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Exodus 23:20-24:18 The Holy God

If | were to summarize the book of Exodus in one word, it would be holiness. The book
begins with Moses meeting a holy God who tells him in Exodus 3:5, “Do not come near;
take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.”
In that moment, God reveals His name—YAHWEH, “| am who | am”—and His holy
presence sets the tone for the entire book. The first part of Exodus recounts how God
delivers His people from Egypt. After crossing the Red Sea, Moses sings of God’s
holiness that saved his people. Exodus 15:11-12 says “Who is like you, O Lord, among
the gods? Who is like you, majestic in holiness, awesome in glorious deeds, doing
wonders?... Beginning in chapter 19, as God calls His people to Mount Sinai to give His
law and covenant, the emphasis on holiness becomes overwhelming. Holiness—God’s
perfect sinlessness and righteousness—defines what it takes for humanity to enter His
presence. The word “holy” is only found a few times in the first 18 chapters, but over 50
times from chapter 19 on. God’s purpose of holiness in this covenant is clearly stated in
Exodus 19:5-6. “Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant,
you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and
you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Holiness is the foundation of
everything God is doing among His people. Last week, we looked at the holy time of
Sabbath as central to building this holy nation. Today, in Exodus 23:20-24:18, we
continue that focusing on the holiness of God Himself as seen in the regular life of His
people.

The first aspect of God’s holiness we see in this passage is that God’s leadership will
always lead towards holiness. Look at verses 20-21. *“Behold, | send an angel before
you to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place that | have prepared. *' Pay
careful attention to him and obey his voice; do not rebel against him, for he will not
pardon your transgression, for my name is in him. While God promises to lead his
people through an angel, later as they travel through the desert, we see a pillar of fire
and a cloud leading them, which is not a living being. But this angel is a living being.
There is a use of personal pronouns, him and his. There is the ability to rebel against
him, and his ability to pardon sin, transgression. In fact, while we are not given any
names for this angel like Gabriel or even the Angel of the Lord which we saw in Genesis,
we get a couple of clues that point to a possible identity. It is in the last part of verse
21, he will not pardon your transgression, for my name is in him. There are two key
facts here - this angel has the ability to pardon sin and the name of God himself is
somehow in him. There is only one other person in all of scripture that can be said to
have these characteristics. It’s Jesus himself. He has the power to forgive sins. Matthew
9:2 gives us one example of this. 2 And behold, some people brought to him a paralytic,
lying on a bed. And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Take heart, my
son; your sins are forgiven.” And we know that Jesus’s nature is both deity and
humanity - he is fully God and fully human. Hebrews 1:3 says of Jesus, 3 He is the
radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the
universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the
right hand of the Majesty on high... Of course, we can’t say for sure that this is another
preincarnate appearance of Jesus leading the people of Israel, but it definitely seems
that at the least this angel is pointing us to Jesus. These two verses show us the need
for holiness to follow God. This angel will pardon their sins...he will make them holy, so
rather than being in rebellion to God, they will obey him. If you have not had your sins
forgiven, if you have not been made holy, you cannot follow God. And this angel leading



the people of God is able to offer forgiveness for sins, which is what Jesus offers to all
of us.

We see the need for holiness even more clearly in Exodus 23:22-24. “But if you carefully
obey his voice and do all that | say, then | will be an enemy to your enemies and an
adversary to your adversaries. When my angel goes before you and brings you to the
Amorites and the Hittites and the Perizzites and the Canaanites, the Hivites and the
Jebusites, and | blot them out, you shall not bow down to their gods nor serve them, nor
do as they do, but you shall utterly overthrow them and break their pillars in pieces.”
Obedience to God’s commands —especially “You shall have no other gods before me”
and “You shall not make any idols”—is how His people follow His leading. Holiness is
seen through obedience, and obedience sets God’s people apart from the world. The
angel of God would lead Israel among ungodly nations, but they were to remain pure and
holy. We aren’t called to destroy those who don’t worship God, but the principle stands-
we must not serve the world’s gods. Whether it’s money, education, status, family,
work, or the idols of Buddhist and Shinto deities, anything that takes God’s place
becomes an idol. Like Israel, we live in the world but must not share its priorities. Jesus
said in John 15:19, “If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but
because you are not of the world, but | chose you out of the world, therefore the world
hates you.” Often when believers say they don’t sense God’s leading, it’s because
they’ve let the world’s idols take His place. It’s not that God is silent—it’s that we aren’t
truly listening or obeying.

