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The Intercessor 

Exodus 33:1-17 Pastor Tom Anderson 

In 1897 President William McKinley received 100 letters a day. He established the office of 

presidential correspondence to deal with the volume. By the time of Herbert Hoover, the volume was 

800 letters a day. Today it is tens of thousands. Most letters begin, “I know no one will ever read this 

but…” But someone does. There are nearly 400 people: staff, interns and volunteers who read 

everything. President Obama asked to read a selection of 10 letters each day.  

Wow. I’m so grateful our Heavenly Father is ever more ready to hear that we are to pray! Getting 

the ear of God is not near as complicated. Our prayers are not sifted and sorted by an entire office staff. 

Instead they go directly to the top. That is because we have an intercessor—his name is Jesus Christ. As 

the Son of God he gives us direct and immediate access to The Father every time we pray. Jesus is our 

intercessor—our great high priest—and he wants to make intercessors out of each one of us. 

Moses intercedes for Israel 3 times in the aftermath of the sin of the Golden Calf. He was invited and 

encouraged by God to do this. I believe this is Moses’ finest hour. 

The first one comes in 32:11-14. Moses implores the Lord for mercy and he successfully prevents the 

people from being destroyed. Here’s a great truth from the Bible: everyone who prays for mercy 

anywhere in scripture always gets it. God never fails to show mercy to those who ask for it.  Moses does 

not promise God the people will try harder and do better. He doesn’t offer any excuses like they were 

very young and ignorant in the faith or weak and untested in their resolve. The basis of his plea for 

mercy is the character and reputation of God. He asks about the Egyptians saying essentially, “God, 

what will the neighbors think?” He reminds God of the promises he made to Abraham. He knows the 

only hope for sinners is in the character of God and no place else. Prayer is not about bargaining, 

negotiation or making excuses before God. The only honest way to pray is to admit you have no ground 

to stand before God except for the character of God himself. 

So the hymn writer said it: 

Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to the cross I cling;  
Naked, come to thee for dress; helpless, look to thee for grace;  
Foul, I to the fountain fly; wash me, Savior, or I die. 

 
Prayer is never about you being good enough to negotiate with God. It’s about crying out for his 

mercy simply because of who God is. And God is the one who made promises to Abraham and keeps 

them. He is merciful and acts to bless all the families of the earth. 

The second intercession is about atonement in 32:30 Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a 

great sin. And now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” What is 
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atonement? It is making reparation for sin. Every school boy knows that “I’m sorry” doesn’t cut it when 

you have borrowed your sister’s toys and broken them. Atonement are actions taken to repair and 

reconcile. Atonement is the behavior we chose to demonstrate our sincere desire to reconcile.  

The issue here is that Israel has turned its back upon God. They’ve committed gross spiritual 

adultery. How could anyone make atonement for such sin? Moses tries. He offers his own life. “O God if 

you can’t forgive their sins then blot me out of the book of life.” (32:32) God turns him down for two 

reasons: 1) Moses is a sinner. He’s no plaster saint and his life is not of sufficient value to pay the debts 

his people owe to God; and 2) God—even 1400 years before the coming of Christ—has already accepted 

the life of Jesus Christ as the basis of atonement for all sin. The Bible says, “Christ has appeared once for 

all…to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. (Hb 9:26). Jesus Christ is the atonement for all sin past, 

present and future and for all people, past, present and future. Jesus is our atonement we claim him in 

prayer as the one and only person who can make us or anyone else right with God. 

People need atonement. Many people don’t think they have an eternal soul. But they do. It may 

withered and atrophied like our limbs do when we can’t move them. It may have contracted and 

shriveled back so far they don’t notice it. But everyone has a soul even if ever so small. Your soul is that 

part of you that was meant to be filled with God. Your soul is like the river bank through which the life of 

God flows and gives life. Your soul was not meant to be dry. It’s dry because your relationship with God 

has become bankrupt. You need atonement. You need to be made right with God so the water will flow 

again and the real meaning of life will return to you. If there is one thing I know you need, it’s 

atonement for your soul. If there is one thing I know America needs, it’s atonement for our sins. If there 

is one thing we have to offer this morning it would be the atonement of Jesus Christ. 

This is the first and most important thing we need to pray for ourselves and for others: that our sins 

would be atoned for; that each of us would accept the sacrifice of Jesus Christ as the thing that makes us 

right and sets us free to live and breathe. What a joy it is and what a refreshment to my soul it is to live 

with the blessed assurance that because Jesus Christ offered himself in my place, I am right with God. 

Moses makes one more intercession for the people. God has spared them destruction in the first 

intercession. God has given them atonement in the second intercession but they are not yet God’s 

people again. He has not promised to be present with them. He still refers to them as your people 

Moses, whom you brought up from Egypt. God remains personally estranged from Israel. This becomes 

the focus of the third intercession. We all understand this. We know people in our lives that we have 

truly forgiven but we just can’t work with them anymore or we just can’t trust them anymore. 

Forgiveness has taken place in our hearts but we still prefer to go separate ways. God says, “You go on 
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ahead to the Promised Land. I’ll give you an angel to guide you but I’m just not interested in hanging 

around with you anymore. This is a serious problem. God is what makes this people and without him 

they are no people. They are just another item on the list: Hittites, Jebusites, Amalekites, Amorites, 

Gergeshites, Israelites. It is the presence of God who makes or breaks their identity. Without God, it is 

not possible for life to have meaning or purpose. Without God, life is as ephemeral as fireworks. It soars 

into the skies bursts into “oos” and “ahhs” then falls to the ground in forgotten ashes. Moses senses the 

urgency of this moment. He cannot contemplate, much less accept going forward without God.  

The Bible says, “Remember that you were at that time separated from Christ…having no hope and 

without God in the world.” (Ep 2:12) Many people choose to live without Christ in the present and by 

doing so they face a Christ-less future. It’s not worth claiming the Promised Land if you don’t have God. 

It’s not worth having milk and honey if you don’t have God. It’s not worth being set free from slavery, if 

you don’t have God. It’s not worth gaining the whole world if you lose your soul. God is everything.  

Nicole Cliffe became a Christian on July 7, 2015, after what she called "a very pleasant adult life of 

firm atheism. The idea of a benign deity who created and loved us was obviously nonsense, and all that 

awaited us beyond the grave was joyful oblivion … I had no untapped, unanswered yearnings." 

When she was worried about her child she caught herself saying “be with me” to an empty room. 

She was embarrassed and brushed it aside. She picked up an article written by a friend who was a 

pastor. She had always regarded him as sweetly deluded. A few minutes into the piece she burst into 

tears. She cried in the shower. She cried while feeding the kids. She cried at bedtime. She started 

reading Christian books and every time she read one she cried. She called a friend to come and talk with 

her about Jesus and when she hung up she cried again. She realized that she was crying because she had 

already come to believe that Jesus Christ was exactly who he said he was. She was baptized on a beach 

in California. She joined a church. She said this: 

Even after accepting Christ I continue to cry a lot. I read a news article that literally sank me to my knees at 
how broken this world is, and yet how stubbornly resilient and joyful we can be in the face of that brokenness. 
My Christian conversion has granted me no simplicity. It has complicated all of my relationships, changed how 
I feel about money, messed up my public persona … Obviously, it's been very beautiful 

 
Moses made three intercessions for Mercy, Atonement and Presence. This is why Jesus Christ 

interceded for us and this is why he wants you to intercede for those around you. 

 


