The Story of

God and Us

The whole Bible in Eight
Weeks
Chapter Three: God Keeps
His Promises (Exod-Deut)
Introduction: The view in the
picture above is significant for many reasons. From it, you can survey a large swath of
the land of Canaan, with its varied landscape and beautiful topography. It is an
exciting, invigorating, and beautiful view in its own right.
But the real reason that this view is significant is because it is as close as Moses,
God’s chosen leader of the Israelites, ever got to the promised land. This is the view
from Mount Nebo, and place where Old Moses, after forty hard years of wilderness
wanderings, is led up by Yahweh to die. Moses’ no doubt tired and weary, would have
looked out of this same view with such intense longing that his heart could not contain
itself. Doubtlessly he remembered that moment when, in frustration with Yahweh’s
directions, he’d acted in faithless rage and beaten his staff against the rock that he’d
lost all hope would yield any water for them. To his shame he remembered how water
indeed had gushed forth from the rock, and he heard Yahweh’s words: “Because you
did not believe in me, to uphold me as holy in the eyes of the people of Israel,
therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land that I have given them”
(Numbers 20:12).
And now, at the end of his life, Moses sat atop Mount Nebo, and Yahweh met
him there, on yet another mountain peak, for the last time. He and Yahweh were there
a while, and Yahweh showed him the whole land, and assured him that he would give it
to the offspring of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. “I have let you see it with your eyes,”
Yahweh told him with parting tenderness, “but you shall not go over there”
(Deuteronomy 34:4). And as Moses closed his weary eyes for the last time, he may have
wondered to himself what was next for this people whom he had so deeply loved and
for whom he had sacrificed everything. Would their faithlessness keep them from God’s
promise as it had kept him?
That’s the end of today’s story, the third chapter in our series on the whole Bible in
Eight weeks. Today we encounter a story where God keeps his promises to Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, by redeeming the people of Israel and bringing them to the promised
land, making a covenant with them and giving them the law by which they were to live
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in the reality of his redemption and presence amongst them. And we will see how they
fail to do so, responding not in faith and obedience but rather in unbelief and
disobedience.
The Exodus and the Covenant
Q: If you were to describe what “salvation” is to an unbeliever, what would you say?
Our story begins with the people of Israel enslaved in Egypt. After all of Israel’s
sons had died, the people were fruitful and multiplied in Egypt, so much so that new
Pharaohs, who didn’t know of Joseph’s benefit to their national prosperity, began to
look at this minority with suspicion and even hatred. And so, the Egyptians enslaved
them, oppressing them and making them suffer greatly, even trying to force them into
infanticide.
In the midst of this oppression, one baby is saved from murder and sent down
the Nile in a basket. This baby is plucked out of the river by Pharaoh’s daughter (even
though she knows he is a Hebrew) and eventually is given the name Moses (which
sounds like “draw out” in Hebrew). Moses lives in Pharaoh’s court, aware of his
heritage but nonetheless part of the upper levels of Egyptian society.
This tension comes to a head when he sees and Egyptian beating a Hebrew slave,
and his anger consumes him, and he murders the Egyptian. This act makes Moses a
fugitive, and he flees to the land of Midian, settling there and taking a wife. After many
years of being a shepherd in Midian, Moses finds himself at mount Horeb, and there
he encounters the most amazing thing (Exodus 3:1-22).
Q: What strikes you about Yahweh and Moses’ conversation?
After this encounter, Moses heads back to Egypt to deliver the people of Israel from
their oppressors. As he told Moses, Pharaoh is none too pleased by the prospect of
letting the Israelites go, and refuses. And so, God proves his power by sending plagues
on the Egyptians, to demonstrate his power against the pagan deities of the Egyptians.
At first, the Egyptian priests and magicians are able to keep up, but as the plagues get
worse, it is revealed that only Yahweh has true power. Finally, in a raw display of
authority, Yahweh strikes Pharaoh himself (who was thought of as a god), killing not
only his firstborn but the firstborn of all of Egypt. All the while the people of Israel are
saved from the plagues, and their firstborn sons are saved by God passing over them
(by the substitute of a lamb, Exod. 12:24-27).
After the smoke cleared, Pharaoh finally allowed the people of Israel to leave, and so
through this God redeemed them from their slavery and brought them to mount Horeb
yet again (also called Mount Sinai), all the while showing his power by great

2

miraculous signs of protection against all their enemies (both natural and human).
Yahweh instructs them to trust him (Exod. 15:22-27) and sends Moses up Mount Sinai
to establish God’s covenant with the people of Israel, where God gives to Moses the
Ten Commandments as a guide for how they are to live as his redeemed people. The
people agree to the terms, and God promises to dwell among them through the
tabernacle, an emblem of his presence.
Q: Thinking about what has happened before in the last chapters of our story, how is this
story similar or different from how God has interacted with human beings before?

