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

 One of the great themes in Exodus, a theme we have seen over and 

over again, is that God’s people are saved to worship.  God brought his 

people out of Egypt, out of the land of bondage, not simply that they might 

be free, but so that they might be free to worship him.  As the Westminster 

Catechism teaches, the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him 

forever.  That is as good a definition of worship as you will find.  And so it 

was that God’s message to Pharaoh was not simply, “Let my people go,” it 

was, “Let my people go so that they may worship me.”  God reached out his 

hand and brought the people out of Egypt on eagle’s wings, delivering them 

with great signs and wonders, even parting the Red Sea so they might make 

good their escape.  In the desert he made bitter waters sweet and brought 

forth water from a rock that the people might not perish.  And he brought 

them to the foot of Mount Sinai where he began to teach them about 

worship.  The people were to worship him alone and they were to worship 

only in the way he commanded.  After speaking to the people, God brought 

Moses, their leader and mediator, up the mountain with him to give him 

further instructions about worship and in particular how to build a suitable 

tabernacle where his presence would be found and where the people could 

approach him and be blessed.   
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 Now, while Moses was up on the mountain learning from God the 

ways of true worship, the people were down below and they were already 

worshiping.  But there was a problem.  First, they were worshiping gods of 

their own making, not the One, true and living God.  Second, they were 

worshiping in their own way, not God’s way.  They were worshiping 

according to their own plans and designs, plans and designs involving 

drunkenness and revelry and not according to God’s holy requirements.  And 

third, and what is worst of all, they were not only worshiping an idol in this 

way—they were worshiping Jehovah in this way too.  After making an idol 

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

Egypt.”  They said “gods” plural, although there was only one idol.  They 

were putting the golden idol alongside Jehovah.  They were seeking to 

involve the real God in their unholiness.   

Their actions were an abomination in the eyes of the Lord.  His very 

first command is, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me.”  That means, 

you shall have no other god in my presence, and because I am present 

everywhere, you shall have no other gods period.  But here they were, 

putting a little golden statue beside the real God and suggesting that what 

God himself had done was due, in part, to the idol.  God is a jealous God.  
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He is jealous of his glory and will not share it with anyone or anything.  And 

so he pronounced judgement.  He was going to do away with this people and 

start over, beginning with Moses.  He would have a fresh start, a brand new 

start.  He told Moses to step aside so that he could destroy the Israelites.  

Moses wouldn’t budge.  He stood in the gap, pleading for his people.  He 

prayed for God to be gracious, for by that grace God would be glorified.  

And the Lord answered Moses’ prayer and restrained his hand of judgement. 

 Well, that brings us to our lesson tonight.  And the question is, “What 

is going to happen now, in the wake of this rebellion?  What impact is it 

going to have on the rest of the journey through the desert?  What is it all 

going to mean?”  Let’s turn to our lesson. 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Leave this place, you and the 
people you brought up out of Egypt, and go up to the land I promises 
on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, saying, ‘I will give it to your 
descendants.’  I will send an angel before you and drive out the 
Canaanites, Amorites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites.  Go 
up to the land flowing with milk and honey.  But I will not go with 
you, because you are a stiff-necked people and I might destroy you on 
the way.   

Earlier, when Moses got back down from Mount Sinai, he heard the sound 

of revelry in the camp.  The people were in the middle of a pagan orgy.  He 

rallied the Levites to his side and they went through the camp, putting some 

3,000 men to the sword.  After this, God sent a further punishment upon his 
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people.  The Bible says that he “struck the people with a plague because of 

what they did with the calf Aaron had made.”  Now we find that God’s anger 

has still not abated.  Oh, he will fulfill his oath to the patriarch about the land 

he promised to their descendants.  He will answer Moses’ prayer to that 

extent.  He will even send an angel to drive out the various tribes that are 

standing in the way of his promise.  But he will not go with them.  He will 

not be “in the midst” of his people.   

Note this too.  God does not call them “his people” as he had done 

before.  He distances himself from them.  They are “the people [Moses] 

brought up out of Egypt.”  And God doesn’t say, “I will send my angel 

before you.”  He says, “I will send an angel before you.”  So the message is 

clear.  God will provide for them.  He will protect them.  He will plant them 

in the land.  But his presence will not be with them.  There will be no need 

to build the Tabernacle; the Lord won’t be there. 

