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What are we doing here? 
 
The people of Israel have grumbled their way out of Egypt and down the western side of the Sinai peninsula.  
When water was in short supply, they grumbled. When they worried about food, they gumbled. They were not 
good at being pilgrim people. Underlying all their concerns was the question, “What are we doing here?”   
 
The beginning of the answer to that question comes as the people reach Mount Sinai.  Moses makes the first of 
his seven trips up the mountain and God gives him a message for the people: 
 
‘You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you 
to myself. 5 Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured 
possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; 6 and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation.’  -- Exodus 19:4-6 
 
God has brought his people out of Egypt to make of them a holy nation and his treasured possession. That is 
why they are at Mount Sinai, further than ever from the promised land. And this is why they will be there for 
almost a full year.  (Everything from Exodus 19:1 to Numbers 10:13 happens at Mount Sinai) 
 
Seven Times 
 
Exodus 19 - Exodus 34 recount the seven trips of Moses up and down Mount Sinai.  The first 3 trips (Exodus 
19:3-8a, 8b-15, 16-25), are preparatory as Moses receives instructions for God’s appearance to his people.  The 
fourth trip happens because the people are terrifired by the voice of the Lord and Moses ascends as mediator 
for the people (Exodus 20:22- 23:33). On the fifth trip Moses and the leaders of Israel worship God and Moses 
remains for 40 days receiving the detailed instructions from the Lord regarding the covenant. Moses returns 
with the law of God written on tablets of stone.  Moses sixth trip up the mountain follows the incident with the 
golden calf.  Moses ascends primarily to intercede for the people.  On his final trip Moses receives the second 
set of tablets containing the 10 Commandments (Words) from God and the covenant is renewed.   
 
Preparing to Meet the LORD 
 
Throughout the ages, human attempts to understand God have varied between his closeness and his holiness.  
At certain times we really need to know the closeness of God, that he is near to us as our shadow and with us 
every step of the way.  At other times we experience the transcendence or holiness of God.  God is the holy, 
righteous, all-powerful, all-knowing Lord who is so far above us that we can never really take it all in.  Exodus 19 
is all about the holiness of God.  Though he has been the companion of his people, he is entirely above and 
beyond them in every way they can imagine.   
 
Exodus 19: 3-8a – The Reason We Are Here 
 
As noted above the whole purpose in taking the long route to the Promised Land is so that God could enter into 
a covenant with his people.  Moses ascends the mountain, and the Lord asks him to speak to Israel. 
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The message Moses is to give falls into three parts: 
 

1. What the Lord has done (v. 4) 
a. Defeat of Egypt. 
b. Carried on eagles’ wings. 
c. Brought to myself. 

 
2. What the Lord requires (v. 5a) 

a. Listen attentively. 
b. Keep my commandments. 

 
3. What the Lord promises (v. 5b-6) 

a. You will be my treasured possession. 
b. You will be for me a kingdom of priests. 
c. [You will be] a holy nation. 

 
When Moses descends from the mountain, he reports to the people what the Lord has said.  “We will do 
everything the Lord has said,” is their response.   
 
Exodus 19:8b-15 – Consecrate Yourselves 
 
Moses’ second trip up the mountain is focussed on the preparation of the people for the day when the LORD will 
descend.  First, they are to consecrate themselves. Clothes are to be washed and they are to be ready for the 
third day when the Lord appears.  Moses also commands the people abstain from sexual relations.  Their lives 
were to be totally devoted to the God who was coming to speak with them. 
 
The are also to erect barriers so no one can come up the mountain.  Death awaits anyone who violates the 
sacred space claimed by God.   
 
Exodus 19:16-25 – Fire, Smoke, and the Blast of the Trumpet 
 
Before Moses climbs the mountain a third time, the LORD descends upon the mountain. His presence is 
signalled by the sound of the trumpet, smoke, and fire.  This is the first occasion the Lord’s presence is 
announced with the trumpet blast, but the fire and smoke are familiar signals of God’s presence.  Moses was 
called through a burning bush, God made his covenant with Abraham using a smoking fire-pot and a blazing 
torch and sinners were excluded from Eden by the fiery sword of the angel.   
 
Moses is again summoned up the mountain and the instructions about keeping people off the mountain are 
repeated.  The entire event reminds us that while God is our friend we do not presume upon the friendship.  
Reverence and awe are still appropriate today in the worship of the church.   
 
 
 


