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

 A couple of weeks ago we were up on Mount Sinai with Moses and 

the Lord.  They had been in conversation.  God was giving Moses the details 

of the Tabernacle—the Tent of Meeting where his people could approach 

him and be received in mercy.  But while this conversation was going on, the 

people down below were busy breaking the covenant with God they had just 

entered.  They decided to make up a religion of their own.  They created an 

idol to worship.  They made an altar for sacrifice.  They drew up a new 

confession of faith.  They instituted their own religious observances and 

festivities.  And in doing so they shattered the covenant they had pledged 

themselves to.  God, of course, saw everything that was going on.  He told 

Moses what the people were doing and then told him to get out of the way 

that he might put an end to them once and for all.  Moses wouldn’t move.  

Instead he pleaded for his people on the basis of God’s grace, God’s glory 

and God’s faithfulness.  God relented from destroying his people and Moses 

walked down the mountain to confront them in their sin. 

 Last week we were at the bottom of the holy mountain with Moses 

and his people.  Moses confronted them for what they had done.  He 

confronted them in a forceful way.  He first threw the idol into the fire.  He 
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next ground it to powder.  Then he mixed it with water and forced his people 

to drink it.  It was a symbolic way of accusing them of spiritual adultery.  

After this, Moses confronted his brother Aaron whom he had left in charge 

in his absence.  He wanted to know how such a terrible thing could have 

happened.  Aaron simply lied.  He made up a story.  He threw the gold into 

the fire and a calf idol just popped out all by itself.  Moses then forced the 

people to make a decision.  He called for those loyal to the Lord to come to 

him.  The tribe of Levi—his own tribe—rallied to his side.  Moses sent them 

into the camp with their swords drawn to slay those who were loyal to the 

golden calf.  It was an attempt to purge the camp from the evil that had come 

upon it.  On that day the Levites slaughtered some 3,000 men—sons, 

brothers, friends and neighbours.  G. H. Pember put it this way: 

 The day of sin had ended in lamentation and woe.  The camp, 
which in the morning had resounded with unholy merriment and 
licentious song, was full of groans and sighs: the dead awaited burial 
and the wounded cried for pain.  And every soul was weighed down, 
if not with remorse for the sin and least with dread, lest wrath should 
go forth from the Lord, and the destroying angel appear with the 
sword outstretched to smite the wicked people, who, after hearing the 
law uttered in the awful voice of God Himself, and promising to do all 
that he had spoken, and then, even before the signs of his presence 
were removed, lightly passed over to idolatry and fornication. 

 Well, in our lesson tonight we find ourselves with Moses going back 

up on top of the mountain to speak with God.  Let’s turn to our lesson. 
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 The next day Moses said to the people, “You have committed a 
great sin.  But now I will go up to the Lord; perhaps I can make 
atonement for your sin.” 

It might seem like was have a strange mixture here.  Moses clearly loves his 

people.  And yet Moses had just the day before commanded the Levites to go 

into the camp with their swords drawn and slay each man his brother.  He 

loves his people, and yet, as with Aaron earlier, Moses doesn’t seek to 

minimize the terrible nature of their sin.  “You have committed a great sin,” 

are his plain words, just as they were to Aaron.  But when we think of it, 

there is no contradiction here.  It is because he loves his people that he is so 

distraught at what they have done.  It is because he loves them that he is 

willing to confront them.  It is because he loved them that he is willing to 

purge the evil from the camp as best he could.  Loving someone does not 

mean we are to be blind to the truth.  It doesn’t mean we are not to confront 

sin when we see it act out so clearly.  Ignoring a problem that must be 

confronted is not the definition of true love.  Refusing to say what must be 

said is not charity.  That is the truth that Hebrews 12 gets at when it declares: 

“My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not 
lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he 
loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.” 

Endure hardships as discipline; God is treating you as sons.  For 
what son is not disciplined by his father?  If you are not disciplined 
(and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children 
and not true sons.  Moreover, we have all had human fathers who 
disciplined us and we respected them for it.  How much more should 
we submit to the Father of our spirits and live!  Our fathers disciplined 
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us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our 
good, that we may share in his holiness.  No discipline seems pleasant 
at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it produces a harvest of 
righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 

Moses wanted his people to produce a harvest of righteous and peace.   

