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The Jewish scholar Cassuto once wrote: “[T]he second wedding of one who 
remarries his divorced wife is not quite the same as the first. The breach has been 
healed, but it is not possible to undo the fact that at some time the breach had 
existed.” But then Phil Ryken responded to that idea by saying, “Maybe Cassuto is 
right. However, a second wedding has a joy all its own. It shows that even a broken 
covenant can be renewed.” It is this bittersweet (but mostly sweet!) renewal of the 
covenantal agreement that we are going to explore today. This renewal of the 
covenantal agreement is, if you will, a second marriage ceremony after the divorce. 
We will explore this renewed covenant/second marriage under three headings: the 
tablets of the renewed covenant, the God of the renewed covenant, and the mediator 
of the renewed covenant.

Verses one through four tell us about the two new tablets. They were going to be 
just like the first tablets. The only difference between the two was that Moses was 
going to cut out the stone. God would still write the words on the tablets, but Moses 
was going to cut out the two tablets. Perhaps this is God's gentle reminder of the wrath 
that Moses had displayed. You will remember that when Moses came down the 
mountain after the golden calf incident had begun, he became so full of wrath that he 
threw down the tablets at the bottom of the mountain and broke them, thus 
symbolizing the breaking of the covenantal agreement that the people of God had with 
their God. God is reminding Moses of that wrath, which, though mainly justified by the 
people's sin, did not have to result in the breaking of the tablets. God may in fact be 
gently and somewhat humorously teasing Moses about it in the words “which you 
broke” at the end of verse 1. 

There is nothing teasing or humorous, however, about the instructions in verses 
2-3. Moses is to present himself with the tablets at the top of the mountain, and there 
is to be no one with Moses, no one on the mountain, and not even goat near the 
mountain. We might ask about the reason for this complete isolation. There seem to 
be two reasons for it. The first reason is that the renewal of the covenant can only take 
place between God and the mediator. There can be no other people present. There 
shouldn't even be any distractions present in the form of animals! The people and 
everything connected with the people (such as the animals!) had forfeited any right 
whatsoever to be anywhere near the mountain. They were all in need of mediation. 
Therefore, only Moses could ascend the mountain at that time. The second reason for 
the isolation is that God is about to reveal Himself in a very full way indeed in verses 
5-8. It is very important that this new message about who God is should be very 
accurately recorded so that no distortion would happen. I'm sure we all remember 
playing the game in school where one person whispers something in another person's 
ear, and it travels from mouth to mouth through the class, and the person who receives 
it last always has a completely different message from the one that was whispered to 



the first person. There could be none of that going on here. If there is only one person 
who receives and transmits the message, there is likely to be far less distortion. 

Speaking of that message, we come now to the God of the renewed covenant. 
Moses showed himself ready to receive that message in verse 4, which serves as a 
bridge to the second part of the passage. In many ways, verses 5-8 are the theological 
heart of the book of Exodus. The importance of these verses can hardly be 
exaggerated, since they are the most quoted verses in the rest of the Old Testament, 
occurring at least six times in various forms in the Psalms and prophets. This is not 
only the God of creation, but also the God of the Exodus and, most importantly, the 
God of second chances for the people of God. These verses give the lie to the 
common misconception of the God of the Old Testament as a vindictive, hate-filled 
bully. The atheist Richard Dawkins perhaps encapsulates this view of God in his 
eloquent and completely incorrect statement about the God of the Old Testament: “The 
God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: 
jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, 
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, 
filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.” 
Now hear how the Lord describes himself: “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and 
gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, by no means clearing the 
guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children's children to 
the third and the fourth generation.” Quite a difference between those two descriptions 
of God, isn't there? It seems fairly obvious that Richard Dawkins hates God. But how 
can you hate a God who does not exist? You might as well hate a unicorn! The fact is 
that Richard Dawkins actually knows that this God exists, and that he hates that God 
who does in fact exist. He accuses God of being unjust and vindictive, where God 
describes Himself as being both just and merciful. In fact, God describes Himself in the 
exact opposite way to how Dawkins describes Him. I do not have time to unpack just 
how wrong is Dawkin's interpretation of the Old Testament, but I will just say here that 
the Old Testament says the exact opposite of what Dawkins says on every particular. 
The reason for this is simple: for Dawkins, man and man's reason is the measure of all 
things. Therefore if there were a God (according to Dawkins), that God would have to 
behave in the way I dictate. However, since God does in fact exist, and is the Creator 
God, He does not answer to men like Dawkins. God owes us nothing. We owe God 
everything. God does not come to the bar of human reason. Rather, we are 
summoned to the courtroom of God. We do not judge God. God judges us. And 
Exodus tells us that God judges us with mercy and with justice. There are no mistakes 
with God. 

Charles Spurgeon once said that the proper object of study for the Christian is 
the Godhead. Understanding God (at least as far as we are able! No one can 
understand God perfectly and completely except God Himself) means understanding 
His attributes. What is God like? Notice how this passage relates to the end of the last 
chapter. Moses had asked to see God's glory. God had given Moses just a small 



glimpse, but not the center, or the front side of that glory. Instead, God gives Moses a 
list of His own attributes. The message is plain: if you want to see God's glory, you 
have to know what He is like. What are His characteristics? How does God act in 
certain situations? We know that this is important. For instance, if we want to know 
what a person is like, we ask about that person's characteristics. We might say that 
such and such a person is kind and thoughtful, generous and humble. Or we might say 
that a different person is bitter, angry, legalistic, and judgmental. If you list such 
characteristics, you get at least a basic idea of what that person is like. The list of 
attributes here has two main ideas: 1. God is full of grace, and 2. God is just. These 
characteristics were particularly important for Israel to know just then. God was going 
to punish Israel for its sin, and God did just that. However, God was also going to 
forgive them and renew the covenant, and continue to be their God, even though they 
had rejected Him. 

