
“WHO SHALL ASCEND THE HILL OF THE LORD?”

I. Introduction

A. When the Lord descended on Mount Sinai in thunder, lightning, 
fire, and smoke, the people of Israel trembled with fear.

1. Martin Luther had a similar attitude toward God prior to his 
conversion.

2. As one of Luther’s biographers explains, “Toward God he 
was at once attracted and repelled.  Only in harmony with 
the Ultimate could he find peace.  But how could a pigmy 
stand before divine Majesty; how could a transgressor 
confront divine Holiness?  Before God the high and God the 
holy Luther was stupefied.” [Here I Stand, 31]

3. Both the Israelites and Luther had an awareness of God’s 
holiness.

4. This stands in sharp contrast to the way many people today 
think about God.

5. The holiness of God rests inconsequentially upon modern 
people, even upon many professing Christians.

6. This is not good, because God’s holiness is fundamental to 
the Christian faith.

7. In the words of theologian David Wells, “The holiness of 
God is the very cornerstone of Christian faith, for it is the 
foundation of reality.  Sin is defiance of God’s holiness, the 
Cross is the outworking and victory of God’s holiness, and 
faith is the recognition of God’s holiness.  Knowing that God 
is holy is therefore the key to knowing life as it truly is, 
knowing Christ as he truly is, knowing why he came, and 
knowing how life will end.” [No Place for Truth, 300]

B. Exodus 19 is about the holiness of God.
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1. As the Lord prepared his people for the giving of his law, he 
made sure that they were aware of his holiness.

2. He did this in three ways.

3. He required them to consecrate themselves.

4. He manifested his holiness to them on Mount Sinai.

5. And he taught them about their need for a mediator.

6. These are the things that we will focus upon as we study this 
text this morning.

II. Consecrate the People (9-11, 14-15)

A. After hearing about the people’s response to the words that he 
spoke in the first part of the chapter, the Lord instructed Moses to 
consecrate the people.

1. In Hebrew, the verb ‘consecrate‘ comes from the same root as 
the word ‘holy.‘ 

2. When the Old Testament speaks of consecrating someone or 
something it is talking about a ceremonial setting apart of 
people or objects as holy to the Lord.

3. Of course, people and objects were not actually made holy 
by such acts of consecration.

4. They were merely rendered fit for participation in certain 
religious ceremonies.

5. The consecration was ceremonial and symbolic.

6. God used this as a way of teaching his people that he is holy 
and that they can only safely enter into his presence if they 
themselves are holy.
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B. In our passage, Moses told the people to consecrate themselves by 
washing their garments.

1. Ancient people washed their clothes with much less 
frequency than we wash our clothes today, and the Israelites 
probably would have washed their clothes even less often 
while traveling through the wilderness.

2. Their garments were probably pretty dirty.

3. Of course, God was not saying that they would be made 
holy simply by washing their clothes.

4. God was using this to teach his people about his holiness.

5. He was teaching them that they needed spiritual cleansing 
before they could commune with the holy God.

C. In our fallen condition, we have been thoroughly corrupted by sin.

1. Sin is like a cancer that has metastasized and spread all 
throughout a person’s body.

2. Our entire being has been infected by sin.

3. The only way we can enjoy fellowship with God is if we are 
first cleansed from the defilement of sin.

4. As it says in the 24th Psalm, “Who shall ascend the hill of the 
LORD?  And who shall stand in his holy place?  He who has 
clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to 
what is false and does not swear deceitfully.” (vv. 4)

5. The entrance requirements are the same in the New 
Testament.

6. The letter of Hebrews instructs us to “Strive for peace with 
everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see 
the Lord.” (Heb. 12:14)
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7. Without holiness, no one can see the God who is holy.

D. These are sobering words.

1. They show us why we are totally dependent upon Jesus 
Christ for our salvation.

2. We cannot make ourselves holy by our own efforts.

3. We cannot rid our hearts of sin.

4. But through faith in Christ we are declared righteous in our 
justification and we are being made righteous by the 
sanctifying work of the Spirit.

5. All throughout your life as a Christian, God is at work 
conforming you to the likeness of his Son.

6. He is making you holy.

7. And on that day when you enter into the life of the world to 
come, it will be granted to you to clothe yourself with fine 
linen, bright and pure, and you will dwell in the presence of 
the Lord forever.

