’s glory.  Salvation belongs to him and to him alone and the glory of his 

grace, mercy and forgiveness is his too.  It belongs to him and to him alone.  

We are to exalt the Lord and bless his name for all his mercies; we are not to 

try to take any glory for ourselves.   

 Magnified grace.  Magnified glory.  The third thing that having a big, 

sovereign God does is magnify our humility.  Think of it this way.  If faith is 
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a gift, predestination is a fact.  Salvation belongs to God and to him alone.  

And because of that, the believer can only remain humble.  God increases; 

we decrease.  Without God’s election people would boast of their own faith.  

They would magnify themselves.  Worse, they would magnify themselves 

throughout eternity.  God will not accept this.  The kingdom of God is 

promised to the poor in spirit.   

 Who are the poor in spirit?  Spiritual poverty is not a question of 

having a bad self-image.  It is not low self-esteem.  It does not mean being 

morbidly shy and unable to interact socially with others.  It doesn’t mean 

being self-effacing or smarmy.  Martyn Lloyd-Jones was once invited to 

preach in a parish some distance from his home, so he had to take the 

Saturday train and stay overnight to the village.  He was met at the station by 

a deacon.  The deacon bowed and scraped and took his bag and said 

something to this effect: “I am just a country deacon, of no account and not 

worthy to pick up your luggage, the luggage of a great and famous 

preacher.”  He went on and on in that vein.  Lloyd-Jones made the comment 

that this man was not poor in spirit at all.  While he might not have thought 

much about himself, that was the only thing he did think about.  Thoughts 

about his own self were what constantly filled him.  No.  If you are rich in 

self you are not poor in spirit.  The poor in spirit are those who know 
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themselves to be weak and helpless before the face of God.  They are those 

who are unable to defend or save themselves.  They know their sins have left 

them with no excuse.  They have heard the verdict and they know it’s true; 

they know their sin and their misery.   

 In the short time remaining let me make the following points quick 

points.  I hope they will encourage you.  First, it takes a big God to 

guarantee our perseverance.  Ask yourself this question.  Does our faith 

maintain itself, out of our own resources, or does God maintain it?  When 

we think of it that way the answer is clear.  Beloved, if we had to maintain 

our own faith, tribulation or temptation would bring us to ruin quickly.  It is 

only God’s unchangeable decree of election guarantees the integrity of faith 

and the perseverance of that faith in the believer’s life.  To put it another 

way, the decree of election concerns God’s eternal purpose for his children 

and what God begins he will accomplish.  Where God’s calling is effectual, 

perseverance will be certain.   

 Second, it takes a big God to transform tribulations.  If we understand 

that our salvation rests in God alone and upon his decree, tribulations, no 

matter how severe, cannot separate us from God.  In fact, tribulations are 

nothing but the means by which God perfects his people.  We need never 
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become bitter when afflicted, because affliction is not an unfortunate 

contingency or accident visited upon us by faith; affliction is what God 

appoints to us for the sake of strengthening our faith.  The apostle Peter put 

it this way: 

 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which 
according to his abundant mercy hath begotten us again unto a lively 
hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an 
inheritance incorruptible, and undefiled, and that fadeth not away, 
reserved in heaven for you, who are kept by the power of God through 
faith unto salvation ready to be revealed at the last time.  Wherein ye 
greatly rejoice, though now for a season, if need be, ye are in 
heaviness through manifold temptations: 
 That the trial of your faith, being much more precious than of 
gold that perisheth, though it be tried with fire, might be found unto 
praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ: Whom 
having not seen, ye love; in whom, though now ye see him not, yet 
believing, ye rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory: receiving 
the end of your faith, even the salvation of your souls. 

Outside of the electing power of a big God, we would have no reason to 

believe that burdens could be turned into blessings, that fires would serve 

only to refine us.      

 Let me add a last word in closing.  Our big God, who elects his people 

to salvation, guarantees the effectiveness of our witness.  We need have no 

anxiety about it.  A witness faithfully borne to Christ will be used of God in 

the resurrection of some and in the hardening of others—according to his 

glorious purposes.  We don’t need to get anxious or discouraged.  We don’t 
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need to get angry at hardhearted people.  We don’t need to try to entertain or 

manipulate people.  We don’t need to turn the church into some sort of 

charismatic circus, as some have done.  We don’t need to become “seeker 

sensitive” by hiding the offence of the Gospel from people until a later date

—a date that in such circles never comes.  We need only to point to Christ, 

imparting a certain knowledge about him and leaving the Holy Spirit to 

create that wholehearted trust without which no man will be saved.   

 Joel Beeke, in a lovely little book entitled Puritan Evangelism, A 

Biblical Approach, points out why having a big God is so necessary here.  

He writes, 

According to the Bible, a regenerate person is not simply 
changed in his religious opinions.  A regenerate person is someone 
who has been given a new nature by the Holy Spirit.  He is born of the 
Spirit to become spiritual.  He has been recreated so all things are 
become new.  Such a person ceases to be self-centred and becomes 
God-centred.  “They that are after the flesh do mind the things of the 
flesh; but they that are after the Spirit the things of the Spirit.”  The 
regenerate man loves God, loves holiness, loves the Bible, loves the 
godly and loves the thought of going to heaven to commune with God 
and to leave sin behind forever. 

Only a big God can work such a transformation in the heart of man.  Do you 

have a big God?  Do you have a mighty Saviour?  Is yours the God who 

years ago descended in smoke and fire and thunder upon Mount Sinai and 

who still descends upon the hearts of men today?  God grant us all grace to 
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answer that question in a way that properly gives him alone the honour, 

glory and praise.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.   
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