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!
“THE TRUE WORSHIP OF GOD”!!

I. Introduction !
A. Today we move into a new section in our study of the book of Exodus, a 

section that runs through the end of chapter 23.  !
1. This section is known as “the Book of the Covenant” because this is 

the name that it is given in Exodus 24:7.  !
2. The Book of the Covenant applies the Ten Commandments to a 

variety of circumstances in daily life.  !
3. It deals with the ownership of slaves, property rights, the use of 

capital punishment, and other matters.  !
4. It is not an exhaustive list of all of the applications of the moral law, 

but it provides examples of case law from which many other 
applications can be drawn.  !

5. While it is true that the moral code that is set forth in these chapters 
was given to address the situation of Israelite society at that time, it 
also contains general principles that are just as applicable today.  !

B. As was typical with other ancient law codes, the Book of the Covenant 
begins with instructions about the sanctuary of the deity.  !
1. The first thing that God wants his people to be clear about is how 

he is to be worshipped.  !
2. This underscores the fact that worship should be at the very top of 

our list of priorities.  !
3. As we study this text today, we are going to consider three 

important lessons that it teaches about the true worship of God.  !
4. First, it teaches us that true worship is Word-centered.  !
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5. Second, it shows us that true worship is based upon God’s gracious 
provision.  !

6. And third, it tells us that we need to be aware of the danger of 
profaning worship.  !

II. Word-Centered Worship !
A. We begin by looking at verses 22 and 23, where we see that true worship is 

Word-centered.  !
1. The Lord instructs Moses to tell the people, “You have seen for 

yourselves that I have talked with you from heaven.”  !
2. Doesn’t that sound a little strange?  !
3. You would expect God to say that they heard him speak to them, 

but he says that they saw him speak to them. !
4. Even though the Lord’s descent upon Sinai was accompanied by 

the visible phenomena of fire, lightning, smoke, and cloud, God 
was not seen in any of those things.  !

5. He was seen when people heard him speak.  !
B. We see something similar to this at the end of the book of Job, where Job 

tells God, “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye 
sees you.” (Job 42:5)  !
1. The interesting thing about that statement is that Job did not 

literally see God.  !
2. God never appeared to Job.  !
3. He spoke to him out of the whirlwind.  !
4. Yet Job says, “now my eye sees you.” !
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5. The reason why Job could say that is the same reason why God 
says that the Israelites saw that he spoke to them. !

6. Both of these passages show us that we see God by listening to his 
Word. !

C. Consider what this means for you as a Christian.  !
1. The fact that you have heard the gospel and responded to it in faith 

means that you have seen God.  !
2. You have seen God just as surely as if you had been present when 

God came down on Mount Sinai in fire, lightning, and smoke.  !
3. God did not call the Israelites’ attention to what they saw with their 

eyes but to what they heard with their ears.  !
4. It is not by the eye but by the ear that we come to see and know the 

living God.  !
5. In the words of Martin Luther, “the ears alone are the organ of the 

Christian man.” [cited in Horton, The Christian Faith, 94]  !
6. Luther said this because biblical religion consistently focuses upon 

the ear rather than the eye.  !
7. The other religions of the ancient world were highly visual in 

nature.  !
8. When the Roman general Titus conquered Jerusalem A.D. 70 and 

entered into the Most Holy Place, he was shocked to discover that 
the Jews did not have an image of their God in their temple.  !

9. In the first few centuries A.D., pagans accused their Christian 
neighbors of being atheists because they did not worship a visual 
representation of their God.  !
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10. For the ancients, if you didn’t worship an image of a god, then you 
must not believe in any god.  !

D. We may look upon such a mindset as primitive, but modern people are 
just as inclined to exalt the eye over the ear.  !
1. Naturalistic scientists claim that their beliefs are entirely based 

upon empirical evidence, evidence that can be seen.  !
2. Public figures rely upon crafting an image in order to gain a 

following.  !
3. News programs continually focus upon stories that are spectacular 

in nature.  !
4. People are much more interested in seeing than in listening.  !
5. This is one of the things that makes the gospel seem so implausible 

to people in our culture.  !
6. Why bother to listen when you can see?  !
7. This is an example of how “the word of the cross is folly to those 

who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of 
God.” (1 Cor. 1:18)  !