The Testing, Failure, and Hope for Israel
If our story were left there, all would be well. But Moses heads back up the
mountain and is there for forty days. While he’s atop Sinai, the people are tempted to
forsake the covenant that Yahweh made with them through Moses, instead creating a
golden calf to represent whatever power led them out of Egypt (Exod. 32). They
forsake Yahweh’s commands and instead offer sacrifices to their new idol and break
God’s law. When Yahweh tells Moses what they have done, Moses pleads with him on
their behalf not to forsake them. God relents, but his punishment is severe:
Exodus 33:1-4:
The Lord said to Moses, “Depart; go up from here, you and the people whom you
have brought up out of the land of Egypt, to the land of which I swore to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying ‘To your offspring I will give it.’ I will send an
angel before you, and I will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites,
the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. God up to a land flowing with milk
and honey; but I will not go up among you, lest I consume you on the way,
for you are a stiff-necked people.”
When the people heard this disastrous word, they mourned, and no one put on
his ornaments.
In other words, God describes to Moses his holiness, his inability to be near sin, and
refuses to draw near to the people without atonement for their sins.
This answer is unacceptable for Moses, and he begs God to reconsider. God has
grace on Moses and reaffirms the covenant on Sinai (Exod. 34). But the people still
remain in this tenuous relationship with him, seemingly unable to trust that his way
for them is for their good. He reveals to Moses that he is a God of hesed, “covenantfaithfulness,” and he asks for hesed from his people. He provides sacrificial systems of
atonement by which their sins can be covered, and therefore he can dwell among them
(the book of Leviticus). He seems to do everything possible to assure these people that
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he will take care of them, and all they need to do is trust him, even in the midst of
testing. God sends them into the wilderness for forty years to drive this point home
(Deuteronomy 8).
Q: How is God’s reaction to Israel’s failure unique? What does it reveal about God’s
character and the kind of response he desires from people?
While the people often repent of their evil actions, they nonetheless continually fail to
live according to Yahweh’s commands, a clear sign that they do not trust him to make
good on his promises. Though God had brought them out as a great nation, and even
cared for their individual family lines and genealogies, as well as kept them from
countless spiritual and physical dangers (the book of Numbers), they ultimately reject
Yahweh when they reach the border of Canaan, doubting that they’d ever be able to
drive out the nations already living there (Numbers 13-14). Because of their
faithlessness, none of the generation that left Egypt are allowed into Canaan (save
Joshua and Caleb), and they are all destined to die in the wilderness. Because of Moses’
unbelief (Numbers 20:12), he too is barred from entry to the land that he so desperately
desires.
Q: What does Israel’s failure reveal to us about the nature of faith, and the nature of human
beings?
But God isn’t done with the people of Israel. On the border of Canaan, a new
generation, born in the wilderness, prepares to enter. God re-affirms his covenant with
this new generation (the book of Deuteronomy), and he lays out blessings for their
faithfulness to the covenant, and curses for their disobedience (Duet. 27-30). His
promise is secure, that as they act in faith, he will continue to be with them, giving
them the land he swore to their fathers, and dwelling among them. He even promised
that as they repent, he will forgive them and atone for their sins, transforming them
from the inside out and giving them a new heart. As they look to the future, the can
trust in Yahweh’s promises to lead them by Moses’ successor, Joshua, and to be with
them all the way (Deut. 31:1-6).
The first five books of the Bible end with a note of strong hope for this new generation,
but also with a deep danger. The people needed to live lives that reflected that they
were God’s redeemed people, and there was no guarantee that they would do so.
Moses, laying his head down to die atop Mount Nebo, has his doubts.
Now the question is, how will this new generation, and the generations that follow,
respond to God’s promise and faithfulness? Will they act in faith?
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Art Illustrating Chapter Three

Suggested National Seal, Benjamin Franklin
and unknown artist, 1776.
During the outset of the American Revolution,
Benjamin Franklin suggested this image and
inscription for the new union’s national seal. The
Exodus narrative was interpreted as warrant for
Revolution by many, and spun as a tale in which a
group of oppressed people acted in defiance or
“rebellion” to a “tyrant” (though, in reality, they
hadn’t, hence the whole “let my people go” dialogue).
Here is depicted the Israelites crossing the Red Sea,
with God as a pillar of fire and smoke in the center, and
Pharaoh’s army drowning on the bottom right.

Moses and the Burning Bush, Unknown German
Glass Painter, 1150

This stained-glass panel, constructed in 1150 in
Germany, depicts the moment when Moses discovers the
burning bush and has an encounter with Yahweh. Note
Moses’ bare feet (with his shoes off the right), and his
flock of sheep (with a nursing lamb in the bottom left).
Very significantly, Yahweh here is depicted as God the
Son, with the assumption being that it was the Son who
appeared to Moses and spoke with him, as he himself
later said: “Before Abraham was, I AM” (John 8:58).

5

Moses Smashing the Tablets of
the Law, Rembrandt, 1659.

Rembrandt, always the master of
emotion, shows the pivotal moment
when Moses acts out physically
what the people of Israel had done
in their hearts by disobeying him.
He has a look of resignation on his
face, as well as a deep weariness
and sense of disillusionment.

Looking Ahead:
September 27th: Chapter Four: Blessings and Cursings (Josh-2 Chron, prophets)
October 4th: Chapter Five: Who is the King of Glory? (Messiah, Psalms-prophecies)
October 11th: Chapter Six: All strings attached (the gospels-Acts)
October 17th: Chapter Seven: From Darkness to Light (Epistles)
October 25th: Chapter Eight: Shalom Regained (Revelation)
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