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God’s Appearance on Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:1–20:21) 

The Sinai Narrative (Exod. 19–40): Story, Law and Liturgy 

A few weeks ago, we saw that the book of Exodus is not interested in the story of Israel’s 

liberation from Egypt on its own. It became clear rather, when we looked at the instruc-

tions for the Passover, the feast of unleavened bread and the consecration of the firstborn 

in Exodus 12–13, that the storyteller has a strong interest in what we called liturgy. The 

telling of the story, we said, was driven by a keen desire that the people keep the memory 

of God’s amazing intervention in their history alive; and the liturgical arrangements, 

which we also observed in the story of the manna, were designed to help them do just 

that. Now, as we move on and come to another key event in the narrative, God’s appear-

ance on Mt Sinai, we find a similar combination of materials and interests. This time, how-

ever, what we get in our text today – and indeed throughout the remainder of the book of 

Exodus – is not only a combination of story and liturgy. What we find is that story and 

liturgy are combined with yet another type of material, that of law. 

But before we take a good look at our text, let’s first note the storyteller’s precise da-

ting of the events. It’s exactly three months after the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt, we’re 

told, that they arrive in the desert of Sinai where the people camped in front of the moun-

tain (vv. 1-2). This would prove to be a truly momentous event for them. After all, the 

people had now arrived at the place where they would spend the next eleven months. 

Indeed, so important would their time at Sinai be that not only the remainder of the book 

of Exodus but also all of Leviticus and the beginning of Numbers (up to 10:11) are devoted 

to these eleven months. Once again then, just to reinforce the point, the Israelites arrive 

at Sinai in Exodus 19:1, and they do not leave this place until we get to Numbers 10:11. 

But what exactly happened at Mt Sinai? Restricting ourselves to the story told in Ex-

odus, the main events are these: 

 Israel arrives at Sinai; 

 Yahweh appears in a ‘theophany’, a term that means just that: ‘appearance of 

God’; 

 a covenant is made between God and Israel; 

 the Israelites are disobedient and disloyal to God when they construct the golden 

calf; 

 God punishes the people; 

 but the covenant is renewed and arrangements are made so God can be present 

among them. 
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This, as I said, is the story in a nutshell, but since so many other materials have been 

added, the story thread is rather easily missed. However, Terence Fretheim has provided 

a helpful outline of the entire Sinai section (Exod. 19–40), which illustrates how story, 

law and liturgy have been combined in these chapters (1991, p. 202): 

 
Fretheim’s outline helps us to see, for instance, that, as far as the story goes (the parts 

displayed in blue), Exodus 32 follows on immediately from the end of Exodus 24, just as 

that chapter connects with Exodus 20:21. It is helpful to be aware of this if we are to get 

a better grasp of the story itself. Indeed, you may find it helpful to read the story without 

the intervening materials in order to better appreciate its twists and turns. That said, the 

other sections, the laws (shown in red) and the liturgical material regarding the taber-

nacle (displayed in green), are hardly less important. Quite the opposite, in fact, or else 

the storyteller would hardly have interrupted what is quite a powerful and poignant story 

in order to include them all. 

We’re almost ready now to move on to Exodus 19–20, but before we do so, there’s 

another comment that I need to make. Today’s session is called ‘God’s Appearance on 

Mount Sinai’, a title that reflects quite accurately what I wish to focus on. It’s the the-

ophany, the appearance of God itself, that I would like us to look at. This means, however, 

that we are going to skip Exodus 20:1-17, the section that contains the Ten Command-

ments. In an ideal world, we should of course include those verses, but not only does the 

theophany give us more than enough material, we’ve also already commented on two of 

the Ten Commandments in our previous sessions. As you may recall, I pointed out that 

the prohibition against ‘false testimony against your neighbour’ (20:16) is not about lying 

in general but about the giving of false testimony in court. And in our last session, we took 

the time to discuss the Sabbath commandment in some detail, as this was prefigured in 

the story of the manna. So rather than to spend any more time on what is, after all, quite 

a well-known text anyway, I thought it more useful and also more important to look at a 

less familiar text from Israel’s laws, which is what we are going to do next time. 
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Be Ready (Exod. 19:1-15) 