Because as we see in verses 25-28, when we obey, we can be certain of God’s leading
and blessing. “You shall serve the LORD your God, and he will bless your bread and your
water, and | will take sickness away from among you. None shall miscarry or be barren in
your land; | will fulfill the number of your days. | will send my terror before you and will
throw into confusion all the people against whom you shall come, and | will make all your
enemies turn their backs to you. And | will send hornets before you, which shall drive out
the Hivites, the Canaanites, and the Hittites from before you.” Notice all the ways God
promised to bless His people if they “serve [obey] the LORD your God.” They would
have food, health, children, long life, and victory over their enemies—without even lifting
a sword. Hornets would actually do some of the work! But before we apply this directly
to ourselves, we must remember these promises were given to a specific people at a
specific time. In fact, Israel soon disobeyed and failed to experience these blessings. We
should not read this as if God were an ATM—where obedience automatically brings
reward. That’s the error of the prosperity gospel, which makes God subservient to our
desires. If | give, then God must give back materially. Or it wrongly applies Israel’s
promises directly to the church. All of God’s law and covenant are fulfilled in Christ. So
our blessing is found in Him, not in material things. Jesus said in Matthew 6:34,
“Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself-- If
we follow Jesus and live holy, obedient lives through Him, we have no reason to worry.
We can trust that God provides all we need—not everything we want, but everything He
knows we need. And sometimes, that includes pain, waiting, or hardship. In other words,
his sovereign plan may not match our desires, but it is always what best exalts Him and
brings our ultimate good.

We see exactly that as this passage continues in verses 29-33. *| will not drive them
out from before you in one year, lest the land become desolate and the wild beasts
multiply against you. *° Little by little | will drive them out from before you, until you have



increased and possess the land. Then verse 32 * You shall make no covenant with them
and their gods. * They shall not dwell in your land, lest they make you sin against me; for
if you serve their gods, it will surely be a snare to you.” Here we see that God’s blessing
can be incremental for our own good. We don’t have God’s vision of the bigger picture.
To the people of Israel having all these nations still around them could have been scary
from a defense standpoint... it could have been a temptation to sin as God makes the
point here to them... or it could have been an opportunity for trade and commerce,
which also does not seem to be God’s plan - “no covenant with them.” But God is
protecting the land in such a way that the cities and buildings and fields are still usable
once he gives the land to Israel. We don’t always know what he is doing, but if we really
trust God, then we should trust his character enough to know that by working all things
to his glory, he at the same time is working all things to our good and for our joy in him.

But then starting in chapter 24, a second aspect of God’s holiness becomes clear. God
is always leading us towards holiness, not wealth, not riches, not really even blessing,
but more to reflect his character and glory. But as we approach God, God being holy
determines for his creatures how we get to approach him. We approach God in
worship, and what we see in this passage are the elements of a worship service
beginning in verses 1-2. 24 Then he said to Moses, “Come up to the LORD, you and
Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, and worship from