 Now the wonderful thing about our lesson is the reaction of the people 

to this news.  They receive the news with mourning.  They consider it to be 

like a death sentence.  I wonder if there would be many today who would 

consider God’s proposition to be bad news.  Imagine if God were to say 

today, “I will give you everything you want.  I’ll give you all the joy this life 
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affords.  I’ll give you a good marriage.  I’ll give you a solid career and 

financial success.  I will give you respectful, obedient children.  I will give 

you power.  I will give you influence.  I will even let you win the lottery.   

Maybe I will let you win it twice.  You can have all of this, but I won’t give 

you my presence.  I am going to keep my distance from you.  I will stay 

away.”  Wouldn’t there be many who would jump at such a proposition?  

Aren’t there many right now who chase after precisely this, looking to 

receive the blessings of God without having to bother with God himself?   

What foolishness that way of thinking is.  It was almost 3,000 years 

ago that a certain king of Israel looked around and considered what it was 

that gave meaning to life.  He thought he could find his meaning in blessings 

and so he sought after the many blessings available to man.  He gave himself 

over to wisdom and philosophy, but found that the more he studied, the more 

he came to know, the greater his knowledge, the greater his grief and 

dissatisfaction.  He tried to find meaning in the blessings of pleasure—wine, 

women and song—and in the amassing of treasures of silver and gold, herds 

and flocks—but he found that even though he denied himself no pleasure, 

everything remained meaningless, what he called a “chasing after the wind.”  

He thought that if he turned his efforts to building things—public works, 

gardens, parks, irrigation projects—if he could leave a legacy—he would 

 6



find his meaning, purpose and comfort there.  It didn’t work out that way.  

He wrote: 

What a heavy burden God has laid on men!  I have seen all the 
things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a 
chasing after the wind.   

Try as he might, he could not find any meaning in blessings that were 

divorced from the presence of God.  He called such a life a life lived “under 

the sun.”   

 But while there was no meaning to life if it was lived only under the 

sun, only with a reality that begins and ends with this world, that king of old 

discovered that if we live under heaven—under the eye of God—in the 

presence of God—we will find that everything falls into place.  If we are 

blessed to live in the presence of God, everything else falls into place and 

makes sense.  We find that in all things God works for the good of those who 

love him and have been called according to his purpose.”  We find that there 

is a God-appointed time and season for everything.  A time to weep and a 

time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance; a time to be born and a 

time to die.  Our meaning, our hope, and our comfort, are found only under 

heaven—only as we live in the presence of God.     
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When Moses confronted his people and the judgement of God fell, the 

eyes of the Israelites were opened.  They came to understand that the 

greatest blessing a person could have was the presence of God himself.  If 

you had that, they knew, you had everything.  And in the same way they 

came to understand that if they had all things except the presence of God, 

they had nothing.  And so when God said, “I will give you these things, but I 

will not be with you,” the Israelites knew exactly what they were losing.  

They were losing everything that mattered.  And it moved them to a deep 

and heartfelt sorrow.  Let’s look at the lesson again; 

 When the people heard these distressing words, they began to 
mourn and no one put on any ornaments.  For the Lord has said to 
Moses, “Tell the Israelites, ‘You are a stiff-necked people.  If I were to 
go with you even for a moment, I might destroy you.  Now take off 
your ornaments and I will decide what to do with you.’”  So the 
Israelites stripped off their ornaments at Mount Horeb. 

 The ornaments were the sort of ornaments used to make the golden 

calf.  As beautiful and precious as they were, they now looked ugly to the 

people of God.  They were now a reminder of their sin and the dreadful 

judgement of God.  The text says they “stripped off” their ornaments.  The 

verb “stripped off” is the same one translated as “plundered” earlier when 

the Israelites took the jewelry from the Egyptians.  The point is that Israel 

deserved to be plundered just as much as the Egyptians.  After all, they were 
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no different inasmuch as they were both guilty of idolatry.  And when it says 

they stripped of their ornaments “at Mount Horeb” that little word “at” in the 

Hebrew means not only at Horeb but also from Horeb.  It indicates that from 

this time on, during the whole of the wilderness wandering, the Israelites did 

not wear their ornaments.  Like a widow dressed in black, they were in 

mourning for having offended their holy God.   