So the Israelites were about to meet the God who had called Moses to lead them out of 

Egypt. But that wasn’t going to be straightforward. They couldn’t meet God face to face, 

after all, because, as we saw in one of our earlier sessions, no-one may see God and live 

(33:20). Nor could they meet God unprepared; they had to get ready for that momentous 

encounter. As God himself is heard saying in our story: ‘be ready by the third day’ (v. 11). 

In leading the Israelites to Mount Sinai, Moses had brought them to the place where 

he had met God in that burning bush many months earlier, the place where he had at-

tempted to argue himself out of the job that he was now carrying out. Having lost that 

argument, Moses now does exactly what God had told him to do: ‘when you have brought 

the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain’ (3:12). And Moses is keen 

that the Israelites meet God as soon as possible, for the text implies that he rushes up the 

mountain on the very day that they arrive at Mt Sinai. This is a little obscured by the sto-

ryteller’s comments in v. 2, which add details about the route that the people had taken, 

but even more so by NIV’s rather unspecific ‘then Moses went up to God’ (v. 3). Leaving 

aside the details regarding their route, the text says, ‘in the third month of the Israelites’ 

coming out of the land of Egypt, on that very day they came to the wilderness of Sinai, … 

and Moses went up to God’ (see Durham, 1987, p. 261) – straightaway, it would appear. 

Moses’ eagerness to meet God is matched by God himself, who immediately calls out 

to him from the mountain (v. 3). As John Durham notes, ‘Yahweh is as eager for Moses 

and Israel to arrive at Sinai as they are to get there’ (1987, p. 261). God’s following words, 

in vv. 4-6, have been described by Durham as ‘a poetic summary of covenant theology’ 

(Durham, 1987, p. 261). Some have suggested that they may have been part of an annual 

liturgical event in which the covenant between God and Israel was celebrated and per-

haps also renewed. God begins by summarising what he has done for his people up to this 

point. This includes three distinct aspects or phases: 

1. ‘what I did to Egypt’: this is about God’s actions in the story of the Egyptian 

plagues, the actual exodus itself and the miraculous deliverance of the Israelites 

during the crossing of the sea; 

2. ‘how I carried you on eagles’ wings’: while that beautifully poetic phrase may not 

be entirely clear in itself, following the logic of the story, it must refer to God’s 

guidance and provision of the people during their time in the wilderness en route 

from Egypt to Sinai; 

3. ‘and brought you to myself’: this emphasises the fact that God had indeed suc-

ceeded in bringing the people to Mt Sinai as had been his intention all along. 
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The question now is how the people would respond to all that. During their three months 

in the wilderness, the Israelites had not always excelled at trusting God and being obedi-

ent to him, as we saw when we looked at the story of the manna and the quail. But the 

covenant of which God speaks (v. 5) can only be a covenant if it is mutually agreed upon. 

And so God attempts to cajole the people into responding in an appropriate way: ‘now if 

you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured 

possession’. 

God’s words are not a command; they are not even the offer of a ‘choice between obe-

dience or disobedience’, as has sometimes been suggested (see e.g. Muilenburg, 1959, p. 

353). Rather, the Israelites are told that they can bind themselves to God by keeping the 

covenant, if they so wish, in which case they are to benefit. No punishment is threatened 

in case the people are not willing to make such a commitment. And it may be important 

to point out that God is not calling for blind obedience either, because the required obe-

dience grows out of the special relationship between Israel and God that had existed for 

some time. 

