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The Christian life doesn't mean much if God is not with us. People can try to go 
through the motions. They can come to church. They can sing the hymns. They can 
pay attention to the prayers and the sermon. However, if God is not with them, it 
means nothing. By “God with us” we mean that God's presence is with us in a saving 
and sustaining way. What we learn from our text today is that if we do not have God 
with us, then nothing else has any value. Without God, we have nothing. With God, we 
have everything. 

The people had been punished somewhat for the golden calf incident. There 
had been a corporate pardon, but an individual judgment. However, the people were 
still in a very precarious position. How can such a sinful people experience God's 
presence at all? When the holy God comes into contact with sinful man, the sinful man 
is in terrible danger. This is why God drops the bomb on the people in verse 3: God is 
not going up with them, even though He will send some nameless angel to go with 
them. This angel is certainly not the pre-incarnate Christ. It is just some angel or other. 
The reason an angel will be going instead of God is that God might consume the 
people along the way. 

There are several things about verse 3 that we need to know. Firstly, we need to 
see the irony here. The people built the golden calf as a way of having God right there 
in their midst. They were trying to have God's presence through an idol. What they get 
is the absence of God. We learn from that that idolatry always pushes us further away 
from God. 

Secondly, this meant a whole lot more than simply God being absent from the 
people. The only way God had said He would be with His people was through the 
tabernacle and all the things that went along with it. Understand that the tabernacle 
had not been built yet. Moses had received all the instructions. However, construction 
had not yet commenced. So when God said that He was not going to go with them, 
that announcement acted like a stop work order. After all, they can't build the place 
where God is going to reside if God is not going to reside with them. This means no 
tabernacle, no table, no lampstand, no ark, no altar, no covenant, and no glory. This is 
the end of the road. God and the people are parting ways. God was breaking off the 
engagement. 

The people understood this, which explains their reaction in verses 4-6. The text 
says that they mourned, and they did not put on their ornaments. Ornaments have a 
special meaning in the Bible. They are a sign of rejoicing that are specifically 
connected to weddings. Isaiah 49:18 says, “Lift up your eyes around and see; they all 
gather, they come to you. As I live, declares the Lord, you shall put them all on as an 
ornament; you shall bind them on as a bride does.” Then Isaiah 61:10 says, “I will 
greatly rejoice in the Lord; my soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me with 
the garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a 



bridegroom decks himself like a priest with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride 
adorns herself with her jewels.” Of course, we all know and remember that the bride 
that comes down out of heaven in Revelation 21:2 is dressed as a bride, beautifully 
adorned for her husband. So when the people refuse to put on their ornaments, they 
are recognizing that the wedding ceremony has been put off, and it is time for 
mourning, not rejoicing. The ornaments were a bridal gift, if you will from the Lord to 
the Israelites via the Egyptians. But now was not the time to be wearing them. If they 
did, it would be like a person wearing their wedding ring just after being caught in 
adultery. The people are acknowledging that they have broken the agreement that they 
made with God in chapter 19. 

The upside is that the people were showing real repentance for their sin. In 
putting off their ornaments, they were putting off their idolatry. They mourned for what 
they had lost, and they were also mourning because they knew it was their sin that 
had lost them God's presence. 

The next section of our text runs from verse 7-verse 11. The purpose of this 
paragraph is to show us just how sinful the Israelites were. Before the tabernacle was 
built, Moses had his own small tent within which he would meet with God. This tent 
had to be set up a fairly long way away from the camp. This was because God was 
holy and the people were not. They could still seek the Lord, but they had to travel out 
to the tent. This was Moses' habit all the time before the building of the tabernacle. It is 
recorded here, however, to show and illustrate what had happened, and how the 
idolatry had affected God's relationship with His people. God still talked with Moses as 
with a friend. When the text says that God spoke to Moses “face to face,” it does not 
mean a literal encounter of God in all His glory with Moses. It means that there was 
probably some veil or shrouding of God so that Moses could still talk to Him, but 
Moses would live and not die. The phrase does mean a very close friendship existed 
between God and Moses. God had not spoken to anyone in this way since before the 
Fall in the garden of Eden. 

The people, for the most part, stayed in their tents and watched to see what 
would happen. There were probably a variety of emotions: respect, affection, 
contrition, alienation, sorrow, fear, and anxiety. As Ryken said, there were some pretty 
high level negotiations going on in there, and the people were on pins and needles to 
know what the terms of the agreement might be. 

The last section of our passage runs from verse 12-17. These verses give us the 
content of the negotiations. First of all, Moses asks the Lord which angel in particular 
was going to go with the people. The Lord had not specified which angel. He had just 
said “an angel.” Of course, Moses was not going to settle for anything less than God's 
full presence with His people. 