He was not willing to let them travel down a path that would lead to their 

sure destruction.  Someone once said, “The man who takes the strongest 

ground against me when I am wrong and when I have set aside what is due 

to the Lord—is probably the man who prays most for me.”  Moses was such 

a man. 

 Moses’ sternness did not mean he lacked love for his people.  Quite 

the contrary, his heart is clearly for his people.  Let me illustrate it this way.  

In his study of the Book of Romans Ray Stedman tells the story of a 

congregation who had recently fired their pastor.  When asked “Why did you 

fire him?” an elder said, “Because he was always telling us we were going to 

hell.”  When asked what their new pastor tells them, this elder replied, “He 

tells us we are going to hell too.”  “So what’s the difference?” was the 

obvious query.  The elder said, “When our old pastor told us we were going 

to hell he sounded like he was glad about it.  When our new pastor says it, it 
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sounds like it is breaking his heart.”  Moses was a man whose heart was 

breaking over the sins of his people.   

 After confronting the people with their sin, Moses announces that he 

is going back up the mountain.  He is going to try to do something that is 

impossible.  He is going to see if he can make atonement for their sin.  Let’s 

turn back to our lesson and follow along with Moses so we can listen to his 

conversation with God. 

 So Moses went back to the Lord and said, “Oh, what a great sin 
these people have committed!  They have made themselves gods of 
gold.  But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of 
the book you have written.” 

There are three things to note.  First, Moses starts with the word translated as 

“Oh.”  In the Hebrew it is called a “participle of petition.”  It is used 

whenever you want to entreat somebody.  It is a signal you have an urgent 

request to present.  Second, a confession follows.  “What a great sin these 

people have committed!”  Again as before, Moses does not try to make any 

excuses.  He does not try to minimize what his people have done.  He does 

not try to justify their idolatry.  He knows what they have done.  He also 

knows that God knows what they have done.  So he does what the godly do 

when dealing with sin.  He takes it to God.  He doesn’t come with hands full 

of Israelite good deeds.  He doesn’t come with evasions or lies.  He comes 
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with his hands filled with sin.  He confesses that his people have sinned and 

sinned greatly.  And third, he makes his plea.  He offers his life in the place 

of his people.  He has remembered the sacrifices of the Hebrew patriarchs.  

He has remembered the newly instituted sacrifice of the Passover.  God had 

shown him by such sacrifices that he was prepared to accept an innocent 

substitute in place of the just death of the sinner.  God’s wrath, could, 

perhaps fall on another.  It could, perhaps, fall upon him instead of upon his 

people.   

Look at what he says.  “But now, please forgive their sin—”.  Do you 

see the dash that follows the word “sin”?  That dash tells us that his sentence 

has been broken off.  It represents a sob that comes at the end of a sentence 

he cannot complete.  It was a strangled cry welling up from the heart of a 

man who was asking to be sent to hell if his condemnation could mean the 

salvation of the people he loved.  God had earlier said to Moses, “I will 

destroy the Israelites and make a great nation of you.”  Moses replied, “No.”  

He now goes even further.  He says, in effect, “Lord God, instead of 

destroying these people, destroy me in their place.  Let them live.”  “But if 

not, then blot me out of the book you have written.”   
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It couldn’t be.  Moses was not a fit substitute to make atonement for 

their sins.  Our catechism we have a wonderful explanation of why Moses—

or any other mere man for that matter—cannot make the atonement 

necessary to cover our sin.   

12. Q.  Since, then, by the righteous judgment of God we have 
deserved temporal and eternal punishment, how may we escape 
this punishment, come again to grace, and be reconciled to God? 
A.   God wills that his righteousness be satisfied; therefore, payment 
in full must be made to his righteousness, either by ourselves or by 
another. 

13. Q.  Can we make this payment ourselves? 
A. By no means.  On the contrary, we increase our debt each day. 

14. Q.  Can any mere creature make the payment for us? 
A.  No one.  First of all, God does not want to punish any other 
creature for man’s debt.  Moreover, no mere creature can bear the 
burden of God’s eternal wrath against sin and redeem others from it. 

15. Q.  Then, what kind of mediator and redeemer must we 
seek? 
A. One who is a true and righteous man and yet more powerful 
than all creatures, that is, one who is at the same time true God. 