Durham suggests that Israel’s agreement would mean the birth of ‘Israel’ as God’s 

people (1987, p. 262). According to him, it is only at this point, with Israel deliberately 

and self-consciously deciding to obey God’s words and thus enter into the covenant, that 

Israel as a community of faith comes into existence. However, Fretheim is right to dispute 

this, arguing that the ‘covenant at Sinai does not establish the relationship between Israel 

and God’ (1991, pp. 208-209) because that relationship has been assumed throughout 

the story. The Israelites are already ‘my [that is, God’s] people’; they are already part of 

the covenant relationship that God, who has repeatedly been called the God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob (3:6, 15-16; 4:5), had established with their ances-

tors. 

In fact, it was that very relationship that had been the reason for God’s intervention 

on behalf of his people, leading them out of Egypt and in the direction of Canaan in order 

to fulfil the ancient promises that he had made to their forefathers Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob. When God, in v. 5, speaks of ‘my covenant’, he has exactly the same covenant in 

mind as the one that was referred to in 6:4-5: ‘I also established my covenant with them 

to give them the land of Canaan’. Fretheim therefore concludes that, rather than being a 

new covenant, ‘the covenant at Sinai is a specific covenant within the context of the Abra-

hamic covenant’ (1991, p. 209). What is new and highly significant is that Israel as a whole 

community is now invited to respond to God in the same way that Abraham had re-

sponded to him all those years ago. 

If the people do so, if they agree to keep the covenant, they will be God’s ‘treasured 

possession’. The Hebrew text, which uses only one word here ( הסְ  גֻלָּ  segullah), speaks of a 

peculiar treasure or a valued property, something that was to be very special to God. In 
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addition, the Israelites would also be a ‘kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (v. 6). What 

does that mean? In connection with the idea that the whole earth belongs to God (v. 5), 

the concept of Israel as a ‘kingdom of priests’ indicates that they were meant to be medi-

ators of God’s presence in the world. Fretheim comments that ‘all the people of God, not 

just the clergy’, are to be such mediators (1991, p. 212). It is in and through every single 

one of them that God was to be seen and experienced in this world. 

And the people are to be mediators of God’s knowledge as a ‘holy nation’, as a people 

that had been set apart from everyone else and therefore was to be different from all 

other peoples. Israel as a whole was to be, as Durham puts it, ‘a showcase to the world of 

how being in covenant with Yahweh changes a people’ (1987, p. 263). The covenant and 

Israel’s law need to be understood in precisely this light: Israel is to obey the law and 

keep the covenant not for its own sake but for the sake of the world. It’s a perspective 

that, many centuries later, would be applied to the church, the people of the new cove-

nant. As 1 Peter 2:9 says: ‘you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 

people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of 

darkness into his wonderful light’. 

Back in our text, Moses now summons the elders as the representatives of the people 

and passes God’s words on to them (v. 7). The people, in turn, having presumably been 

instructed by the elders (the text does not spell this out), make the desired response: ‘we 

will do everything the LORD has said’ (v. 8). When Moses then feeds their reply back to 

God, he paves the way for one of the Old Testament’s most poignant moments. 

In vv. 9-15, the Israelites are told to prepare for what is going to be a truly unique 

divine appearance. As Fretheim notes, ‘this is the only instance in the Old Testament 

where the gathered community is confronted with such a direct experience of God, hear-

ing God speak without an intermediary’ (1991, p. 214). There are quite a few stories that 

speak of God appearing to individuals – Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Elijah, to name just a few 

– but Fretheim is right: this is the only time that God appears to his people as a whole. 

But before we get to this, God is concerned to strengthen Moses’ position as their 

leader: ‘I am going to come to you in a dense cloud, so that the people will hear me speak-

ing with you and will always put their trust in you’ (v. 9). The reason for God’s concern is 

the Israelites’ repeated quarrels with Moses over lack of food and water, first at Marah 

(15:22-25), then in the wilderness of Sin (16:1-36), then again at Rephidim, renamed by 

Moses into ‘Massah and Meribah’, meaning ‘test and quarrel’ (17:1-7). Indeed, the story 

of the Israelites’ wilderness wanderings from their escape from Egypt to their arrival at 

Sinai reads like a tale of unceasing quarrel. No wonder God is concerned about it. And so 

he intends to make sure that the people hear him speak to Moses so they would trust their 

leader from now on. Unfortunately, subsequent developments, as told especially in the 

book of Numbers, will prove this to be a vain hope. Moses, however, seems hopeful at this 



God’s Appearance on Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:1–20:21) (Karl Möller) 

6 

point. And so he tells God again what the people had said (v. 9), that they would do eve-

rything that God had told them to do (v. 8). 