E. Another thing to note in our text is that God says that he talked with the 
Israelites “from heaven”, not from Sinai.  !
1. This points to God’s transcendence and invisibility.  !
2. While God did use the physical phenomena at Sinai to teach the 

people something about his greatness and power, his presence was 
not located on that mountain.  !

3. God is spiritual and hence invisible in nature.  !
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4. This is why he forbade the Israelites from worshipping him 
through images of silver and gold.  !

5. We must not represent God in any visible form, not even if we use 
the most precious materials to create images.  !

6. Any attempt to depict God is to limit him and bring him down to 
the level of his creatures.  !

F. The fact that God is a spirit means that we cannot comprehend him apart 
from his self-revelation.  !
1. We need God to mediate his presence to us by his Word.  !
2. God has done this by speaking to us through Christ the incarnate 

Word and by giving us his inscripturated Word that bears witness 
to Christ.  !

3. As John says in the opening chapter of his Gospel, “No one has 
ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has 
made him known.” (Jn. 1:18)  !

4. True worship is centered upon God’s Word because the only way 
we can see God is by listening to his voice.  !

III. God’s Gracious Provision for Worship !
A. This brings us to verse 24, where we are told about God’s gracious 

provision for worship.  !
1. In verse 23, God told the Israelites how not to worship.  !
2. Here in verse 24 he tells them how to worship.  !
3. And the focus is upon the altar.  !
4. Why do you think that God an altar would be such a key element 

in the worship of God? !
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5. Think about the purpose of an altar.  !
6. An altar is used for sacrifice.  !
7. An altar is necessary because of sin.  !
8. Sin is the barrier that keeps us from the true worship of God, and 

we cannot overcome this barrier by our own efforts.  !
9. The only way sinful people can enter into the presence of the holy 

God is if he provides a sacrificial substitute to make atonement for 
our transgressions.  !

10. In the words of the writer of Hebrews, “without the shedding of 
blood there is no forgiveness of sins.” (Heb. 9:22)  !

11. This is why the altar figures so prominently in Israel’s worship.  !
B. God refers to the places where his people will worship him as the places 

where he causes his name to be remembered.  !
1. One thing that is interesting about this part of our passage is that it 

differs with something that is said later in the Pentateuch.  !
2. In Deuteronomy 12, as the Israelites are preparing to enter into the 

Promised Land, they are given this command:  “you shall seek the 
place that the LORD your God will choose out of all your tribes to 
put his name and make his habitation there.” (Deut. 12:5)  !

3. Do you see the difference with our passage?  !
4. Our passage speaks of “every place” where God causes his name to 

be remembered, but Deuteronomy speaks of “the place” that the 
Lord will choose as the location of the sanctuary.  !

5. As you might imagine, this is the sort of thing that is jumped on by 
people who want to prove the unreliability of the Bible, like the 
author of that recent cover story in Newsweek magazine.  !
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6. Such people will point to a difference like this and say, ‘See, the 
Bible contradicts itself.  It can’t really be the Word of God.’  !

7. The problem with that argument is that it fails to do justice to the 
different contexts in which these commands were given.  !

8. In Exodus, God is dealing with the construction of provisional 
altars, like the ones that Noah and the patriarchs set up in Genesis.  !

9. Provisional altars were the only kind of altars that a pilgrim people 
would be able to set up.  !

10. But in Deuteronomy, where the Israelites were being prepared to 
enter into the land of Canaan, God told them that there would be 
one central sanctuary.  !

11. There is no contradiction between these passages because each is 
addressing a different situation.  !

C. The important thing to note is what these two passages have in common.  !
1. Whether the place of worship was temporary or permanent, 

worship was only to be offered at God’s appointed place.  !
2. God caused his name to be remembered at the place of his 

choosing.  !
3. God only came to bless his people at the place that he appointed.  !
4. This shows us that we cannot draw near to God on our own terms.  !
5. True worship is on God’s terms.  !