 The people stood repentant under the judgement of God, yet grace 

was soon to follow.   

 Now Moses used to take a tent and pitch it outside the camp 
some distance away, calling it the “tent of meeting.”  Anyone 
inquiring of the Lord would go to the tent of meeting outside the 
camp.  And whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people rose 
and stood at the entrances to their tents, watching Moses until he 
entered the tent.  As Moses went into the tent, the pillar of could 
would come down and stay at the entrance, while the Lord spoke with 
Moses.  Whenever the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the 
entrance to the tent, they all stood and worshiped, each at the entrance 
to his own tent.  The Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as a 
man speaks with his friend.  Then Moses would return to the camp, 
but his young aide Joshua son of Nun did not leave the tent. 

The Tabernacle that God had described to Moses was meant to be in the very 

middle of the Israelite camp.  This tent, where Moses meets with God, is 

located outside the camp.  When they moved, Moses would take it down and 

then pitch it when a new encampment had been erected.  Now it says, 

“whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people rose and stood at the 
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entrances to their tents, watching Moses until he entered the tent.”  Earlier 

the Israelites had shown Moses a great deal of disrespect.  In his absence 

they had spoken dismissively of his as “this Moses.”  Now, because of the 

intimate relationship he has with the Lord and because of the intercession he 

has made on their behalf, they have a newly acquired respect for him.  They 

stand as he passes by.   

 And when Moses enters the tent and the lord descends in the pillar of 

cloud, the people worship, but each at the entrance to his own tent.  It is a 

poignant scene, isn’t it?  The Tabernacle was meant to be in the centre of the 

camp; but now Moses has set up a different tent outside the camp.  The glory 

of the Lord was meant to descend into the middle of the camp, but now it 

stays away.  The people were meant to come together in the middle of the 

camp to worship God, but now they worship him at their own individual 

homes.   

 Now if you have read on you know what is going to happen. Moses is 

going to intercede for his people again and mercy is going to be bestowed.  

We will get to that.  But before we do, it would be well for us to spend some 

time in this valley of contrition and repentance with the Israelites.  It is a 

healthy thing spiritually to consider the holiness of God and the awful 
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consequences of sin.  We should take time to reflect upon the cost of sin 

upon our relationship to our heavenly Father and the damage it does to us 

and to other people.  You see, even when we are forgiven particular sins, the 

consequences of those sins continue.  Sometimes they continue for a long 

time.  Sometimes because of our sin we break things so badly they cannot be 

fixed.   

 For example, if you spend time foolishly, failing to redeem it, you will 

never get that time back again.  It is gone forever and not even God can 

bring it back.  We have a hymn in our book called “Years I Spent in Vanity 

and Pride.”  The refrain goes like this: 

Mercy there was great, and grace was free; 
Pardon there was multiplied to me; 

There my burdened soul found liberty— 
At Calvary. 

It doesn’t say, “Then the years I lost returned to me.”   

 If you speak words that are harsh and biting, words that wound 

deeply, you cannot unspeak them and though you may be forgiven and the 

wounds may heal in time, scars will remain and from time to time they will 

itch as scars do.  If you are unfaithful and untrustworthy, you may be 

forgiven your sin, but the trust you enjoyed will be lost for a season—and it 
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may be a long season indeed.  If you act without integrity you may well 

disqualify yourself from leadership in the church, leadership in school, 

leadership in any number of different areas, meaning that gifts you have will 

languish.  If greed leads you to the Casino to make a quick buck, your family 

may forgive you for losing your shirt and more, but the house will have to be 

re-mortgaged anyway.   

 Beloved, take some time this week pondering the high cost of sin.  

And as you do, learn again how truly ugly it is.  Sin disfigures.  It disfigures 

us on the inside and sometimes on the outside.  It disfigures our relationships 

with family, friend and neighbour.  Because of sin our Lord’s back was 

smitten with cruel stripes, his hands and feet pierced with nails, his side 

pierced with a spear.  And as you contemplate the consequences of your sin, 

learn more and more to flee from it.  Cast yourself upon the Lord and look to 

him for that full restoration that will come not in this life, but in glory, when 

all tears will be wiped away.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.  
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