In any case, if they were to meet God, then they needed to prepare for such a momen-

tous encounter (v. 10). Moses therefore is to consecrate them, to ‘set them apart for holi-

ness’ (ׁש  qiddash), as Durham puts it (1987, p. 264). This may have involved all sorts of ִקדַּ

preparations, but what is explicitly mentioned is that the people were to wash their 

clothes (v. 10) and abstain from sexual intercourse (v. 15). 

While clean clothes are more likely to make sense to us, the requirement to have no 

sexual intercourse prior to meeting God probably requires an explanation. Leviticus 

15:16-18 indicates that people were unclean for a while after sexual intercourse. ‘When 

a man lies with a woman and there is an emission of semen, both must bathe with water, 

and they will be unclean till evening’ (Lev. 15:18). But why? The text does not spell out 

the reasons, which has led to all kinds of speculations. The answer is probably complex, 

having to do with Israelite attitudes to group identity and boundaries amongst other 

things, but it seems likely that these regulations need to be understood against the con-

text of ancient Near Eastern religious customs, which included various fertility rites and 

temple prostitution. This is what laws such as this one are meant to repudiate. Far from 

facilitating access to the divine, in Israel, sexual intercourse made both partners unclean 

for a while (see Wenham, 1979, pp. 222-224). And so the people were to abstain in order 

to be ready for the third day (vv. 11, 15), because on that day God would ‘come down on 

Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people’ (v. 11). A unique event indeed! 

Moses, for his part, is to mark off Mt Sinai, which is to be out of bounds for the people 

(vv. 12-13). Fretheim points to the significance of this when he remarks that the moun-

tain ‘is … treated like the Holy of Holies’ (1991, p. 217). Even to touch its very edge is 

strictly forbidden and punishable by death. If anyone has touched the mountain and 

needs to be punished, they must not, under any circumstances, be touched by others but 

must be stoned or shot with arrows (v. 13). To us, such instructions are foreign and diffi-

cult to understand. What is clear is that God’s holiness, his separateness, is closely 

guarded. Some believe that behind these instructions stands the idea that holiness, much 

like uncleanness, is infectious and thus constitutes a danger to anyone forbidden to have 

contact with the holy object (see Durham, 1987, pp. 264-265). Fretheim rejects this, how-

ever, pointing out that the notion of someone being ‘“infected” with holiness’ does not 

appear anywhere in the Bible (1991, p. 217). He understands the drawing of boundaries 

in the light of vv. 21-24 instead (p. 218). There the people are explicitly warned not to 

‘force their way through to see the LORD’ (v. 21). The issue for Fretheim is seeing God. As 

we said before, no-one may see God and live (33:20). 
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Moses then comes down from the mountain to carry out what God had told him (vv. 

14-15). He consecrates the people, who wash their clothes, and tells them to prepare for 

the third day and abstain from sexual intercourse. 

The LORD Descended to the Top of Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:16-25) 

Then the big moment arrives. God arrives! It’s the decisive and central event in the book 

of Exodus. Everything that happened up to now was leading up to it. Everything that’s 

going to happen from now on needs to be understood in its light. 

