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Earlier this summer, and many of you were a part of this, we had this amazing week-long 
experience where hundreds of kids literally took over our church. VBS was just an incredible 
opportunity to introduce the next generation to God's love and God's rescue that has come to 
us in Jesus. A lot of you have heard that by the end of the week there were 70 kids who 
attended VBS who shared with us their decision to follow Jesus with their lives. That is just 
thrilling to us. That's what it's all about. The reason we exist as a church is to lead people of 
every generation, from the youngest to the oldest. We want them to become transformed 
followers of Jesus and not just for ourselves but for the flourishing of our city and for all people 
in this world. 
 
About a year ago, our leaders put a kind of stake in the ground. We said that we want to reach 
another thousand people in our city with the love of Christ by the time we reach our 100th 
anniversary as a church. We prayed together around this and we think that means launching 
five new churches as part of this one Highland Park Pres family. The first of these is actually 
launching in September in Old East Dallas. Cameron Beaty is leading that new community. I 
know many of you know and love Cameron and Emily. We're so excited about the team that is 
forming around them. Some of you are here this morning. I'm not used to all this clapping. We 
don't normally do this in the Sanctuary. I'm going to adjust. 
 
Obviously, this kind of God-sized vision for a church and for the city is going to involve more 
people serving, leading and giving in ways that will stretch every single one of us. We believe 
that God has called us to reach more people for Jesus. The only way that will happen is if 
everybody believes so strongly in what God is up to in our midst and there's this spirit of 
generosity. On that note, I want you to know that giving continues to be strong. Even as so 
many of you have contributed to this Transform campaign to transform the spaces around this 
building and this campus, giving is in a great place and a strong place. I just want to say on 
behalf of our elders and our staff and our pastors, we are blown away by your generosity. We 
are seeking to be wise, discerning and as lean as we can be, in terms of stewarding these 
resources for the Kingdom. 
 
Thank you for partnering in this rescue mission. Thank you for investing in the next generation 
and for helping us to launch new beachheads for the Kingdom in the city of Dallas. Thank you 
for investing in a stronger global mission and ministries right here in Dallas like Austin Street 
Center that are bringing revival to so many. With that one, pray for us as we open up God's 
word. 



We are thankful, God, for what you're doing in and through this local church. We believe that 
the church is the hope of the world. We pray that we would continue to listen well to you and 
to remain on our knees before you. Even as we open up the Scriptures, Lord, help us not just to 
settle for head knowledge, but to put these words into practice. Also, that we would reflect 
more and more on your love as a result of coming under and living under the authority of 
Scripture. In Jesus's name. Amen. 
 
Well, you've probably heard about mountaintop experiences before. Sometimes it's used as a 
metaphor, a way of describing these spiritually transformative experiences or these encounters 
with God. Yes, sometimes, for those of us in Dallas, it even involves a mountain. Every summer, 
we take a group of students here from our church and we go on this trip to Colorado. We stay 
at this beautiful camp that's somewhere around 9,000 feet elevation. It is part of our 
Confirmation experience for our seventh graders, some eighth graders. Near the end of this 
trip, the team, and I don't think the kids know that this is coming, but we wake them up at like 
4:30 in the morning. As a seventh grader, this is a challenging new experience, but we wake 
them up so that they can take this hike up this nearby mountain. They can get to the top of the 
mountain right around the sunrise. I think we have some pictures of this experience. We've 
been doing this for the last few years. It's amazing to hear what God does in and through this 
whole week but especially this particular morning. 
 
If you were to ask some of these students, "What was the highlight of your summer?" a bunch 
of them would say it was that moment on the mountain. It's like it solidified it. It confirmed so 
much of what God had been doing in these students' lives up and to that point. God met them 
on that mountain. It got me thinking back to my own mountaintop experience. My sophomore 
year of college a group of us from school, right before semester started, went on this 
backpacking trip in Yosemite National Park. We hiked up. This was kind of a new thing for me. 
We put on our backpacks and we hiked up the switchbacks of this mountain face that sat 
directly across from Half Dome. I can still picture the scene when we made our camp-out 
overnight on this mountaintop shelf. I think I've got a picture of this. I know the lighting is not 
very good in this picture. This was not shot on iPhone. I'm a little bit too old for that. 
 