E. Another aspect of Israel’s consecration was that they were to 
prepare for three days.

1. God did not come down to them immediately.

2. They had to wait for him.

3. They had to be ready for his appearing.

4. This is something that we too are called to do.

5. The Scriptures teach us to conduct our lives in this world in 
a manner that is reflective of our readiness for Christ’s 
return.
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6. As Paul said to the Christians at Colossae, “seek the things 
that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of 
God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things 
that are on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden 
with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life appears, 
then you also will appear with him in glory.” (Col. 3:1–4) 

F. God also told the Israelites that they were to abstain from sexual 
relations during the three days while they were waiting for him to 
descend on Sinai.

1. This is what it means in verse 15 when it says, “do not go 
near a woman.”

2. God did not give this command because there is anything 
inherently sinful about sex.

3. God created men and women as a sexual beings.

4. Instead, this was a sort of fast, like what Paul is talking about 
in 1 Corinthians 7:5 when he instructs husbands and wives, 
“Do not deprive one another, except perhaps by agreement 
for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves to 
prayer”. 

5. In Exodus 19, God wanted his people to set aside their 
earthly cares for a three day period so that they could give 
their whole attention to the giving of the law.

6. One other thing to note about this command to abstain from 
sexual relations is that it served to distinguish Israel’s 
worship from that of the Baal-worshippers, which was 
highly sexualized.

7. This was another way in which Israel was to be set apart 
from other nations and other peoples.

III. God’s Holy Mountain (12-13, 16-20)
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A. We turn now to consider how the Lord manifested his holiness to 
Israel on Mount Sinai.

1. Before descending upon the mountain, God instructed 
Moses to set boundaries around it in order to prevent the 
people from getting dangerously close to God’s glorious 
presence.

2. This setting of boundaries helps us to see that Mount Sinai 
was being made into a sanctuary.

3. The mountain prefigured Israel’s tabernacle and temple.

4. Just as God’s presence in the Holy of Holies rendered it off 
limits to the people, God’s presence on Sinai made it off 
limits.

5. The mountain became temporarily holy.

6. Anything that touched the mountain had to be set apart and 
devoted to God.

7. This is why the death penalty was instituted for anyone who 
touched the mountain.

8. And it is why that death sentence had to be carried out by 
stoning or by shooting arrows.

9. If someone touched the devoted person or animal they 
would fall under the same sentence.  

B. In verses 16 through 20, we have an account of what is probably the 
most magnificent manifestation of God’s presence in all of history.

1. God descended upon Sinai in a storm theophany in order to 
deliver his law to his people. 

2. As Matthew Henry says, “never was there such a sermon 
preached before or since as this which was preached here to 
the church in the wilderness.  God Himself was the preacher. 
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His pulpit, or rather His throne was Mt. Sinai.”

3. The thunder and lightning underscored the terror that God’s 
holiness brings to sinful man.

4. The fire signified God’s judgment. 

5. The cloud shielded his glory from full view.

6. The trumpet, or ram’s horn, announced the arrival of the 
King.

C. As we think about these symbols, we should keep in mind the 
reason why the Lord was descending upon Sinai.

1. He was coming to deliver his law.

2. The law was given with harsh thunder and with flames of 
fire for a reason.

3. As Calvin explains, these impressive signs “were added as 
seals to the promulgation of the Law, because the Law was 
given to cite slumbering consciences to the judgment-seat, 
that, through fear of death, they might flee for refuge to 
God’s mercy.”

4. This is why the Lord says through the prophet Jeremiah, “Is 
not my word like fire, declares the LORD, and like a hammer 
that breaks the rock in pieces?” (Jer. 23:29)

5. The law functions as God’s sledge-hammer, shattering all 
our confidence in our own righteousness.

6. In the words of one writer, “The law… cannot liberate us or 
give us life.  It can only evaluate.  It can only judge.  Its 
sentencing procedure is not complicated.  Its judgment is 
either guilty in even the tiniest degree or not guilty.” [Kolb 
and Arand, The Genius of Luther’s Theology, 153.]
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D. We can begin to understand why God revealed himself in this way 
by thinking about how we respond when we are faced with the 
threat of severe weather.

1. Our family had a taste of this when we were visiting my 
parents in Ohio this summer.

2. One evening, in the midst of a pretty big thunderstorm, we 
heard loud sirens going off outside.

3. When we turned on the television, we learned that there was 
a tornado warning.

4. The weather person said that it was important to take shelter 
immediately because the heavy rain would hide any funnel 
clouds from our view.