Earlier on, the Israelites had been urged to get ready for the third day. Now we un-

derstand why that had been so important, because God appears right on schedule, at the 

break of day. And what an appearance this is. There is thunder and lightning, an impene-

trable cloud over the mountain, a very loud trumpet blast (v. 16). There is smoke billow-

ing up from Mt Sinai ‘like smoke from a furnace’. The whole mountain trembles violently 

(v. 17); and the sound of the trumpet grows louder and louder (v. 18). To say that it must 

have been an amazing event is a bit of an understatement. It was terrifying. ‘Everyone in 

the camp trembled’, we read (v. 16). But let’s take a step back, let’s watch from a safe 

distance, as it were, and see what’s going on. 

The storm and fire imagery in vv. 16-19 is the typical imagery that appears time and 

again in the Old Testament when the writers talk about a theophany, an appearance of 

God. The trumpet blast found in English translations is the piercing sound of a ram’s horn, 

the shofar. Durham suggests that it was this sound, which in our text is not man-made – 

no-one is said to have blown the shofar –, that would have prevented the people from 

concluding that what they were witnessing was a mere thunderstorm (1987, p. 270). Sub-

sequently, in Israel’s worship the sounding of the shofar indicated God’s presence (2 Sam. 

6:15; Ps. 47:5); and it appears that it was the memory of this fearful sound at Sinai that 

led to this practice (see Durham, 1987, p. 271). 

In our text, the sound, together with the other frightening phenomena, is clearly taken 

by Moses and the Israelites as a sign of God’s presence, making the people tremble with 

fear. The shofar is also the signal indicating that they may now approach (see v. 13). And 

so Moses, wasting no time, immediately leads them to their encounter with God, although, 

in line with God’s instructions, he makes sure to station the Israelites at the foot of the 

mountain (v. 17). It is at this point that the experience intensifies. My earlier summary 

had not quite done justice to these gradual developments. To begin with, there were thun-

der and lightning, a thick cloud over the mountain and a very loud blast of the shofar (v. 

16). When the people arrive at the foot of Mt Sinai (v. 18), they find it entirely wrapped 

in smoke caused by God’s descent upon it in fire. It has sometimes been suggested that 

what the people were witnessing was the eruption of a volcano, but that’s not the image 

conjured up by our text. As Samuel Terrien has pointed out, the fire is descending upon 
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the mountain rather than rising up from it. It is moving in the wrong direction for a vol-

cano (1978, p. 153). Durham comments (1987, p. 271) that 

the fire is the fire of Yahweh’s Presence; the smoke is the thick blinding smoke of Isaiah’s 
vision (Isa. 6:4), the purpose of which is to obscure what man cannot look upon and live; and 
the violent quaking of the mountain is the upheaval of the natural world that always accom-
panies Yahweh’s coming. 

All the while, the sound of the ram’s horn keeps increasing (v. 19). What can this mean 

but that it is moving closer? And that in turn can only mean that God has finally come; he 

must be close at hand. Durham once again captures the effect of the text well when he 

says that ‘the purpose … is to present an atmosphere electric with Yahweh’s Presence’ 

(1987, p. 271). But it is important that the people be protected from that presence. We 

already saw that God’s instructions to Moses in vv. 10-13 were designed to keep the Isra-

elites at a safe distance. But God, too, takes appropriate steps to ensure their safety. For 

what other purpose would the thick cloud (v. 16) serve but to conceal God’s face from 

those who were witnessing this terrifying encounter from a safe distance? 

This then takes us to vv. 20-25, in which Moses is found trekking up and down the 

mountain. These verses have caused commentators some sleepless nights, since they ap-

pear to disturb the flow of the narrative. The best solution is to treat them as some kind 

of interlude, some further preparations before the big moment, which is God speaking to 

Moses in the hearing of the people. The picture that emerges in v. 17-19 is that of Moses 

and the Israelites gathered at the foot of Mt Sinai, while God has descended upon it. Moses 

then addresses God (v. 19) – we’re not told what he said – and is answered by God in a 

‘voice’ ( קוְ  לב   beqol). This happens in the presence of the Israelites, because God, we re-

member from v. 9, was keen for the people to hear him speak to Moses so that they would 

trust their leader from now on. 

