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“Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart; naught be all else to me, save that thou 
art—Thou my best thought by day or by night, waking or sleeping, thy presence my 
light.” It is not something that we normally think about, is it? And yet, there is nothing 
so close to the dearest and most daring desires of our hearts as the vision of God is. 
To see God as He really is, and to know that such a vision will transform us perpetually 
is sometimes a scary thought, more often an ecstatic dream. To see God, though, is 
the thing that all the progressively holy courts in the tabernacle prevented. As God 
says Himself in this text, “no man shall see Me, and live.” It is a highly dangerous thing 
for Moses to ask. And yet, who can blame him for asking it? 

Moses' motivation for asking this had more than one element. It was not just a 
selfish desire to give himself a mountain-top religious experience to beat all mountain-
top religious experiences. Certainly Moses wanted to see God for himself. However, 
this desire was linked to a desire to see proof that God would do what He said He was 
going to do. If you remember from last week, we saw that God had promised to go 
with the people. God had tested Moses again to see if Moses would act as the true 
mediator for the people. And once again, Moses had passed with flying colors. Moses 
had refused to be the only person with whom God would go. He said to God that Israel 
and Moses were a package deal, and that if God was going to give grace to Moses, 
then He would need to give grace to Israel as well. Moses thoroughly identified himself 
with the people Israel. The Lord had granted him that request as well: He would go 
with the people Israel. Now Moses wants to see proof that the Lord will do as He 
promised, as well as an assurance that Moses' mediation was still valid, and would be 
valid for the future. There had been a certain reluctance on God's part to go with 
Israel. Of course, we know that this was part of the testing. But Moses wanted some 
reassurance. If God was going to be present, then Moses wanted God to show 
Himself to be present. He had already asked in verse 13 for God to show him His 
ways, so that Moses could know God better. Now Moses takes the last step. We know 
that God talked with Moses face to face, which is a metaphorical expression that 
simply means that they talked as friends. What Moses is asking now goes way beyond 
that friendly speech. It is a validation of his position as mediator; it is a request for 
proof that God will do as He said, and be with the people without judgment; it is a bold 
request to be transformed by seeing God Himself in all His glory. It is all of these 
things. 

In verse 19, God tells Moses about the goodness of the Lord, and the name of 
the Lord, and the sovereignty of the Lord. God tells Moses about the goodness of the 
Lord as a way of describing God Himself. He will make His goodness pass before 
Moses. The goodness of God is exactly who God is. He is goodness, the fountain of 
everything good. Moses requested glory, and the Lord will show Him His goodness. 
The glory of God is profoundly good. 



God also said that the name of the Lord would be proclaimed. It is not 
necessarily easy to discern why it is that God says this, but here is a shot at it. The 
name “Lord” here is the covenant name of God. It is “Yahweh” or “Jehovah” as some 
people say it. By this name, the Lord tells us about His relationship with His people. It 
is the name revealed at the burning bush as “I Am.” So, the very being of God as he 
relates to His people: that is what is being proclaimed here. God is here re-
establishing the covenant He made with the people. That is what proclaiming the 
name of the Lord means here. The covenant had been broken by the people, but God 
was re-establishing it. Obviously, only the injured party of the covenant could even 
think of doing such a thing! Only God could forgive. Israel was in no position 
whatsoever to demand anything. But God graciously renews the agreement here. 

Thirdly, God mentions His sovereignty here in terms of grace and compassion. 
This verse is what Paul quotes in Romans 9, a text dealing with God's sovereignty 
over nations and over individuals. This is a gentle reminder to Moses that Moses 
cannot force God to be gracious to His people. Only God can bind Himself to any kind 
of agreement. In terms of the actual sin of the people, God will spare those He intends 
to spare from the plague which was mentioned at the end of chapter 32. This brings up 
a very important point about the sovereignty of God in salvation. Most people tend to 
think of predestination as pointing up God as some kind of homicidal maniac. The truth 
is that everyone deserves absolute destruction. It is not as if humanity is poised 
between heaven and hell, and God splits off some into one place and some into the 
other place. Rather, all humanity is located on a direct line to hell. God would be 
perfectly just in leaving everyone right in the place they deserve. But God didn't do 
that. Instead, He saves those He planned to save, and therefore shows us His great 
and abiding mercy and compassion. The amazing thing is not that people would go to 
hell. A biblical understanding of what people deserve would leave us in no doubt 
whatsoever about what we all deserve. The amazing thing is that God would save any 
of us. And not only that, but a multitude that no one can number! And every last one of 
us completely undeserving! Surely, that is glory! 