I remember this experience of camping out here. It was so stunning. In fact, none of us wanted 
to sleep in a tent even though it was like 35 degrees that night. The chance to fall asleep 
literally looking at the stars and then to wake up in the morning and the first thing you see is 
Half Dome staring right back at you. I had never experienced anything like that in my life. It was 
actually on that trip with folks from a sister church, Menlo Park Presbyterian Church that I had, 
for the first time, this sense that God might be calling me into ministry. It was a mountaintop 
experience in a very profound way for me. Then, I went cliff jumping into this waterfall. They 
said, "We don't think you're ready for that call yet." Now, here I am. 
 
We have been looking at these life-changing encounters with God in the Old Testament. In our 
passage today, Moses has a literal mountaintop experience and encounter with God. Now, 
before we get to this, when I say the name Moses, what or who comes to mind for you? Maybe 
for some of you, it's the piercing blue eyes of Charlton Heston in “A Voice like God” or 



Michelangelo's statue of Moses with his square jaw and his chiseled musculature of this Greek 
god. That's all great if that's your image of Moses. In reality, Moses was probably more like Alan 
Greenspan or Larry King at this point in his life. At this point he’s likely in his 80s. Some of you 
are like, "Who is Alan Greenspan?" Just go ahead. Google that. Whatever. 
 
It wasn't just his stature. It was his kind of reluctance, his reticence to leave. For 80 years, that 
was Moses, this man who would go on to become the most important person in the Bible, 
second only to Jesus. Moses was a kind of wanderer through his life. As a young man, he had it 
made living in luxury in Egypt until one day he lost his temper. He killed a guy and he had to flee 
for his life. Ever since, he's sort of been drifting. Moses was tending the sheep of his father-in-
law, Midian. They weren't even his sheep. He was out in the desert when, one day, God 
confronts him, of all places, and speaks to him through this burning bush. This is not to be 
confused with the singing bush from the “Three Amigos,” just to clarify that. Calum and Charlie, 
they led us through that amazing story last week, how Moses would hear God's call. He would 
go on to lead the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt through the Red Sea and into their 
freedom. Eventually, they come to the foot of this mountain where God comes down from the 
clouds with all the thunder and the lightening. Then, Moses goes up on the mountain to meet 
with God. For six weeks, Moses has been up on that mountain. 
 
That's where we're going to pick up, actually, in Exodus Chapter 32. We're going to walk 
through a lot of Scripture this morning. If you want to, there is a Bible there in front of you. If 
you want to open that up, page 91. Exodus 32 verse 1, we're going to start with that passage. 
Here's how it starts. We'll have this up on the screens as well. "When the people saw that 
Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered themselves together to 
Aaron and said to him, 'Up, make us gods who shall go before us. As for this Moses, this man 
who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.'" The 
people are waiting for Moses to come back down to them, down off the mountain, but it's like 
the longer they have to wait, the more they start to complain, the more they start to wonder. 
Where's Moses? Why is he taking so long? Maybe he's dead. Let's find a new leader. In fact, 
let's find new gods. Let's go back to the gods of Egypt. 
 
What follows is a kind of wild party that would make “Burning Man” jealous. It lasts for days. I 
won't go into the details. Finally, Moses comes down from the mountain in verse 19 and says 
this, "As soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf," this is the infamous golden calf, 
"and all the dancing, Moses's anger burned hot and he threw the tablets, the Ten 
Commandments, out of his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. He took the calf 
that they had made and burned it with fire and ground it to powder and scattered it on the 
water and made the people of Israel drink it." Loosely translated, Moses was not very happy. 
Think about what that must have felt like for old Moses. 
 
Here, he has just had the mother of all mountaintop experiences. No one has ever had a 
greater like Christian summer camp high than Moses coming down from Mount Sinai. He met 
with God himself for six weeks, received the Ten Commandments and watched God literally 
etch the words of the Ten Commandments into these tablets. Now he is going to take them 



back down and share with his people whom he just knows have been worshiping faithfully and 
waiting patiently. He knows they're so excited to see this vision for their lives together and how 
Moses and God, they're going to lead them into the Promised Land. It's going to be so great. 
When Moses gets there, it's like a frat party and they're dancing around this golden calf. Moses 
is crushed, so is God, who has literally just led these people out of slavery, out of the hands of 
Pharaoh. 
 