What did God say to Moses? We have to wait until the beginning of Exodus 20 to find 

out. When the storyteller finally informs us that ‘God spoke all these words’ (20:1), we 

discover that they are historic ones, words that are familiar to all of us as the Ten Com-

mandments (20:2-17). What is perhaps less widely known is that these words, the Ten 

Commandments, were spoken by God to Moses in the hearing of all the people. This is 

clear not only from the logic of the story up to this point, but also from the people’s reac-

tion in v. 19. Utterly terrified by the whole experience, the Israelites demand that Moses 

speak to them in future, not God, because they can’t cope with such a close encounter with 

the deity. ‘Speak to us yourself and we will listen’, they say, ‘but do not have God speak to 

us or we will die’. 

Exodus 20:1 thus connects directly with 19:19, leaving us with that interlude in 

19:20-25 we mentioned before. With everyone assembled at the foot of the mountain, 

God calls Moses up into the mountain in order to reinforce his warning that the people 

must not under any circumstances come any closer and look at him: ‘Go down and warn 
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the people so they do not force their way through to see the LORD and many of them per-

ish’ (v. 21). Even the priests, whose job it is to approach God on the people’s behalf, 

though not, it has to be said, on this occasion (see v. 24), must consecrate themselves 

before entering into God’s presence (v. 22). Moses, in any case, replies that they knew all 

this already, having been warned by God before (see v. 12), and that no-one can get close 

anyway because of the limits that have been put up (v. 23). However, God is adamant that 

he warn the people again, insisting that no-one must force their way through the barriers 

(v. 24). And so Moses trots down the mountain again to tell the assembled Israelites (v. 

25). Why had the additional warning become necessary? Fretheim suggests that God’s 

arrival and everything that went with it might have led to a situation that could have very 

easily got out of control. He speaks of heightened possibilities for disorder and chaos 

(1991, p. 220). Durham similarly thinks that the excitement caused by God’s visit might 

have led to ‘an understandable desire to see’ (1987, p. 272). 

The entire episode in vv. 20-25 clearly serves to strengthen Moses’ leadership posi-

tion as well as his role as intermediary, as he alone is allowed to cross the consecrated 

boundary. Fretheim even suggests that the theophany itself, God’s very appearance in 

clouds, smoke, fire and thunder, served no other purpose than to impress on the Israel-

ites’ minds that what Moses said came directly from God (1991, p. 215). This may seem 

surprising at first, but it is entirely in line with God’s earlier words in v. 9. ‘I am going to 

come to you in a dense cloud’, God had said in that verse, ‘so that the people will hear me 

speaking with you and will always put their trust in you’. 

Fretheim’s suggestion is confirmed by another episode in Exodus 24:9-11 where sev-

enty-four of Israel’s leaders ‘saw the God of Israel’ without any such earth-shattering phe-

nomena. God, it would seem, could appear without all those special effects. Indeed, on 

that other occasion no-one shows any sign of fear and no precautions are taken to ensure 

that the elders would not come to any harm. Not only did they see God; they apparently 

were being entertained by him. They ate and drank, we read (24:11). 

Clearly then what we get in Exodus 19 is a special display, some kind of show put on 

by God with the express purpose of strengthening Moses’ leadership position. This is 

something that God had been particularly concerned about, and it is no wonder given the 

people’s constant bickering en route to Mt Sinai. God’s concern to strengthen Moses’ po-

sition as the indisputable leader of his people also explains the treatment of the priests 

whose normal ministry, as we said, requires that they draw near to God. On this occasion, 

however, just like everyone else, they are not allowed to cross the boundaries set up by 

Moses. 

There is a small, puzzling detail in v. 24 where God tells Moses to ‘go down and bring 

Aaron up with you’. What might this mean, given that Moses is not coming back up, being 

supposed to stay at the foot of the mountain together with the rest of the Israelites? As I 
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said, this is puzzling, unless it refers to Moses’ next visit, for which we have to wait until 

24:1 when, having received a good chunk of Israel’s laws, Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu and 

seventy of Israel’s elders are summoned up to God. However, while that event involves 

Aaron, it also features others besides him who are not mentioned in 19:24, and so the 

comment remains somewhat mysterious. 