Moses' response to this revelation is really the only appropriate one: he bowed 
down and worshiped God. The text says that Moses thought this was a good idea to 
do in a hurry. He made haste! How many of us react in the same way when we hear 
about the attributes of God? Isn't it more common for us to yawn and tell ourselves 
that the attributes of God don't really matter all that much to us? Let me ask you this 
question, though: where would you be if God was not a gracious and merciful God? 
The answer is that not only would you be dead, but you would be burning in Hell for 
eternity! The attributes of God are incredibly relevant to us! To know that we are 
entirely dependent on God every day for our every breath, and to know that the God 
upon whom we are dependent is a gracious and merciful God is absolutely vital 
knowledge! We must, however, never pit one attribute of God against another. Every 
heretic does this. Heresy, in fact, can be defined as emphasizing one part of the truth 
about God at the expense of another. One of the most common heresies is the one 
that claims that God is all love, and that He doesn't really care about sin and evil. 
There is a reason why the revelation of God's mercy is accompanied here by a 
revelation of God's justice. It is so that we are not tempted to forget about the final day 
of judgment even while we rejoice in God's mercy, as we should. Then we should bow 
down in worship, as Moses did. 

The final verse of our passage shows Moses as the true mediator of the 
covenant. As Ryken says, Moses is quickly turning into a full-time defense attorney for 
the people of Israel! Moses uses the personal capital that he has with God in order to 
request God's presence with the people, and the renewal of the covenant. That is why 
Moses makes his request hinge on the grace that he has already found in God's sight. 
Moses acknowledges the people's actual sin, and their tendency towards sin. 
Furthermore, Moses identifies himself with the people. He calls himself stiff-necked, 
and he asks God to pardon “our” sin. This is what a mediator does. He identifies 
himself with the people, even with the sin they committed that the mediator did not. 

The whole passage, therefore, points us to our Savior, Jesus Christ, the ultimate 
Renewer of the covenant. The law, which was written on the tablets, was written on 
the heart of Jesus Christ in an unbreakable way. The attributes of God, revealed in the 



middle section of the passage, are a revelation of what Jesus Christ is like. We often 
wonder how God can be both merciful and just at the same time. The answer is that 
God's mercy and justice kiss each other at the cross. There God poured out His justice 
against sin. Sin had to be punished, either in us or in Someone willing to take our 
place. Jesus took on the full wrath of God so that we might experience God's grace. 
The cross is the only possible way that God can remain both gracious and just towards 
God's people. And, of course, Jesus is the perfect mediator in identifying Himself with 
us in our sin, although He Himself never sinned. Jesus is the ultimate Renewer of the 
covenant. 

When it comes to applying this passage to our lives, we must look at four things. 
The first and most important is that we must recognize our all-consuming need for a 
Mediator. Remember that God would meet with no one else. We cannot meet with 
God, and live with God being involved in our lives without the Mediator. We need a 
Mediator who will empathize with us, and also take on our guilt and bear it so that we 
do not have to bear it. We need a Mediator.

Secondly, we must have the law written on our hearts. This happens the 
moment we become a Christian. We are the new tablets of the law! While 
remembering that this happens only after we are saved, we must still remember that 
the way of life is given to us by our Jesus, who said to us, “If you love me, keep my 
commandments.” The law is no longer our enemy now that Christ has born the curse 
of it. There is no curse for us. There is only blessing. We need to have the law written 
on our hearts, as Jeremiah promised in the famous passage about the new covenant, 
where God promised that He would write the law on their hearts, and they will all know 
God, from the least of them to the greatest of them. 

Thirdly, we must love not only God Himself as a person, but we must also love 
and worship God's attributes. That is, we love and worship God as He is gracious, as 
He is merciful, as He is forgiving, as He is just. The great Reformed theologian Francis 
Turretin described the attributes of God as different ways of looking at the very 
essence of God. One helpful way of thinking about God's attributes is that they are like 
different facets on a diamond. You're still looking at one diamond, but each facet is 
beautiful. The attributes of God are not different from who God is. They are who God 
is. All too often we separate God's characteristics from who God is. As a result, we 
downplay the importance of God's attributes, and fail to see how relevant they are to 
our lives. We must love God in all His many-faceted glory, and remember that this is 
God's answer to us for now when we desire to see God's glory. God answered Moses' 
request to see His glory by giving him a list of attributes. That is a clue to us that we 
see God through His attributes. And they are truly glorious. 

Lastly, whenever we hear about some aspect of who God is, we should respond 
with worship. And it should be worship of God. When Richard Dawkins hears about the 
attributes of God, he responds with worship all right, but it is a worship of Richard 
Dawkins, not of God. Whenever anyone hears of the attributes of God, they will 
respond in worship, either the proper, correct worship of God Himself, or the incorrect 
and false worship of the creature. But how else could we respond than with proper 



worship, when we see our God, slow to anger, and abounding in love, coming to us in 
the person of Jesus Christ, renewing our marriage to Him, and accepting and 
changing us to be like Him?       