16. Q.  Why must he be a true and righteous man?   
A.  Because God’s righteousness requires that man who has sinned 
should make reparation for sin, but the man who is himself a sinner 
cannot pay for others.

 

17. Q.  Why must he at the same time be true God? 
A.  So that by the power of his divinity he might bear as a man the 
burden of God’s wrath, and recover for us and restore to us 
righteousness and life.
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18.   Q.  Who is this mediator who is at the same time true God 
and a true and perfectly righteous man? 
A.  Our Lord Jesus Christ, who is freely given to us for complete 
redemption and righteousness. 

Moses cannot atone for his peoples’ sins.  He cannot even atone for his own, 

for Moses is himself a sinner.  And not only that, even if Moses were a 

perfectly true, righteous and holy man, he still could not atone for sins.  If 

the weight of the sins of God’s people were placed upon the shoulders of a 

mere man, no matter how holy, he would be crushed underneath the weight.  

It takes divine power to carry sin away and emerge on the other side as 

victor over sin and death and the grave.  The only person who fits the bill—

the only person who is at the same time a perfectly righteous and true man 

and fully and completely divine is Jesus Christ.  There is no one else who 

has the qualifications necessary for the work that is required.  And so it was, 

“when the time had fully come, God sent his son, born of a woman, born 

under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of 

sons (Galatians 4:4-5).   

Well, I have a number of questions for you to consider tonight as you 

ponder Moses and the love he had for his people.  First, do you anguish over 

others?  Do you sorrow for those who do not know Jesus Christ and are 

perishing without him?  I am afraid that most people do not.  Why?  Is it 
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because we don’t really think they are perishing?  Is it because we don’t 

really believe the gospel?  Perhaps it is because we are not very much like 

Moses—we don’t spend enough time with the Lord God—and don’t think of 

spiritual things with the regularity and intensity we ought to. 

Second, do you anguish over those closest to you—the members of 

your own family?  If we had more of the spirit of Moses, husbands would 

grieve over unsaved wives, wives would grieve over unsaved husbands, 

parents would grieve over unsaved children and children over unsaved 

parents.  Charles Spurgeon tells a story about this.  A girl who was very 

sickly came to her pastor with thoughts about her upcoming funeral.  She 

spoke of her father, who was an unbeliever, and had never accepted so much 

as an invitation to church.  “Pastor, you will bury me, won’t you?” she 

asked.  “My father will have to come to my funeral and hear you speak, and 

you will speak the gospel.  Please speak it clearly.  I have prayed for him a 

long time.  I know God will save him.”  Spurgeon tells us the father came to 

the funeral and was converted.  The girl did not die in he father’s place.  

That is what Jesus did.  But she had the spirit of Moses—the Spirit of Christ

—in that she was willing to die if her death might cause the conversion of 

one close to her whom she loved very much.   
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Third, do you anguish over your enemies?  Moses had a deep sorrow 

even for those who murmured and complained against him, for those who 

would seek to rebel against his authority, for those who time and time again 

tried to undermine or ignore his leadership, for those who were ready to 

stone him.  If you have enemies, you are to love them too.  God loved us 

while we were his enemies.  We are to love ours in that same way. 

Do you anguish over those who are great sinner?  The people for 

whom Moses pleaded were great sinners, for they had rejected the love of 

God and had broken the covenant.  Do you grieve for great sinners?  If not, 

is it because you do not really down in your heart of hearts think that you are 

a sinner too?  God give us grace not to believe such a lie—it is a lie straight 

from the pit of hell.   

And finally, do you anguish over those who have been given great 

privileges.  Beloved, we need to have a heart for those who have been 

granted much, spiritually and otherwise, for those who are privileged need 

the gospel too.  They have been given much and so much will be expected of 

them.   
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It boils down to this.  All people are born lost in sin and perishing.  

And in their natural state they are blind to the danger in which they stand.  If 

someone does not tell them the truth about their condition, and the truth 

about the Saviour who has come to offer his life for sinners, they will be lost 

eternally.  Someone has told you of your sinful condition.  Someone has 

pointed you to the Saviour who can supply your every need.  Ought it not be 

our task to pass on that word so that others may turn to the Lord and live?  

We cannot die for their sins, but we know the One who has.  Let us be bold 

even as Moses was bold, to speak the truth in love and to life high the name 

of Jesus Christ.  Lives depend upon it.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.  
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