In verse 20 we see the general principle that no one can see God and live. This 
points out to us two things: firstly that God's glory is absolutely pure. Nothing unclean 
can abide in God's very presence. This is why God always cloaks Himself whenever 
He appears to human beings. Secondly, it points out our fallenness, in that we cannot 
stand in God's presence. This is why Moses needs protection in verses 21-23. God will 
show Moses something, but it cannot be everything. Moses would perish if he saw the 
very center of God's glory. And so God covers Moses with His hand, while putting 
Moses in a cleft of the rock of Mount Sinai. The back and the front of God are 
metaphors, of course. God does not have an actual back with a spine like human 
beings do. And yet, since we are made in the image of God, there are things about 
God's presence, and the various ways that God talks about Himself, to which our 
bodies can correspond. God is a spirit, and has not a body like men. Moses could not 
see God as He is and live. He needed protection. And so God put Moses in a cleft of 
the rock, and covered him there with His hand. 



All of what we have seen so far in this passage should prepare us for quite a 
shock when we look to the New Testament to see what John's gospel has to say about 
Jesus Christ. John 1:14 says this: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, 
and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and 
truth.” Is there any doubt that John had our passage at least partially in mind as he 
wrote those words? We can see the glory of God now! For it has been revealed to us 
in Jesus Christ. Now, this vision of God's glory that we have is by faith, and not by 
sight. But it is still a real vision of God's glory. What Moses desired but could not have, 
we do have in Jesus Christ. Of the many aspects of grace that we can discern in the 
person and work of Christ, this one stands out in relationship to our passage: in Jesus 
Christ, we humans can see God and live. Jesus is the ultimate Rock, and is even the 
ultimate cleft in the Rock in which we can be covered and protected. The difference of 
our vision and Moses' vision is that we can see the very glory of God Himself in Jesus, 
whereas Moses could only look ahead to that moment. Truly, Jesus is the Rock of 
Ages, cleft for us. We should most definitely hide ourselves in Him. 

The biggest problem we have in seeing God is that we usually try to do so while 
standing in the wrong place. The unbeliever has this problem in its most acute form. To 
illustrate this point, I can do no better than relate an illustration that is in Arthur Pink's 
commentary on Exodus. A man was explaining the gospel to his unrepentant neighbor, 
and the neighbor was telling the man that that was all very well, but that he just 
couldn't muster up any enthusiasm for the Saviour that the evangelist was going on 
about. The evangelist said that the man's response reminded him of a trip to the 
mountains he had once taken. There was supposed to be a natural statue in the cliffs 
of granite. No human had worked on it at all, but it was supposed to look just like a 
human face. The evangelist went there only to be disappointed when he got to the 
granite wall. It didn't look anything like a human face. Then he met a guide who told 
him that he was standing in the wrong place. The guide took him to a different place 
and then told him to look at the granite again, and this time the face was clearly visible. 
The vision of the face depended on the angle at which you saw the cliff. If you were 
standing in the wrong place, it just looked like jagged rock. The evangelist then told his 
neighbor, “Come with me under the shadow of the cross. Come there as a penitent 
sinner. Look there upon that jagged face marred by thorns and whips. If your 
standpoint is one of repentance, then instead of a jagged face torn by thorns, you will 
see the face of beauty itself, enough beauty to ravish your soul.” Where are you 
standing, or should I say, kneeling? No one sees the glory of God in the cross unless 
he is a repentant sinner. Where you stand has everything to do with how you see 
Jesus. As Psalm 91 says, “He who dwells in the secret place of the most High shall 
abide under the shadow of the Almighty.” Where are you dwelling? 

For those who have knelt at the cross, let me ask you what is your highest 
aspiration? What is your highest goal in life? Most people's goals in life are way, way 
too low. They focus on things in this life as their goal. Security in one's bank account, 
security in one's relationships, standing in the community, one's good name, the vision 
of them that the community has (which, if you believed some, is more glorious than our 



God's own glory!), or just survival. Do you think the glory of the last things is something 
you have to see? Or is it something you get to see? As King Caspian told his mariners 
in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, it is one thing to be forced to see the end of the 
world, but quite another to be kept from seeing it. All too often we think we will be able 
to have our cake and eat it too: that is, that we can make the things of this world our 
goal in life, and still be great when the next world comes along. Do not be deceived. 
The things we see now are temporary. What is unseen is eternal. But it will not remain 
eternally unseen. As the great church father Augustine puts it: “As regards this life, 
Moses is told, 'Nobody has seen the face of God and lived.' You see, we are not meant 
to live in this life in order to see that face; we are meant to die to the world in order to 
live forever in God. Then we won't sin, not only by deed but not even by desire, when 
we see that face which beats and surpasses all desires. Because it is so lovely, my 
brothers and sisters, so beautiful, that once you have seen it, nothing else can give 
you pleasure. It will give insatiable satisfaction of which we will never tire. We shall 
always be hungry and always have our fill.” Instead of seeking the things of this life, 
should we not rather sing, “High King of heaven, my victory won, may I reach heaven's 
joys, O bright heav'n's Sun! Heart of my own heart, whatever befall, still be my vision, 
O Ruler of all”?    


