Last Sunday after the Epiphany, The Transfiguration of Our Lord, 2/3/08

Exodus 24:12,15-18

God Shares His Glory With Sinners!

 I. It’s a glory that consumes.

II. It’s a glory that saves.

It’s not surprising, but we’ve had some pretty cold weather here in the last couple weeks. It hasn’t been record-breaking cold, but it’s been cold nonetheless.

So cold, that you’ve probably taken extra measures to keep warm. You wear a sweater or sweatshirt around the house. You put an extra blanket on your bed. And occasionally you might hear someone say, “It was so cold, I invited my dog to sleep next to me.” I don’t know about you, but that’s not for me. But if sharing your bed with your dog at night keeps you warm, then what can I say? To each his own.

Sharing time and space with an unlikely partner…

If you were to read through the first two books of the Bible—Genesis and Exodus—in one setting, you might have a lot of questions. One of them might be, “Why did God keep putting up with these people? They gave him every reason to abandon them.” And you’d be correct. Why did God keep putting up with the sinful human race? Why didn’t he abandon sinners?

Because he wants to share his glory with them.

On this Sunday in which we celebrate the Transfiguration of Our Lord we see several accounts of God’s glory. We have one before us in the account of Moses entering the glory of the Lord on Mt. Sinai. While Moses was on that mountain in that glory, the Lord gave him the 10 Commandments as well as all the instructions for building the tabernacle and all the regulations on how to worship him. He could have simply snapped his fingers and shared all that in written form with Moses in an instant. But he didn’t. Why not? Because he wanted to share his glory with Moses and the Children of Israel. He wanted to share his glory with sinners.

And that’s still his fervent desire. God shares his glory with sinners. Let’s see what that glory is all about and what it does for us as we reflect on the account of Moses entering that glory as recorded in Exodus 24.

I.

I’m amazed—rather, appalled—at some of the wicked attitudes and actions of people in our world. A poll was taken some time ago which asked, “What would you do for $1 million? Would you commit murder?” And several people actually said they would. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. There are people who commit murder for a lot less than that. Some commit it for nothing. It just shows us that some people either have no sense of right or wrong or they don’t care what’s right or wrong.

Are you concerned about what’s right and wrong? The fact that you’re sitting here this morning is an indication that you are. You know there a God who is deeply concerned about what’s right and wrong.

But imagine if God wasn’t so concerned. Imagine if he didn’t care much at all about sin. How would we respond?

I can’t speak for all of you, but I think you’d agree we’d be all too happy to feed our sinful natures. We want to do that, and we want to do it now. And since God doesn’t care, we’ll do it, even if we know it’s wrong. Instead of recognizing and fighting against sinful impulses, we’ll act on them with reckless abandon.

What’s more, if God doesn’t care much, if at all, about my sins, then there are no problems between us. He accepts me just as I am. There’s nothing separating us. He’s willing to put up with me, sins and all, because he doesn’t care.

You and I know that’s not true, but the astonishing thing is that some people think that way.

That’s one of the reasons God shares his glory with sinners. Listen to how he shared his glory in this event before us, “When Moses went up on the mountain, the cloud covered it, and the glory of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai. For six days the cloud covered the mountain, and on the seventh day the LORD called to Moses from within the cloud.”  This wasn’t a normal cloud covering a mountain much like we’re used to seeing. This was a manifestation of the glory of the Lord. It was a special, visible revelation of God’s holiness. Hard to imagine, isn’t it? That’s because we’ve never seen God or God’s holiness. We have no concept of it. How would you act if God revealed that holiness to you?

Probably much like the Children of Israel did. Listen to the description of their reaction, “To the Israelites the glory of the LORD looked like a consuming fire on top of the mountain.” A cloud. Fire. They don’t have much in common. Maybe it had a lot to do with their perspective. They were seeing God’s holiness from the “dis”-advantage point of a sinner. Holiness and sin cannot exist together. They are mutually exclusive. And when sinners are in the presence of God’s glory, they are naturally filled with fear—the fear that God’s holiness will consume them.

There’s a hymn verse in our hymnal which begins, “If you think of sin but lightly nor suppose the evil great…” (CW 127:3). We easily forget what God thinks about sin.

That’s one of the reasons God shares his glory with sinners. It’s a glory that consumes.

Our text says that the Israelites saw the glory of the Lord and were so impressed by it that they were filled with fear. Then Moses spent the next 40 days and 40 nights speaking with the Lord. And do you recall what the Israelites were doing at the bottom of Mt. Sinai? They got tired of waiting for Moses. They instructed Aaron to make idols for them. That’s right! Idols! How quickly they forgot about their sinfulness and God’s consuming holiness!

How quickly we forget! When we do what we see others doing and that’s the only reason for it—because that’s what other people are doing—that’s when we need a reminder of what God thinks about sin. When we feel like we can take or leave the truth of what Jesus did for us when he sacrificed himself—that’s when we need the reminder of what God thinks about sin. When we start measuring our goodness compared with someone else—that’s when we need the reminder of what God thinks about sin. This appearance of the glory of the Lord would have frightened us just as it did the Israelites because the very sins they committed are lurking in our hearts. We need that reminder. And as we head into the season of Lent, our gracious God gives it as he shares his glory with sinners.

II.

Words or phrases of words can convey different thoughts and emotions to different people. For instance, mortgage company, mechanic, and surgeon all conjure up ideas and emotions in us. On the one hand, those words might lead you to think of all the help you have received. On the other, they might lead you to think of all the problems you have faced. The glory of the Lord is much the same.

The revelation of the glory of the Lord seemed to the Israelites to be a consuming fire. And yet, the Lord did not tell Moses, Stand back! I’m about to reveal my glory.”

Instead, he invited Moses into his presence. Our text says, “The Lord called to Moses from within the cloud.” It’s clear from these words that the Lord in all his glory didn’t want to separate himself from his sinful creatures; he wanted them to enter his presence. He wanted to share space with them. God’s highest desire is to have an eternal relationship with the humans he created. He had a perfect relationship with Adam and Eve prior to the fall into sin. He wants to have a perfect relationship with us forever in heaven. And he shows that by calling Moses into his presence.

You see, God didn’t call Moses into his presence just so he could impress Moses with his glory. This event in our text is really a part of a much larger event in which God was ratifying his covenant with the Children of Israel. He had promised to be their God. The Children of Israel had promised to be God’s people. This covenant was part of God’s larger plan to send a Savior into the world. He had chosen the Jews as the nation through whom the Savior would be born.

His glory was not just about the consuming fire of his holiness; it was also about saving sinners. Thus, when Moses entered the glory of the Lord he was not immediately struck down. He entered that glory and lived! So, too, we will one day enter God’s glory and live—eternally! That’s because God’s highest desire is to share his glory with us even though we deserve the very opposite because of our sins.

God shares his glory with sinners. It’s a glory that saves.

It’s important for us on this final Sunday before Lent to view the glory of the Lord. That’s because the focus of our observance of Lent is the tremendous suffering our Savior endured to save us. That suffering was anything but glorious! And yet, by God’s grace, you and I know and believe that through his sufferings and death Jesus won forgiveness and eternal life for us. He won eternal glory for us! And several times in Bible history God revealed that glory so that we look forward to sharing that glory with him. Peter, James and John were so delighted with the glory of the Lord as they experienced it on the Mount of Transfiguration that they didn’t want to leave. That’s the glory our Lord has in store for us. God desires to share that glory with us, sinners that we are. What power! What comfort! Amen.