D. God refers to two kinds of sacrifices that would be offered on the altar:  
burnt offerings and peace offerings.  !
1. Other kinds of offerings are discussed later in the Pentateuch, but 

these two are the most basic kinds.  !
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2. In the burnt offering, the entire animal was consumed by fire.  !
3. It had to be a perfect animal, an animal without any defects.  !
4. You couldn’t just bring the Lord the animals from your flock that 

you didn’t want.  !
5. It was a costly sacrifice.  !
6. Every time a burnt offering was sacrificed, the worshipper was 

reminded that he deserved what was happening to his animal.  !
7. He deserved to be utterly consumed by the flames of God’s wrath.  !
8. By providing the burnt offering, the Lord showed his people that 

he was going to provide a substitute to bear the judgment that they 
deserved.  !

E. The peace offering was different than the burnt offering.  !
1. In the peace offering, only a portion of the animal was given to the 

Lord in sacrifice.  !
2. The remainder was eaten by the worshippers and the priests.  !
3. It was a communion meal, a meal that signified that the Lord had 

made a way for his people to enjoy fellowship with him.  !
4. God gave the peace offering to assure his people that they had been 

reconciled to him through his gracious provision.  !
F. While the altar figured so prominently in Old Testament worship, altars 

are not a part of true worship today.  !
1. Roman Catholics have altars in their sanctuaries because they 

believe that Christ is sacrificed whenever the Mass is celebrated.  !
2. But Reformed Protestants see that as a direct contradiction to the 

Bible’s teaching that Christ offered himself up as a once for all 
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sacrifice when he died on the cross.  !
3. Jesus has secured the reality that was foreshadowed by Israel’s 

burnt offerings and peace offerings.  !
4. As the sacrificial substitute who bore God’s wrath in our place, he 

has made propitiation for our sins.  !
5. When we participate in Jesus’ broken body and shed blood by faith, 

we enjoy peace with God.  !
IV. The Danger of Profaning Worship !

A. This brings us to our third and final point:  the danger of profaning 
worship.  !
1. Here I want to briefly address two parts of this passage that may 

seem a bit peculiar to us.  !
2. First, God told the Israelites that they could only build their 

provisional altars out of earth or uncut stone.  !
3. God did not want them to get creative.  !
4. The building material for the altar was restricted to what had been 

provided directly by God.  !
5. The point of this was to warn them against thinking that they could 

make any contribution that would enhance the sacrifices that were 
offered on the altar.  !

6. Later, when God instructed them to build a more elaborate altar, he 
was the one who determined what it would look like.  !

7. The lesson that we should derive from this is that our creativity 
cannot make our worship more acceptable to God.  !

8. If we think that it can, then we are actually profaning worship.  !
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9. This is why the Reformed tradition has consistently said that true 
worship should be characterized by simplicity.  !

10. True worship is not fancy or ornate.  !
11. God wants us to focus our attention upon him, not upon what we 

have to offer.  !
B. The other thing in this passage that might seem a bit odd to us is the 

Lord’s statement about not using steps so that their nakedness would not 
be exposed.  !
1. The reason why this was mentioned is because ritual nakedness 

and cult prostitution were common features of pagan worship.  !
2. The Israelites were not to be like the people of the world in this 

regard.  !
3. True worship is spiritual, not sensual.  !
4. This was a lesson that the Israelites needed to hear, as the episode 

with the golden calf would soon reveal.  !
C. The idea of ritual nakedness in worship may seem very foreign to us 

today, but we need to be careful that we do not embrace the sensibilities of 
our sex-crazed culture.  !
1. It should not be surprising to us that ancient people mingled sex 

and religion.  !
2. If religion is a matter of what holds your heart, then there is no 

disputing the fact that many people in our world are bowing down 
to the god of sex.  !

3. Many people in our world look to sex for fulfillment and even for 
their sense of identity.  !

4. As Christians, we certainly affirm the goodness of sex when it is 
enjoyed as God intends, but we have to remember that sex is not 
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the most important thing in life.  !
5. This is why God was so careful to communicate to the Israelites 

that sex was to be kept entirely distinct from their worship.  !
V. Conclusion !

A. This opening section of the Book of the Covenant reminds us that the goal 
of our redemption is for God to be glorified in our worship.  !

B. God brings us into a saving relationship with himself in order that we 
might offer him the worship that is his due and that is our chief end.  !

C. The whole point of knowing God is to worship him.  !
D. May God help us to see the loveliness of his dwelling place.  !
E. May our souls long, and even faint, for the courts of the Lord.  !
F. May our heart and flesh sing for joy to the living God.


