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

 With our lesson tonight we come to the end of our study of the golden 

calf episode.  It began in Exodus 32:1 with these words: “When the people 

saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they 

gathered around Aaron and said, ‘Come, make us gods who will go before 

us.’”  They didn’t think that Moses was coming back.  They thought that 

they needed another mediator—another leader—and so they asked for a 

statue instead of Moses.  And they made their lack of trust and respect for 

Moses perfectly clear.  They said, “As for this fellow Moses who brought us 

up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.”  “The phrase, 

“this fellow Moses” is a cold way of speaking about a person who has just 

brought salvation from slavery and death; it is even colder and more 

contemptuous in the Hebrew.  The whole story of the golden calf, then, 

begins with the Israelites denigrating Moses and taking him from granted; 

they did not realize how important he was to them as their mediator.  The 

rest of the story points out repeatedly how wrong they were, for without 

Moses it becomes absolutely clear that the Israelites would be finished.  It is 

Moses who stands between the Israelites and immediate judgement.  It is 

Moses who stands between the Israelites and sudden death.  It is Moses who 

stands with them to make sure the presence of God will go with them into 
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the Promised Land.  Time and time again Moses proves to be crucial to the 

wellbeing and blessing of his people.  Time and time again he stands in the 

breach for them.  As we come to our lesson tonight, we will find that the 

importance of Moses as a Mediator and leader of his people has begun to 

sink in.  Let’s look at the lesson. 

 When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets 
of the Testimony in his hands, he was not aware that his face was 
radiant because he had spoken with the Lord.  When Aaron and all the 
Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to 
come near him.   

 Moses had been on Mount Sinai communing with the Lord.  He was 

with him for forty days and nights.  God wrote the Ten Commandments on 

two tablets of stone to replace the ones that had been broken.  He passed by 

Moses and proclaimed his holy name.  He renewed the covenant with Moses 

and the Israelites.  And Moses wrote down everything the Lord commanded.  

As he came down the mountain, the face of Moses was radiant.  His face 

shone.  It shone with the reflected glory of God to such a degree it scared the 

daylights out of Aaron and the rest of the Israelites.  Now four things in 

particular need to be said here.  First of all, the glowing, radiant face of 

Moses was God’s unmistakable sign that Moses was his man.  The Israelites 

hadn’t wanted him, but to that God replies, “This is my mediator.  I have 

chosen him.  I have equipped him.  And I have now exalted him in your 
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eyes.  You are to heed what he says, for he speaks with authority.  Moses is 

the conduit—the go-between—the Mediator between you and me.   

 The second thing to notice is this.  Moses is blissfully unaware of his 

shining face.  His closeness to God—his face to face communion with the 

Holy One of Israel has left him utterly humbled and unselfconscious.  He is 

not thinking about himself at all.  He is thinking about the glories of God 

and the work God has called him to do.  In Numbers 12:3 Moses is called 

“the meekest man of earth.”  This is why.  Blessed with God in an 

extraordinary way and shining with divine glory he doesn’t even know what 

is happening.  He doesn’t know why people are running away from him, 

hiding throughout the camp.  In some ways it is really quite a comic scene.  

But while it is comic it carries an important message.  True spiritual 

greatness is always accompanied by true meekness, true humility.  A truly 

spiritual person cannot be proud because his focus is not on self but on God. 

 The third thing to notice is that the Israelites were afraid of Moses and 

his shining face.  They were afraid because Moses was reflecting the glory 

and the holiness of God.  He was shining with a light that searched their 

hearts and consciences.  In John 3 it says, “This is the verdict: Light has 

come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their 
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deeds were evil.”  Well, the Israelites knew their deeds were evil.  They 

knew they had done wrong in the forging of a golden idol.  And they knew 

in their inmost souls they could not stand before the God from whom Moses 

had just come.   

 Beloved, real holiness is a frightening thing because it serves to 

convict us of our sins.  It was true of Isaiah, the godliest man of his age.  He 

had a vision of the Lord and fell apart, crying, “Woe to me, for I am 

undone.”  It was true of Peter.  Do you remember when Peter and the 

disciples got sacred when a storm arose quickly and almost swamped their 

boat on the Sea of Galilee.  These were professional fishermen and they 

were frightened by the violence of the winds and the waves.  That fright 

could not be compared with what came next.  When Jesus stilled the storm 

they really trembled, for they came to see that they were in the presence of 

someone not like themselves—someone whom the winds and the waves 

obeyed—someone holy. 

 The third thing to notice is that while the radiant face of Moses 

frightened the Israelites, it was also their source of comfort and reassurance.  

It was God’s token of his love for them and this faithfulness to them.  You 

see, when you are faced with the holiness of God on the one hand and your 
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sin on the other, you can do one of two things.  You can run away and try to 

escape from God.  You can try to get as far away as possible and hope he 

will not catch up.  Or you can run to God and get as close to him as possible.  

And once you are close, you can ask for his forgiveness and blessing.   

 Let me make this point in a round about way.  In the Latin translation 

of the Bible by Jerome—the Bible that was used by the church for a 

thousand years or so—there is a mistranslation of the Hebrew word for 

“radiant.”  The Hebrew word is “karan”.  It means “to shine.”  Jerome 

mistook this word for “keren”, which means “horns”.  That’s why there are 

many medieval paintings that depict Moses coming down the mountain—

with horns coming out of his head.  One of the most famous ones is by 

Michelangelo.  That sight would no doubt have frightened the Israelites too.  