5. Now, my parents’ house doesn’t have a basement, so all 
eight of us crammed into the one room with no windows or 
outside walls:  a very small bathroom.

6. As it turned out, everything was alright and we can look 
back upon it now and laugh.

7. We weren’t exactly in a state of panic when it was 
happening, but we all crammed into that bathroom. 

8. We did so because we know that a tornado is not something 
to be trifled with.

9. That is the lesson that the Lord was teaching his people 
about himself through the storm theophany at Sinai.

10. He is not a God to be trifled with.

11. As the author of Hebrews puts it, “It is a fearful thing to fall 
into the hands of the living God.” (Heb. 10:31)

IV. Our Need for a Mediator (21-25)
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A. This brings us to the last part of our passage, where the Lord 
teaches his people about his holiness by showing them their need 
for a mediator.

1. We begin to see this theme back in verse 8, where Moses 
goes back up the mountain to tell God the people’s response.

2. Did you think about why this was necessary?

3. God knows everything.

4. He already knew what the people had said.

5. He didn’t need Moses to tell him.

6. The reason why Moses did so was because he was acting as 
the people’s representative.

7. He was their mediator with God.

B. After the Lord descended upon the top of the mountain, he 
summoned Moses up to the top and gave him instructions.

1. The people needed to know that they were forbidden from 
drawing near to the Lord.

2. As with the sanctuary in the tabernacle and in the temple, 
the people could not go into the inner sanctum.

3. Even though they had been consecrated, no amount of 
ceremonial consecration could make them fit for ascending 
to the top of the mountain.

4. God even forbids the priests from ascending.

5. We do not know exactly who these priests were, since God 
had yet to institute the Levitical priesthood.
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6. They may have been elders that the people had appointed to 
carry out priestly functions.

7. The important point here is that God is saying that the only 
way he can be approached is through the mediator that he 
appoints, not by mediators appointed by man.

8. We cannot try to enter into God’s presence on our own 
terms.

9. It has to be on God’s terms.

C. In Hebrews 12, the writer points out the key difference between 
Israel’s encounter with God at Mount Sinai and the worship of 
New Testament believers.

1. Listen to what that passage says:  “For you have not come to 
what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness and gloom 
and a tempest and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose 
words made the hearers beg that no further messages be 
spoken to them.  For they could not endure the order that 
was given, ‘If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall be 
stoned.’  Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, 
‘I tremble with fear.’  But you have come to Mount Zion and 
to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to 
innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly 
of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the 
judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, 
and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant… At that time 
his voice shook the earth, but now he has promised, ‘Yet 
once more I will shake not only the earth but also the 
heavens.’  This phrase, ‘Yet once more,’ indicates the 
removal of things that are shaken—that is, things that have 
been made—in order that the things that cannot be shaken 
may remain.  Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a 
kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God 
acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is 
a consuming fire.” (Heb. 12:18–24, 26-29) 
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2. These verses set a sharp contrast between Mount Sinai and 
Mount Zion.

3. Sinai stands for Israel’s national covenant with God, while 
Zion stands for the new covenant in Christ.

4. Sinai was characterized by darkness and gloom because its 
promises to Israel as a nation were threatened by the 
possibility of Israel’s disobedience. 

5. Sinai could be shaken, but Zion cannot be shaken because it 
has Jesus Christ as its mediator.

V. Conclusion

A. Only Jesus can take us into the presence of the holy God so that we 
are not consumed.

B. Only in Christ can we ascend the hill of the Lord.

C. Apart from Christ’s mediation, the Lord would break out against us 
and we would be doomed.

D. But in Christ we are brought into God’s glorious presence with 
confidence that we will receive nothing but blessing from the Lord. 

E. In the words of the Puritan pastor Richard Sibbes, “The gospel is 
the mirror, the glass, in which we see [God’s] glory.  And Christ 
indeed in a sense is the glass, for seeing God without Christ is a 
terrifying sight.  But in the glass, Christ, we can see God as we see 
the sun in the water.  If we cannot see the sun, which is only a 
creature, in its glory, how could we see God himself but in a glass?  
We must see him in Christ, so the sight of him is 
comforting.” [Glorious Freedom, 85] 