The People Remained at a Distance (Exod. 20:18-21) 

This then takes us to our concluding verses in 20:18-21, having skipped the Ten Com-

mandments in 20:1-17. We saw that God had been keen to boost Moses’ position as Is-

rael’s leader. Now we discover that his plan has paid off – at least for now, for at the end 

of our story, the Israelites themselves, unable to cope and driven by God’s direct speaking, 

together with the accompanying natural phenomena, to fear and trembling, beg for Mo-

ses’ mediation. 

The special effects of the previous chapter all reappear: the thunder and lightning, the 

unnerving sound of the shofar and the billowing smoke (v. 18). The people are terrified. 

Not only do they tremble with fear; far from being tempted to break through the bound-

aries, they seem to retreat further and further. They ‘stood at a distance’, the NRSV says 

(NIV’s ‘stayed at a distance’ is a little misleading, giving the impression that this is where 

they had been all along). The Israelites’ words to Moses confirm their panic (v. 19). ‘You 

speak to us’, they literally say. The ‘you’ here is emphatic. In Hebrew the personal pro-

noun ‘you’ is not required, being implied in the form of the verb. Here, however, it is used 

for emphasis. ‘You speak to us’, they say, ‘we’ll listen, we promise, just make sure that God 

doesn’t speak to us ever again, or we shall die’. I’m paraphrasing, of course, but only 

slightly. The Israelites’ fright is palpable in their words. 

Moses seeks to reassure them (v. 20), and his response is a play on the word ‘fear’. It 

is best translated ‘fear not, for God has come to test you and to put the fear of him before 

you’. As Fretheim notes, ‘the proper response to what God has said and done is not fright 

but reverence’ (1991, p. 216). Durham similarly suggests that the theophany, God’s ap-

pearance on Mt Sinai, was meant to be ‘a gift, not that they might be afraid of [him], but 

that they might have reverence for him’ (1987, p. 304). And the point of such reverence 

is that the people would not sin. The idea is not that they would be entirely sinless but 

rather that the fear of the LORD, which plays an important role in the Old Testament wis-

dom books, such as Proverbs or Job, would enable the Israelites to maintain a right rela-

tionship with God. As again Fretheim puts it, ‘the fear of God … provides the relational 

grounding for obedience’ (1991, p. 216). And that, it would seem, is what the whole ex-

perience was all about. 

Interestingly, the Israelites do not respond to Moses. Apparently still frightened, they 

remain at a distance, letting him get on with things. And so, at the end of our text, Israel’s 
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leader is seen approaching that thick darkness again (v. 21), the darkness in which God 

was to be found. 

I began tonight’s session by stressing that the book of Exodus features not only stories 

but liturgical sections and law collections as well. Having skipped the Ten Command-

ments in order to focus on the theophany in Exodus 19–20, we still haven’t even begun 

to do justice to Exodus as a book of law. However, we shall rectify this next time, at least 

to an extent, by looking at some laws regarding bodily injuries in 21:18-36, which, once 

again, you might like to read in preparation for our session. 

Sources 

Durham, J. I. (1987) Exodus. Waco, TX: Word (Word Biblical Commentary, 3). 

Fretheim, T. E. (1991) Exodus. Louisville, KY: John Knox Press (Interpretation: A Bible 

Commentary for Teaching and Preaching). 

Muilenburg, J. (1959) ‘The Form and Structure of the Covenantal Formulations’, Vetus 

Testamentum 9, pp. 347-365. 

Terrien, S. (1978) The Elusive Presence: Toward a New Biblical Theology. San Francisco: 

Harper & Row (Religious Perspectives, 26). 

Wenham, G. J. (1979) The Book of Leviticus. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans (The New Inter-

national Commentary on the Old Testament, 3). 


