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

 Moses was on Mount Sinai speaking with God.  Mostly he was 

listening, for God was giving him instructions about true worship.  He was 

explaining in great detail how it was possible for sinners to come into his 

presence without being destroyed.  God was laying the foundation for 

fellowship with him throughout eternity.  Down below the people were busy 

breaking the covenant that they had entered into with God.  He had told 

them they were to have no other gods before him.  They agreed at first, but 

then decided it would be well to have a calf god—an imitation of the 

Egyptian gods they had seen defeated by the plagues God wrought in that 

country—to worship alongside Jehovah.  God had told them they to make no 

idols; they agreed at first, but then decided it would be best to disobey that 

command.  So they formed an idol of gold and fashioned it into the form of a 

calf.  They built an altar and sacrificed to it.  They bowed down and 

confessed, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of 

Egypt.”  And after their ceremonies were done, they ate and drank and 

partied.  Not to put too fine a point on it, they got drunk and had an orgy. 

 None of this, of course, was hidden from the eyes of the Lord.  He 

said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of 
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Egypt, have become corrupt.”  Now there are a couple of things we should 

notice here.  First of all, God distances himself from the Israelites.  In 

addressing Moses he calls them “your people.”  Throughout the past year in 

our study of Exodus time after time God has called the Hebrews “his 

people.”  Up to this time God had declared the he himself had brought Israel 

out of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  The people’s sin and the anger of 

God are both so serious that the very foundation of God’s relationship with 

his people seems to be in peril.   

 The second thing to note is this.  God says that the people “have 

become corrupt.”  A literal translation of that phrase is the people “have 

ruined it.”  The verb “ruined” here carries the sense of perverting, corrupting 

or spoiling.  The point is that the people have ruined the covenant by bowing 

down and worshiping an idol, thereby shattering the first two 

commandments—the commandments that lie at the very heart of the 

relationship between God and his people.  God had declared to Israel, “I will 

be your God and you will be my people.”  Israel had committed herself to 

God, binding herself to him in ties of love and faithfulness that were 

supposed to be unbreakable.  But here is Israel, at the first opportunity, while 

Moses is away communing with the Lord, whoring after other gods. 
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 Let’s turn to our lesson.  I’ll pick it up at verse 9: 

 “I have seen these people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they 
are a stiff-necked people.  Now leave me alone so that my anger may 
burn against them and that I may destroy them.  Then I will make you 
into a great nation.” 

It is a dreadful judgement that God is contemplating.  “I will make you a 

great nation,” God says to Moses.  This is the same promise God had earlier 

made to Abraham.  In effect, God is saying that he will make Moses a new 

patriarch—the founder of a new nation descended from him.  There will be a 

fresh start—a completely new slate—a new beginning starting with Moses.  

As for the rest, this stiff-necked people will perish because of their dreadful 

sin—their utter contempt of the Lord God. 

 Now it seems that this must be the end of their story, but if we look 

closely we will find that there is a glimmer of hope for the Israelite people—

and for us, for if salvation were to come, it would have to come through the 

Jews.  Think about this.  God says to Moses, “Now leave me alone so that 

my anger may burn against them.”  “Now leave me alone.”  When God says 

this, it seems that he has placed himself in the hands of Moses, the man who 

is the mediator between God and Israel—the man who foreshadows and 

symbolizes the great Mediator Jesus Christ.  But for Moses Israel was surely 

lost.  Moses and only Moses stood between the holy wrath of God and the 
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deserved judgement of the Israelites.  What would Moses do?  When 

menaced by the approaching armies of Pharaoh at the Red Sea, Moses had 

cried out to the Lord on behalf of his people (Exod. 14:15).  The Lord parted 

the Sea.  At the desert of Marah, where the waters were bitter and the people 

could not drink, Moses cried out to the Lord for deliverance.  The Lord 

made the waters sweet.  At Rephidim, where there was no water at all, bitter 

or otherwise, Moses cried out to the Lord.  The Lord answered by calling 

Moses to strike the rock with his staff and when he did, life giving waters 

gushed forth.   When the forces of Amalek attacked the Israelites at 

Rephidim, the battle waged back and forth, but when Moses lifted his arms 

in supplication to the Lord the Israelites advanced to victory.  Now, with the 

worshiping of the golden calf the Israelites are in their greatest crisis of all.  