afar. ?Moses alone shall come near to the LORD, but the others shall not come near, and
the people shall not come up with him.” Right away we see Elders overseeing the
worship of God by the people and even a call to worship - Come.. to the Lord... and
worship...! Then verse 3 continues... *Moses came and told the people all the words of
the LORD and all the rules. And all the people answered with one voice and said, “All the
words that the LORD has spoken we will do.” * And Moses wrote down all the words of
the LORD. He rose early in the morning and built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and
twelve pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel. ° And he sent young men of the
people of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to
the LORD. ° And Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood
he threw against the altar. " Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read it in the
hearing of the people. And they said, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we
will be obedient.” What do we see happening here? First, we see the reading of God’s
Word. Moses isn’t giving his opinion; he is declaring to the people the Word of God, and
it is even the written Word of God. This is what we do in worship every time we open
the Bible and sing it, read it or preach it. Secondly, we see the people respond to the
Word of God with a confession of faith and a commitment to obedience. Twice in these
verses, we see the people respond by saying All the words that the LORD has spoken
we will do. This is the response we are looking for in worship everytime. In fact, worship
and obedience go hand in hand. If you come and sing, and fellowship and leave and do
not obey what you heard, then you haven’t really worshipped God in your heart. The
highest form of worship is obedience.

But there is another aspect of a worship service we see in this passage as well that
begins with the building of the altar and the blood of the sacrifice. Then verses 8-11
says, ® And Moses took the blood and threw it on the people and said, “Behold the blood
of the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words.”
®Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went
up, '®and they saw the God of Israel. There was under his feet as it were a pavement



of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. "' And he did not lay his hand on
the chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank. Finally, we
see a special meal held in the presence of God, clearly tied with the shedding of a blood
sacrifice. Does this sound familiar? 1Corinthians 11:24-25 that we read nearly every
time we share communion says, “This is my body, which is for you. Do this in
remembrance of me.” 25 --- “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often
as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” This meal in Exodus and the meal we share in
Communion remind us of the truth that we only approach God’s holiness through a
blood sacrifice. The one holy sacrifice was anticipated by animal sacrifice in Exodus, and
now through the bread and the cup we remember the holy sacrifice of Jesus Christ on
the cross. Without that shed blood, we cannot enter God’s presence. We need to be
holy, and we ARE made holy by our sins being paid for by Jesus who took the penalty
for those sins on the cross. Hebrews 13:12 says. 12 So Jesus also suffered outside the
gate in order to sanctify [Make holy] the people through his own blood.

It is after this worship service with all the people, that God then speaks personally to
Moses. Verse 12 says, ' The LORD said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain and
wait there, that | may give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment,
which | have written for their instruction.” Again we see this emphasis on the Word of
God. The Word of God is how we see the holiness of God and know how to approach
God in worship. God did not leave the people or Moses to wonder if they actually
remembered correctly what God had told them. He wrote it down for them, and now we
have God’s entire Word written down for us today. If you are not in God’s Word on a
regular basis, then how can you ever be confronted and convicted of your sin in light of
God’s holiness? How can you ever hope to get a bigger vision of God that will lead you
to worship him if you never let yourself feast on the Word of God? The image we paint
of God in our minds is too often a happy grandpa up in the sky or a spirit being just
watching us from far away. But when we turn to God’s Word, we get a glimpse of what
Moses saw as he goes up on the mountain to speak directly to God. He leaves the other
Elders of the people in charge, and in verse 16 we read, '° The glory of the LORD dwelt
on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days. And on the seventh day he called to
Moses out of the midst of the cloud. ' Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was
like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel.

'® Moses entered the cloud and went up on the mountain. And Moses was on the
mountain forty days and forty nights. To see God’s holiness in his Word is to know more
of God’s glory. We will never see this type of physical manifestation of God’s presence,
but he has given us his Word that can stir our hearts and our desires to see God’s glory
displayed in our lives and in our church in a similar way today. He allows us each week to
gather in this place and worship as the people of Israel did thousands of years ago-
where the Word of God saturates our worship, we respond in obedience, and gather at
the table of communion to celebrate our salvation. A salvation that is yours or can be
yours today through God the Son Jesus Christ who became the holy sacrifice so we
could stand holy and righteous before our holy God. And say with the angels of Isaiah
6:3, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” Let’s pray.