Now, they're already going back to the false gods that they had just left behind. God says, 
"That's it. I'm done with these people. It's just going to be you and me from now on, Moses." 
What does Moses do? I probably would have turned around and gone right back up that 
mountain and said, "God, let's just leave these people behind. You're right. Party of two in the 
land of milk and honey. It's going to be all good." He had every right to say that. This is what he 
does in verse 31. It says, "So Moses returned to the Lord and said, 'Alas, this people have sinned 
a great sin. They have made for themselves gods of gold, but now, God, if you will forgive their 
sin ...'" He goes on and he pleads with God to forgive the very people that were making his life 
miserable. More than that, he begs God to remain with them on this journey into the Promised 
Land. 
 
Here we need a little background to understand exactly what it is that Moses is asking and 
what's going on here. Throughout this journey from slavery and bondage in Egypt into the 
wilderness onto the Promised Land, God has sustained this promise for his people. The promise 
that he would dwell in the tabernacle is actually the word picture in the Old Testament. God 
would make his tent among his people so that they would know that his presence and his glory 
went with them wherever they went. Just as God is meeting with Moses up on the mountain 
and they're planning all this out, what's this going to look like, together, including the Ten 
Commandments, just as that's happening, the people are down below worshiping a false god. 
 
What does God do? When God sees that, he calls it all off. Not just because he's mad, not just 
because he's angry, but because this whole thing was based on an intimate relationship where 
God. God would be with his people in a covenant and where each party, each spouse, if you 
will, will deeply honor the other. What is the most honoring? Let's just take the opposite 
approach. What is the least honoring, most offensive thing, most hurtful thing that you could 
do to violate this covenant relationship with God? What's the First Commandment? There's a 
reason it's the first one. God is showing us his cards. He said, "This is what is most important to 
me." What's the First Commandment? No other gods, just me. 
 
Moses hasn't even brought the tablets down and the people have already broken rule number 
one. God says, "Look, I can't remain among these people “tabernacling” in their presence 
anymore, when they so quickly betray me for other gods." In the Old Testament, you read these 
passages where God speaks of his jealousy, his desire for the full affection and devotion of us as 
his people. Yet, here Moses intercedes on the people's behalf. He prays for forgiveness. He 
says, "God, don't forsake these people even though they've forsaken you, even though they've 
turned away. Remember your covenant. Remember your love." Here's what God says in 
response. I've never actually seen this before. This is Exodus 33 verse 1, "The Lord said to 



Moses, “Depart. Go up from here, you and the people whom you have brought up out of the 
land of Egypt to the land which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will send an angel 
before you. I will drive out the Canaanites and the Jebusites and the Gesundheits. Go up to this 
land," verse 3, "flowing with milk and honey." Then, here's the dagger. "But, I will not go up 
among you, lest I consume you along the way." 
 
God says, "All right, Moses. I made a promise. You're right. I made a promise and I'm still going 
to bless these people. I'm going to bless you so much. I will give you military success, political 
independence, a land where you can flourish economically flowing with milk and honey." That's 
the language of wealth. "I will give you all of this. Just one thing, I'm not going to be a part of it. 
I'm not going with you." Think about this. In Exodus 33, God basically offers what many in our 
day would say is the perfect society, wealth, comfort, power, freedom, independence. We can 
even be thankful to God for providing it, but we don't actually have to live as if he's at the 
center of it all, basically a godless society given by God. It's the ultimate honeypot deal for a 
morally therapeutic deistic culture like ours today. This is what God offers in Exodus 33. "I will 
bless you. I just won't go with you." 
 
Again, put yourself in Moses's shoes as a leader. God comes to you and he says, "Look, you've 
been through a lot. I have dragged you all this way and now I am willing to set you up in that 
sweet land I had promised to Abraham and your ancestors all those days ago. I made that 
promise and I plan to keep it. But, I won't be at the center of it anymore. So, go and lead your 
people. Lead them into wealth and power and fame. They'll be fat and happy and stop 
complaining. You can thank me. You can talk about me. You can tell stories of what I've done. I 
just won't be with you, dwelling with you anymore." If God made you that offer, what would 
you say? Well, here's what Moses says in verse 15, "Then Moses said to him, “If your presence 
does not go with us, do not send us up from here. God, if you're not going to go with us, if 
you're not at the very center of who we are and what we do, then no thanks. Don't send us." 
It's like he says to God, "What good is all this stuff, wealth, power, land, influence, what good is 
it if we don't have you?" He pleads with God once again. He begs God to remain even among 
these stiff-necked people. 
 
