
Second Sunday after the Epiphany 
16 January 2022

To See God and Live 

Text:  Exodus 33:12-23  
Hymn:  “Songs of Thankfulness and Praise” (LSB 394)

It’s a very strange passage.  Moses and God are in a kind of argument and 

somehow Moses wins!  God earlier had promised to be with His people, to dwell with 

them, to go with them.  They have been traveling through the wilderness, and God had 

told them, “I am going to be with you.”  He would be with them in the tabernacle and in a 

portable ark that went with the people in the wilderness to encourage them, to protect 

them, to strengthen them.  But the people, being sinners, stumbled badly.  In their sinful 

impatience, they turned their back on the God who had brought them out of their 

bondage to Pharaoh in Egypt, and made a golden calf and worshiped it instead.

So, just before these verses God has done an about-face and changed his mind 

about being with His people Himself.  He says that He won’t abandon them completely.  

They will still be allowed to enter the Promised Land but He Himself won’t go with them.  

He’ll instead send an angel to go ahead of them.  The angel will drive out the 

Canaanites and the other enemies in the land, but “I will not go up among you,” God 

says, “lest I consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people” (Ex 33:2-3).  

The startling truth revealed here, one that is underscored again and again throughout 

the pages of Scripture, is that God’s glory and human sin cannot co-exist.  Like oil and 

water, they don’t mix.  They can’t mix.  Were our sinful selves to come into the presence 

of the holy God, we wold be instantly consumed.  

 So, Moses, whom God had put in charge of leading the people that God calls 

stiff-necked, isn’t happy.  That is where our text starts off.  Moses is letting God have it.  
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Moses says, “You haven’t let me know whom you will send with me.  You’ve told me that 

you know me by name, that I have found favor in your sight; well, if that’s so, maybe you 

could let me in your plans.  Besides, these are your people; they are your responsibility.  

I just work here.”  And God’s response is to say to Moses:  “Okay, my presence will go 

with you.  I’ll give you rest.  I’ll see your journey through to the end.”  

It would seem that Moses had gotten what he asked for, but God’s answer is too 

ambivalent for Moses.  The buyer has bought it, but the salesman keeps selling.  Moses 

says back, “If your presence isn’t in the lead, call the trip off.  How will it be known that 

you’re with me in this.  Are you going with us or not?”

As strange as Moses talking to God like this seems, one aspect surely resonates.  

There is in all of us a deep need to connect with God.  What are all the idolatrous paths 

we follow seeking security and purpose but replacement religions for a connection with 

God that we think has been curtailed or is somehow absent?  We see the exact thing 

here.  God offers to give His people an angel, which is something.  It’s pretty good, 

actually.  But even an angel of the Lord will not satisfy our need for the Lord himself.  

We see this play out all around us.  We see people longing for God and meaning but 

since they have no conception of God and certainly no conception or vocabulary for 

human sin, those yearnings, which are really there, go unfulfilled.

Over the Christmas holidays, a friend recommended to me a podcast by a certain 

comedian and actor.  The friend told me that besides being very entertaining, there are 

sometimes these surprising flashes of brilliance about society, human nature, even 

about God.  And sure enough, in the one episode listened to, this English comedian 

gives a talk on how depressing it is to live in such secular times.  He mentions going to 
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a priest with his girlfriend to discuss getting married in the church.  And in the long 

conversation they have with the priest, God is never mentioned, as if doing so might 

cause embarrassment.  And then he says that he feels that same tension when he tries 

to speak or write sincerely about spiritual matters.  He said that nothing has given him a 

stronger sense of what he calls the “Great Unknowable” than listening to scientists 

admit the limitations of understanding our existence through material analysis.  This is 

all we’ve got to go on, they say, but it’s not enough.  There is some other power at work 

here…The solution to the problem is a spiritual connection and then he says at the very 

end of this kind of stream-of-consciousness talk, ‘I know this is true, because I know this 

is not my own idea.” 

And he’s absolutely right.  It’s not his idea.  It’s God’s idea.  We need God and 

nothing else will ultimately satisfy us.  Whether knowingly or not, this actor, a very 

successful person who, like a lot of successful celebrities has also been in and out of 

rehab for thirty different addictions, this actor was expressing the same thought Saint 

Augustine famously prayed, “O Lord, our hearts are restless until they find their rest in 

thee.”  We have this innate need for God, and short of filling it we go comfortless.