Would their mediator come to their aid, intervening on their behalf, or would 

he fail them?   

 But Moses sought the favour of the Lord his God.  “O Lord,” he 
said, “why should your anger burn against your people, whom you 
brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand?  Why 
should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them 
out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the 
earth’?  Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster 
on your people.  Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, 
to whom you swore by your own self: ‘I will make descendants as 
numerous as the stars in the sky and I will give your descendants all 
this land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance forever.’”  
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 At an earlier date, Hebrews 11 tells us, Moses “refused to be known as 

the son of Pharaoh’s daughter.  He chose to be mistreated along with the 

people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time.  He 

regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures 

of Egypt.”  Now he declines to be made the head of a new nation and 

decides rather to be identified with this stiff-necked and disobedient people.  

In doing this he foreshadows the Lord Jesus who chose to be identified with 

us.  He became so identified with us—taking upon himself our human flesh

—making himself of no reputation—that Paul, inspired of the Holy Spirit, 

was able to write that “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so hat 

in him we might become the righteousness of God.”   

 Now in presenting the case for his people before the Lord, Moses does 

three things.  He appeals to the Lord’s grace, the Lord’s glory and the Lord’s 

faithfulness.  Before we take those up one at a time, though, let me mention 

one thing that Moses does not do.  Moses makes no attempt to refute the 

charge that his people have sinned and sinned grievously.  He does not try to 

suggest that their sin was, after all, not so bad.  He offers no excuse.  He 

does not say, for example, “Lord, it wouldn’t have happened if you had let 

me stay down at the bottom of the mountain with them.  What were you 

thinking?”  There was no attempt to shift blame, as we saw, for example, in 
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the Garden of Eden, where Eve blamed the serpent and Adam blamed Eve 

and God both for his predicament.  Moses knows full well that his people are 

stiff-necked and obstinate.  It hadn’t been but a few weeks earlier that his 

people had been ready to stone him to death (Exod. 17:4).  Moses goes into 

this with his eyes wide open.  He is under no illusion when it comes to the 

sins of his people. 

 That is one of the wonderful things about being a Christian.  We know 

that Jesus is under no illusions about us.  He searches the heart.  He knows 

us better than we know ourselves.  Those sins we have long forgotten he 

remembers.  Those sins we indulge in today he sees.  Those sins we have not 

yet even contemplated he knows will come about.  And because he knows us 

so well—so perfectly—we don’t have to pretend we are something we are 

not.  We don’t have to pretend to be perfect in order to go to the Lord.  We 

are not going to fool him anyway.  We go to the Lord in the way Augustus 

Toplady wrote about: 

Nothing in my hand I bring, 
Simply to thy cross I cling, 

Naked, come to Thee for dress, 
Helpless, look to Thee for grace, 

Foul, I to the fountain fly; 
Wash me Saviour, or I die. 

 7



 Moses’ first appeal is to the grace of God.  “Why should your anger 

burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power 

and a mighty hand?”  It was sheer grace and his own good pleasure that had 

moved the Lord to deliver Israel from the house of bondage in the first place.  

There was nothing in the Israelites to merit this blessing.  Like all sinners, 

there was everything in them that deserved his wrath and condemnation.  

But for his own purposes he chose this one people from among all the 

peoples of the earth to be his own peculiar treasure.  It says this in 

Deuteronomy 7: 

 The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you 
because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the 
fewest of all peoples.  But it was because the Lord loved you and kept 
the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a 
mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the 
power of Pharaoh king of Egypt.   

God loved them, not because they were lovable in themselves and not 

because they had done something to earn his kindly regard, but because he 

loved them.  And because he loved them he purchased them.  He did not free 

them from Egypt at the expense of his justice.  He bought them with the 

shed blood of the Passover Lamb.  He made them his own by redemption; 

the blood had been shed; the blood had been applied.  A. W. Pink puts it this 

way.  “Unworthy, unthankful, unholy; but yet, the Lord’s redeemed.”   
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Why them and not a different people?  Why you and not someone 

else?  I don’t know what the reasons are, but I know where they can be 

found.  The reasons for his redeeming love are to be found in God and not in 

you and me.   

Moses appeals to God’s grace.  Second, he appeals to God’s glory.  

“Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent hat he brought them 

out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the 

earth’?”  What would happen to the glory and honour of God in the sight of 

the heathen nations if God were to consume his children at the foot of Mount 

Sinai?  One of the principal reasons for the Exodus and the series of plagues 

that attended it was so that the Egyptians might know who the Lord was, that 

they might see his power and his redeeming hand.  If God were to destroy 

the Israelites now, the Egyptians would not be convinced of anything.  The 

enemy would boast over their destruction and in doing so boast over the 

Lord himself.  That is something God will not allow.   

In Numbers 14 we have the story of the spies who went into Canaan 

coming back to the Israelite camp.  God wants them to enter Canaan and 

possess it.  Joshua and Caleb plead for this course of action, but the people 
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are afraid.  They want to stone Joshua and Caleb for their enthusiasm.  God 

gets angry.  He proposes striking down the Israelites.  Moses intercedes. 

Moses said to the Lord, “Then the Egyptians will hear about it!  
By your power you brought these people up from among them.  And 
they will tell the inhabitants of this land about it….  If you put these 
people to death all at one time, the nations who have hard this report 
about you will say, ‘The Lord was not able to bring these people into 
the land he promised them on oath; so he slaughtered them in the 
desert.’”   

This same sort of appeal to the glory of God is made in many places in the 

Bible.  In Joel 2:17 we find this plea.  “Let the priests, who minister before 

the Lord, weep between the temple porch and the altar.  Let them say, ‘Spare 

your people, O Lord.  Do not make your inheritance an object of scorn, a 

byword among the nations.  Why should they say among the peoples, 

“Where is their God?”’”  In Psalm 25 David prays, “For the sake of your 

name, O Lord, forgive my iniquity, though it is great.”  You can think of it 

this way: In everything we do the glory of God’s name ought to be 

uppermost in our hearts and minds.  Is the word I am about to speak a word 

that will cause those who hear it to honour the Lord or to disparage his 

name?  Is the action I am about to take at work something that will reflect 

well on the name of Christ or will it bring him into disrepute?  It is a heavy 

responsibility to wear the name of Christian well and so we need to pray 

often that God would see his name glorified and praised even when we fail 

him as we so often do.  
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 The third ground on which Moses bases his intercession is the 

faithfulness of God to his covenant promises.   

 Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on 
your people.  Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to 
whom you swore by your own self: “I will make your descendants as 
numerous as the stars in the sky and I will give your descendants all 
this land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance forever.   

Moses couldn’t appeal to anything in the hearts of actions of his own people.  

There was nothing in them to commend them to the Lord.  If they were to be 

saved, Moses would have to appeal to God’s faithfulness, for God is worthy 

and true and faithful in all that he does.  God had made promises.  Now 

Moses spreads these promises out before God and reverently reminds him of 

his own declarations.  Moses lays hold of the promises of God, as it were, 

and then simply waits for the answer that a faithful God must give.   

 The living God is ever true.  He cannot lie.  “Hath he said, and shall 

he not do it?  Or hath he spoken and shall he not make it good?” (Numbers 

23:10).  So “the Lord relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he 

had threatened.”  These words do not mean that God changed his mind or 

altered his purpose.  Pink explains it this way: 

 There never has been and never will be the smallest occasion 
for the Almighty to affect the slightest deviation from his eternal 
purpose, for everything was foreknown to him from the beginning, 
and all his counsels were ordered by infinite wisdom.  When Scripture 
speaks of God repenting it employs a figure of speech, in which the 
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Most High condescends to speak in our language.  What is intended 
by the above expression is that Jehovah answered the prayer of 
[Moses].   

   

 Let me make one last point in closing.  The Bible says that God did 

not bring disaster “on his people.”  His people.  Before the intercession of 

Moses, God called them Moses’ people.  Now they are his own again.  Let 

this be an encouragement to you to pray with fervent hope and good cheer.  

If prayer ever looked like a hopeless proposition, it was here, with the 

Israelites bowing down to an idol and comporting themselves in gross 

indecency.  Yet the prayers of Moses availed much in this desperate 

situation.  Your prayers will avail much too when you focus on the grace and 

glory of God and his faithfulness to his promises.  They will avail much 

when we rest faithfully upon our intercessor and trust in his promises—not 

Moses, but the Lord Jesus Christ himself.  In his name.  AMEN.  
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