But in any event, what Jerome had done was to miss the word play that is 

going on here.  You see, the Mediator the people had demanded, the golden 

calf, did have horns.  But it was an inanimate, useless object made from 

Egyptian trinkets.  It had legs, but it could not walk.  It had eyes, but it could 

not see.  It had a mouth, but it could not talk.  It could not lead.  It could not 

intercede.  It could not plead.  It could not save.  In fact, the only thing it 

could do was cause the Lord to bring down his judgement in burning anger.  

But now, as Moses comes down the mountain with his face shining, God is 
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saying to his people, “Here is your real mediator and the key to your 

relationship with me.  His face is shining because he has been in my 

presence and I have blessed him richly.  The thing you wanted your pathetic 

mediator to do—to bring you into God’s presence—my mediator and my 

mediator alone is able to do.  So here is my messenger.  He comes to you 

with my word.  Listen to him, for he speaks the truth of God—that for my 

glory I will maintain love to thousands and forgive wickedness, rebellion 

and sin.”  Let’s turn back to the lesson. 

 But Moses called to them; so Aaron and all the leaders of the 
community came back to him, and he spoke to them.  Afterward all 
the Israelites came near him, and he gave them all the commands the 
Lord had given him on Mount Sinai. 

 The people ran away from Moses just as they had fled from the 

mountain earlier when God himself came down to them in thunder and 

lightening and smoke.  But Moses called out to them and summoned them to 

him so he might speak with them.  First of all the leaders responded.  Finally 

all Israel drew near that they might receive the commands the Lord had 

given Moses on Sinai.  They came that they might be forgiven.  They came 

that they might be encouraged and instructed to walk on the road of 

godliness and righteousness.  They came that they might be given grace and 

strength to do what they could not do on their own.  And notice this.  The 
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whole of the Israelite nation came.  And so we see that the Word of God is 

not only for the elites—not only for the priests and elders and rulers of Israel

—it is for everyone.  Turn back to the lesson: 

 When Moses finished speaking to them, he put a veil over his 
face.  But whenever he entered the Lord’s presence to speak with him, 
he removed the veil until he came out.  And when he came out and 
told the Israelites what he had been commanded, they saw that his 
face was radiant.  Then Moses would put the veil back over his face 
until he went in to speak with the Lord. 

 When Moses spoke with God, or when he spoke with his people, he 

would take off his veil.  When he was not speaking with God or his people 

he would put the veil on.  Now a couple of things are happening here.  First 

of all, Moses put a veil over his face out of humility, so that he would not 

receive the applause of men.  They were to look beyond the Mediator to the 

Lord himself.  Second, when he was communing with God he had no veil so 

that the radiance of his face might be “recharged”.  You see, and this is the 

third point, when Moses spoke to his people the fact that his face reflected 

the glory of God demonstrated the authority of the messenger and the 

authenticity of his message.  It was an aid to their faith.  And he covered his 

face between times so the people would not see the glory of God fade.  If 

they saw it slowly fading they might be tempted into doubt or unbelief. 
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 Now all through this study of Moses we have seen that he is a type or 

a foreshadowing of Christ.  Moses is a mediator with a small “m”; Christ is 

the Mediator with a capital “M”.  The Apostle Paul points to the mediatorial 

work of Moses and this Old Testament passage explicitly in the third chapter 

of his Second Letter to the Corinthians.  In doing so he compares and 

contrasts the old covenant and the new covenant—the Law and the Gospel.  

This is what he writes. 

 Now if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in 
letters on stone, came with glory, so that the Israelites could not look 
steadily at the face of Moses because of its glory, fading though it 
was, will not the ministry of the Spirit be even more glorious?  If the 
ministry that condemns men is glorious, how much more glorious is 
the ministry that brings righteousness!  For what was glorious has no 
glory now in comparison with the surpassing glory.  And if what was 
fading away come with glory, how much greater is the glory that lasts. 
 Therefore since we have such a hope, we are very bold.  We are 
not like Moses, who would put a veil over his face to keep the 
Israelites from gazing at it while the radiance was fading away. 

Do you see what Paul is saying?  Moses brought the Law.  The Law cannot 

save.  It can only convict of sin.  Yet in bringing the Law Moses nevertheless 

shone with the glory of God, even though it was a fading glory.  Now, if 

Moses shines with God’s glory while bringing the law that cannot save, how 

much more will the glory of God shine when his Holy Spirit comes with a 

ministry of everlasting life and, through faith in Christ, writes the law of life 

on the hearts of men?  Down in verse 18 Paul says that Christians have 

“unveiled faces.”  We have unveiled faces because the glory of Christ is a 
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permanent feature on the face of the Christian; it does not fade away, but 

abides.  More than that, it grows.  Here is Paul again: 

 And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, 
are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, 
which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.   

  

 Moses was a remarkable man of God.  His greatest ministry was to 

point away from himself and to the Mediator who was to come.  We have a 

picture of that mediator tonight on the communion table.  The Lord Jesus 

lived a life of utter righteousness and holiness.  And after he fulfilled all 

righteousness he went to the cross, offering himself in the place of his 

people, taking upon himself the penalty for our sin and enduring the pains of 

hell so that we won’t have to.  And in that sacrifice he provides spiritual 

nourishment for all who come to him though faith.  His sacrifice is food 

indeed for hungry and thirsty souls who are walking along the narrow road 

that leads from this world to the heavenly kingdom.  If you have professed 

your faith in Christ and are seeking to walk in his way, in obedience to God 

and in love and charity with your neighbour, then you make come to the 

table and feast.  With unveiled faith, behold the truth and glory of God.  In 

Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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