Here's how God responds in verse 17, "And the Lord said to Moses, “This very thing that you 
have spoken, I will do, for you have found favor in my sight." You see that? Moses prays. He 
pleads on behalf of these people, this sinful, near-sighted, can't go six weeks without dancing 
around a golden calf people! Moses goes to God on their behalf and God says, "Okay. I will do 
what you asked." It turns out this is not the first-time God responds to Moses's prayers. In fact, 
one chapter earlier, there's this moment when God was about to destroy the Israelites for 
worshiping the golden calf and Moses cries out. He pleads on their behalf. We're told that as a 
result of his prayers, "And the Lord relented from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing 
on his people," Exodus 32:14. I think we have this verse. It says, "And the Lord relented from 
what he was going to do." 
 
For centuries, theologians had done all kinds of Biblical calisthenics trying to make that verse 
not say what it seems to plainly say. The Lord relented. He changed course. In the King James, 



God repented of the evil he thought to do unto his people. When we pray, things happen, 
things change, and, yes, sometimes God relents. To quote the great Scotsman Calum Lindsay, 
"When we pray, nothing never happens." Nothing never happens, that's the one thing we can 
be sure of. God in his grace has given us this incredible power, this agency to call upon his name 
to move in our midst. Just as electricity needs a wire to conduct it, God uses a person of prayer 
to bring his love, grace, blessing, mercy, power and healing into this world. There are times in 
my life when I think about how many moments something could have happened to derail 
everything good that has ever come to me. There have been these moments where the only 
way I can explain the mercy I've received is that someone was praying for me. You ever felt 
that? 
 
 “When we pray, nothing never happens.” I know it's summer and we're supposed to go easy 
on each other, but how you doing with this? How's your prayer life? Are you meeting with God 
on a regular, daily, ongoing basis? Are you praying for the people in your life, the people you 
love, calling out on behalf of the brokenness that you see around you? How are you doing with 
prayer? This past week, I've had sort of this growing conviction of how often I ignore this 
promise. Earlier this week, I was out on a run and people have their own kind of preferences 
around this. I always run with music. It gives me energy. It keeps me going. I'm not going to tell 
you who I listen to. It's between me and JT. About halfway into my run, the battery on my 
music player died and I was so bummed because now it's just me, my painful legs, and my 
thoughts and, God forbid, the silence. I'm just running in the silence. I started thinking about 
this sermon, this passage and the power of prayer. Then I got to thinking about my family. 
 
I realized in these moments that I actually hadn't prayed for my children in, I don't know, days. 
I'm even embarrassed saying that as a pastor. I realize that knowing what I know about the 
power of prayer and knowing how much I love my children, how do I not pray for them like 
every single morning before they rise and as they go to bed at night? I've been entrusted by 
God with this immense privilege of being their earthly father. I'm in a position to pray for them 
and over them and to pray for blessing and provision into their life in a way that no one else on 
this planet can. Why would I not do that? Because of my role as Ali's husband, there are unique 
blessings that I am the only one who can pray these things down into her life. My role as a 
pastor, have I fully immersed myself in prayer on behalf of this church for you? 
 
In the middle of this run, I'm in like the North Georgia Mountains and I just had to repent for 
allowing busyness, work and people pleasing to get in the way of being a pray first kind of 
leader. There's a phrase I used to hear a lot in ministry. I've probably used it before and maybe 
you've heard this. Show me your checkbook and your day timer and I'll show you your god, 
although now it's Venmo and iPhone calendar. I'm starting to wonder if it would be more 
accurate to say show me your prayer journal, show me your prayer life and I'll tell you what 
matters most to you. What are you hitting your knees for early first thing in the morning when 
nobody's watching in those moments of quiet before the monkeys start to jump around in your 
brain? What are you praying for then? 
 



Let me just say one other thing. You don't have to be on a mountaintop to meet with God. 
That's the gift of prayer. Anywhere your knees hit the floor, you're on holy ground and the Holy 
Spirit is present and with us. How do you think? I don't know how Moses did it for all those 
years. How did he keep going day after day for these 40 years without caving in to despair, 
anxiety, frustration or just quitting on God's people? When the Israelites weren't complaining 
about running out of food, they were complaining about running out of water. When food 
finally did come, they complained about that, "Manna for breakfast, manna for lunch, manna 
for dinner, manna, manna, manna. It's all we ever eat. We want meat." God rained down quail 
on them. After a month, they said, "We hate the quail. We want manna." It's like taking your 
kids on a long car ride, which we'll be doing in a few weeks. Three kids four and under, to 
Colorado, and we are going to do it in one day. Yes, we are. 
 