Sometimes you dads have experienced this.  Your little one gets hurt or scared; 

they need comfort in the middle of the night.  They have a bad dream, and so what do 

they cry out for?  Their mother!  And those times that you the dad show up there, your 

child’s body language is basically, “You?  Oh, no, you don’t cut it.  I need your wife.  I 

need my mother.”  And who can blame them?  So for Moses even an angel of the Lord 

would not satisfy his need for the Lord himself.
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And this is not my idea.  This is God’s idea.  This is how He made us.  Moses 

wins his argument with God, because it wasn’t Moses’ idea; it was God’s.  Which is why 

God says, “I’ll do what you say.  I will be with you myself.”  Then something even 

stranger happens, and it’s important––it presages something super important.  Flush 

with the success of having gotten what he asked (even after almost buying it back), 

Moses goes for broke.  He asks the Lord to see His glory.  “Please show me your glory,” 

he says.  This request, however, God shuts down.  And He shuts it down for Moses’ 

sake: “No one can see my face, for man shall not see me and live.”  God’s glory and 

man’s sin cannot mix.

T.S. Eliot once wrote, “…human kind Cannot bear very much reality” (“Burnt 

Norton,” 1, Four Quartets).  Interpreters debate what Eliot had in mind, but one way of 

reading is to say we humans cannot bear the reality of God.  We would be destroyed.  

Staring into the sun will make you go blind.  Seeing God face to face in His glory and 

unveiled majesty will in fact destroy you.  Even the seraphim cover their eyes before 

God’s throne.  So, in this bizarre turn of events, God allows Moses an eclipsed version 

of Himself.  Back in August of 2017 the students at the school got to observe a solar 

eclipse.  And so they were issued special solar viewing glasses so they could look at it 

safely.  Likewise, God sticks Moses into the cleft of a rock and He takes His hand and 

covers Moses’ eyes with His hand and He then allows Moses a glimpse of His back 

side.  The fancy term for this is a theophany (t-h-e-o-p-h-a-n-y) from the Greek meaning 

a visible manifestation of God to man.  One of my seminary classmates likes to say that 

when Moses was allowed to see God’s back side, it truly a theofanny.  You can’t beat 

clergy humor!
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We all need God.  We all need the real thing.  We don’t want a facsimile.  A 

facsimile doesn’t satisfy us down to our core.  Yet, according to this theophany.  We 

can’t have the real God that we desire because we would be consumed in our sin by 

God’s glory.  We’re stiff-necked.  We’re rebellious.  We’re idol-makers, just as the 

people of old.  It’s a catch-22; the very thing that we need and are designed for would 

destroy us.  If it’s God’s idea and if, as Moses reminds God, it’s God’s problem, then the 

solution must come from God and not from us.  We see a harbinger of the solution in 

this conversation God has with Moses.  God says, “I will show mercy on whom I will 

show mercy.”  Moses is saying, “I want to be special to you.”  God is saying, “Wait.  I will 

be gracious to whomever I will be gracious to.  Not just you.”  That’s not just the Lord 

disclosing His inner character.  No, He’s signaling a time when he will come in fact, in 

person, to dwell with all people.  He will as we read in the Gospel of John become one 

of us and live among us.  The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.  And we have 

seen His glory.  He is signaling the coming of Jesus Christ.

One of the looser English translations of the Bible actually gets the point across 

well: “The Word became flesh and blood and moved into the neighborhood.  We saw 

God’s glory with our own eyes.”  And those words, with Exodus 33 in the background, 

beam with light.  No one has ever seen God, not even a glimpse.  But God’s own Son, 

the Word, by whom all things were made, has made Him plain.

He shows mercy to everybody.  He is gracious to everybody. He came to the stiff-

necked.  He came to sinners.  And their sin didn’t repel Him.  He came to them anyway.  

He came to us anyway.  Not only did He come to sinners, He became sin Himself.  As it 

says in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “For our sake God made him to be sin who knew no sin, so 
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that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  He resolved the conundrum of 

our sin and His glory.  The two met together on the Cross.

Human kind cannot bear very much reality.  So Jesus bears the reality of our sin 

and the wrath of God on it for us.  Moses was allowed only to glimpse God’s back.  In a 

gruesome and graphic irony, Jesus Christ was stripped naked on the cross.  In all the 

paintings, Jesus is wearing something, a loin cloth.  But historically he would have been 

fully naked hanging on a Cross.  And where as the Lord said to Moses, no one can see 

me and live.  Now He says to you and to me and to a world full of sinners, Look at Me.  

Look at this Cross and you will live.

And all of us who have been connected to that Cross through our Baptism can 

live by the promise that God Himself, not just an angel, is with us always.  He will never 

leave us nor forsake us even until the end of the age.  We have His real presence even 

here in the Supper to strengthen us on our journey to the Promised Land.  And so while 

it may be true that human kind cannot bear very much reality, we can actually see God 

and live, because on the Cross the reality of our sin was borne for us. 

Pastor Brent McGuire
Our Redeemer Lutheran Church