The second thing Moses was saying was that if Moses had really found favor 
with God, then God would need to be present with His people. Moses would need to 
know God. One can only know God if God is with that person. This is what Moses is 
saying in verse 13: “Now, therefore, I pray, if I have found grace in Your sight, show me 
now Your way, that I may know You and that I may find grace in Your sight. And 



consider that this nation is Your people.” 
The Lord responds by telling Moses that He will be with him. However, the Lord 

restricts His presence to Moses. When the Lord says in verse 14 “My presence will go 
with you, and I will give you rest,” the word “you” in both cases is singular, not plural. 
The people are not included. That is what leads Moses to say, in effect, “Your people 
Israel and I are a package deal. We all come together. So if you find favor with me, 
you have to find favor with Israel.” This was not manipulation. Rather, it was Moses 
identifying with the people Israel, showing solidarity with them, and using every part of 
his mediatorial position to obtain grace for his people. 

Moses brings up once again the argument that he had used in chapter 32 about 
the nations. There was really only one thing that made the people of God completely 
separate from all other nations: the presence of God. So, if God was not going to go 
with Israel, then Israel would cease to be God's special possession. 

When God agrees to do this also in verse 17, we find out once again that God 
has been planning it this way all along. He wanted Moses to exercise himself as a 
mediator for the people. He wanted to draw Moses out to see how much he actually 
loved the people of God. 

In so doing, He was pointing out Jesus Christ in advance. Jesus is the one who 
is God with us, Immanuel, in a permanent way. Jesus can be with us even when we 
sin. Therefore there is no time when Jesus is absent from us. He has promised us this. 
Remember in the Great Commission, He said to the disciples, “Behold, I am with you 
always, even to the very end of the age.” Isn't it wonderful that we do not need to fear 
whether God will abandon us or not? For everyone who is a true believer in Christ will 
always have God with him. God will never leave us nor forsake us. And that is why we 
never need to worry. Even when God is temporarily displeased with us and disciplines 
us, He has not left us. Paul says in Romans that nothing can separate us from the love 
of God that is in Christ Jesus. Jesus makes the presence of God with us permanent. 
How thankful we should be for that! And how comforting it is to know that God is 
always with us.

But how did Jesus make God's presence permanent? Again, looking at the 
passage, we can see that significant tent that was outside the camp. Sin makes us 
separated from God. The holy God cannot abide to be in the presence of sinful man. 
So Jesus went outside the camp as well. He took on Himself the separation that sin 
brings. And that is why we have permanent access to God. 

In applying this truth to our lives, we realize immediately how important God's 
Word is. Even though God is with His people, He still has things He wants us to know 
about Him and about his paths. Moses' cry in verse 13 needs to be our cry as well: 
“Lord, show us your ways, that we may know you in order to find favor in your sight.” 
How can you know God's ways without reading His Word? How can we know whether 
the pathway we choose will be pleasing to God without God telling us in His word? 
Now, it is just here that we have to be careful. People want to know whether this job or 
that job is God's will, or they want to know if this person or that person is the right 
person to marry. You won't find that kind of information in God's Word. Instead, you will 



find a story that points you to Jesus, and then tells you what kind of life a Jesus-filled 
life should look like. If there is something not morally right about one of the jobs, then 
your way is clear. If there is not, and it is a choice between two jobs that are both 
honorable, then the Bible is not going to tell you which job to take. Whichever one 
uses your skill set better is the better job. Similarly with marriage. God is not going to 
tell you which person to marry. Instead, He tells you to marry someone who believes in 
the Lord Jesus Christ. Everything else is secondary, and will vary greatly depending on 
the person. Knowing God's ways is the path to knowing God. 

Secondly, realize the place that ornaments have. Today we call it jewelry. We 
mostly use jewelry for beauty today. But it can have a higher purpose. We can use it to 
express joy and we can abstain from wearing it to express sorrow. We use a wedding 
ring to remind us of the promises that married people make to each other. Remember 
those promises! 

Thirdly, if God is with us, then our labor is not in vain. See, when God told the 
Israelites that He wasn't going to go up with them, that acted as a stop work order. But 
when God again said He would go with them, then the work could start again. And that 
is exactly what we find in chapters 35-39: the work was completed. But it would never 
have happened if Moses had not done His mediation. Unless the Lord do the building, 
the laborers labor in vain that build it. We can put it this way: if you are building for 
yourself, and not for the glory of God, then you are building in vain. Without God, all 
work is vanity. But if God be with us, and we direct our labor to God, then we do not 
labor in vain. 

If you will pardon the pun, we will build on the last application to come to this 
final fourth point: our building is not for this world, but for the next. Paul says in 1 
Corinthians 3 that there are different kinds of building materials. There is wood, straw 
and stubble. And then there is gold, silver, and precious stones. The metaphor has to 
do with the reason why we build something, and whose glory we are promoting in the 
building of it. We are pilgrims passing through. So why build anything in this life as if it 
were permanent? Even the tabernacle was not permanent. The permanent dwelling of 
God with man is in Jesus Christ. The permanent temple will be the church in the new 
heavens and the new earth, when she will once again put on her ornaments, 
ornaments of joy and rejoicing. She will come down like a bride beautifully dressed for 
her husband. There will be no more putting off of ornaments in that day. For it is a day 
of unmixed joy.   