Someone said the difference between a child and a 747 is that when you get to Hawaii the jet 
stops whining. Parents and grandparents, you know this. What's the number one phrase that 
you're going to hear from kids over and over again from the back of the car? Are we there yet? 
Sometimes you hear it from your husbands or whatever, but 40 years Moses hears from the 
Israelites, "Are we there yet?" I don't think I could have handled that. How did Moses survive? 
How did he stick with it as a leader after all this time? The only answer is prayer, daily meeting 
with God. He relied on God every single day. Whether you're leading a company or a classroom 
or a third-grade soccer team, you're going to have days when it feels like everyone has turned 
on you. It's this thankless existence, give, give, give, with no recognition. It's all that you can do 
to put one foot in front of the other. In those moments, prayer is the lifeblood that keeps us 
going. It gives us our bearing. It reminds us of who we are and whose we are. 
 
Moses cries out to God, "Don't abandon your people. Don't abandon me." God responds to 
Moses's prayer to remain with them and to dwell with them as they make this journey into the 
land that he had promised. You know, I feel like that would have been enough. Moses could 
say, "God, thank you for answering my prayer. It's kind of been a long day. I think I'm going to 
go and take a nap now. It's been rather dramatic around here as a leader." But, Moses doesn't 
stop there. In fact, he asks for one more thing. This is incredible. In verse 18, he says, "God, now 
show me your glory." Moses says, "I want to see all the fullness of your love and beauty and 
power. Show me your glory." As Tim Keller writes, God responds to Moses and he says no, but 
not no full stop. Verse 21, "And the Lord said, 'Behold, Moses, there is a place by me where we 
shall stand on the rock. While my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft of the rock and I will 
cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then, I will take away my hand and you shall see 
my back, but my face shall not be seen.'" 
 
Basically, God says to Moses, "Moses, if I showed you the full measure of my glory, if I were to 
shine my face and all of my glory upon you, you would be obliterated on the spot. You couldn't 
handle my holiness. You would cease to exist, crossing the streams, cats and dogs living 
together. It would utterly destroy you. But here's what I will do," God says, "I'll show you a 
glimpse of the back parts of my glory and I'll shield you so that you're not killed." That's exactly 
what happens. God passes by Moses and it's like he gets this around the corner veiled glimpse 



of the goodness and the glory of God. It's just a glimpse, but it is the greatest experience of 
worship that Moses ever has in his life. 
 
Here's the coolest part about this and then we're going to close. Over a thousand years later, 
the gospel writer John is trying to explain to this new community of Jesus followers what has 
happened when Jesus of Nazareth came into this world. John, the gospel writer, the disciple of 
Jesus, he has the audacity to say this, "And the word became flesh and dwelt among us." In the 
person of Jesus, God became flesh and dwelt. The word that John uses here, is the same word 
back from Exodus Chapter 32, "He tabernacled among us and the word became flesh and dwelt 
among us and we have seen his glory." In Jesus, we have seen the fullness of God's glory in a 
way that Moses never did. You see, for Moses, it was just a glimpse. It was around a corner, a 
snapshot, a foretaste of what was to come, of what we can now behold in all of its fullness, 
nothing held back, no half measures, just the beautiful perfection of God's glory as we look to 
Jesus. We, who can now see the glory of God who has come to us in the risen Jesus, no unveiled 
faces, no having to hide behind a rock. 
 
When we ask God, "Would you show us your glory?" now, today, he says, "Behold my Son," 
who is alive and here with us in this place right now. As we sing this next song together, what if 
we were to worship as God's people with unveiled faces? Just as God is fully present in our 
midst in all of his glory and his Holy Spirit is here with us? In Jesus, we have seen the fullness of 
God, all of his love, all of his greatness, all of his joy. It is with us here in this place right now.  
Jesus, would you help us to do that as we worship you together now? Come and be present 
with us in whatever way it is that we need to see and behold and know that you are here and 
you are with us, that we would fall down just as Moses did and that we would worship you. I 
pray this in your name, Jesus. Amen. 
 


	The God Who Punishes and Forgives
	Preached by Bryan Dunagan

