
Freed to Live in the Presence of God: 
A Study of the Book of Exodus



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



• Israel arrives at Sinai

• Yahweh appears in a ‘theophany’

• 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

• the covenant is renewed and arrangements are 
made so God can be present among his people
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God’s Appearance on Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:1–20:21)



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 …

(vv. 1-3)

Portrait of Moses (St Catherine’s 
Monastery, Sinai 13th C.)



‘Yahweh is as eager for 
Moses and Israel to 
arrive at Sinai as they 
are to get there.’



Egyptian plagues, exodus, sea crossing

guidance and provision in wilderness

bringing people to Mt Sinai

(Exod. 19:4)



special to God

mediators of God’s 
presence in the world

a showcase to the world

(Exod. 19:5-6)

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 dark-
ness into his 
wonderful light.

(1 Peter 2:9)



Jean-Léon Gérôme, Moses on Mount Sinai (1895-1900)

I am going to come to 
you in a dense cloud, 
so that the people will 
hear me speaking 
with you and will 
always put their trust 
in you (Exod. 19:9)



The moun-
tain ‘is … 
treated like 
the Holy of 
Holies’.

Terence E. Fretheim



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



• thunder and lightning

• an impenetrable cloud

• a very loud trumpet blast

• smoke billowing up from Mt 
Sinai ‘like smoke from a 
furnace’

• the mountain trembles violently

• the sound of the trumpet grows 
louder and louder

• ‘everyone in the camp trembled’



‘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 
accompanies Yahweh’s coming.’



‘an atmosphere 
electric with 
Yahweh’s 
Presence’



Marc Chagall, Moses Receiving the Tablets of Law (1966)

Speak to us 
yourself and we 
will listen, but do 
not have God 
speak to us or we 
will die.

(Exod. 20:19)



I am going to come to 
you in a dense cloud, 
so that the people will 
hear me speaking 
with you and will 
always put their trust 
in you (Exod. 19:9)



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



You speak 
to us …
(Exod. 20:19)



Fear not, for God 
has come to test 
you and to put the 
fear of him before 
you.

(Exod. 20:20)

‘The proper 
response to what 
God has said and 
done is not fright
but reverence.’




