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IN THE PRESENCE OF A CONSUMING FIRE 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Exodus 24:81-18 

8 And Moses took the blood and threw it on the people and said, “Behold the blood 

of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words.” 

9 Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went 

up, 10 and they saw the God of Israel. There was under his feet as it were a pavement 

of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. 11 And he did not lay his hand on 

the chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank. 

12 The Lord said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain and wait there, that I 

may give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I have 

written for their instruction.” 13 So Moses rose with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went 

up into the mountain of God. 14 And he said to the elders, “Wait here for us until we 

return to you. And behold, Aaron and Hur are with you. Whoever has a dispute, let him 

go to them.” 

15 Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. 16 The 

glory of the Lord dwelt on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days. And on the 

seventh day he called to Moses out of the midst of the cloud. 17 Now the 

appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the 

mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. 18 Moses entered the cloud and went up 

on the mountain. And Moses was on the mountain forty days and forty nights. 
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“Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. The 

glory of the Lord dwelt on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days. And on the 

seventh day He called to Moses out of the midst of the cloud. Now the appearance of 

the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire…” (Exodus 24:15-17a) “For the Lord your 

God is a consuming fire…” (Deuteronomy 4:24) 

 

It’s that kind of weather again. The kind where people are thinking they might have 

one more chance to go to their favorite mountain ski resort. Or, they’re thinking how 

nice it would be to head to one of those tropical destinations, where the only ice you 

have to deal with is the cubes in your margarita. Are you thinking about your own 

vacation getaway? Do want to go someplace where the words “exciting” and “thrill-

seeking” aren’t just gimmicks to sell you a travel package?  

 

Well, there is a travel agency just for you. They call themselves Disaster Tourism. They 

offer to take you places like Phang Nga Province in Thailand to see the effects of the 

2006 tsunami, to Tornado Alley to ride with storm chasers, and to Chernobyl to see the 

lasting devastation of the 1986 nuclear reactor explosion. Here’s what they say about 

themselves:  

 

“Disaster Tourism takes you to the heart of the disaster – to see beyond 

the writings and pictures in the history books, beyond the coverage in the 

media. Disaster Tourism offers a unique experience for those who have 

exhausted the normal mundane package vacations. We guarantee your 

vacation will be a complete disaster and leave you wanting more…”  

 

“Complete disaster” is right. Have they considered how dangerous it might be to visit 

those places? Well, yes. For the Chernobyl trip they say: “During your trip you will spend 

the night (just one night?) in a Chernobyl hotel, able to gaze out at the deadness of 

the area and contemplate what happened here 28 years ago. Food will be brought in 

from the outside to avoid contamination.”   I realize that may just be hype, but that 

vacation sounds like a disaster waiting to happen. 
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Yet, how safe is it to enter into God’s presence in Sunday worship, for He is a 

“consuming fire”? How safe is it to preach about God as a consuming, devouring fire? 

Such a message seems risky, because it can easily be misinterpreted. We live in a time 

when famous preachers try to connect every disaster and tragedy with God’s 

punishment on somebody. Still, for the sake of the Gospel, let us be adventuresome 

this morning. Let us go to someplace unsafe, even dangerous. Let’s go to that 

consuming fire. 

 

Let us go to Mount Sinai. Let us go to that mountain burning with the consuming fire of 

God’s presence. Let us go to that holy mountain of God’s presence, where if even an 

animal touched it, that animal had to be stoned. Let us go to that sight that was so 

terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling with fear.” The Lord was a consuming fire at 

Sinai, so when “Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the 70 elders of Israel went up” on 

Mount Sinai, they were heading into danger. (Exodus 19:12,13; Deuteronomy 9:19; 

Hebrews 12:18,20,21; Exodus 24:9) 

 

They were entering into the presence of God. They were flawed and broken people, 

going into the presence of the Lord, who is almighty, wild, and unthinkably holy. Sure, 

they were going there by the Lord’s invitation. By this point, Israel had already 

received from the Lord the terms of the covenant: the Commandments Israel was to 

obey and the promises God was to keep regarding the Promised Land. Now the 

leaders were going up the mountain to confirm the covenant, to accept the basis of 

the covenant.  

 

But if they thought for a moment that the basis of that covenant was going to be their 

obedience to God’s Commandments… if they thought they had nothing to fear in 

God’s presence, and that they were obedient enough to just march into God’s 

presence… they would soon learn differently. The Lord was a consuming fire. It was not 

safe for Israel to go into God’s presence at Mount Sinai.  So, only their 70 elders went 

up with Moses and Aaron and Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu. Then, at a certain point 

in their ascent, the Lord stopped them, and only Moses and his assistant Joshua 

proceeded up the mountain.  In the end, only Moses entered the cloud to confirm the 

covenant.  
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Broken and flawed Israel needed a mediator before the holy God. They needed a go-

between. Only the one named and appointed could approach the consuming fire of 

God’s presence on behalf of Israel: Moses. 

 

Then, what basis for the covenant would the Lord give to Moses?  It would be blood 

and atonement. The Lord knew that Israel could not keep up its end of the 

agreement. Blood would be necessary if Israel was not to be consumed by God. So, 

the next chapters in Exodus are about the tabernacle and the priesthood. The place 

at which the sacrifices would be made, and the men who would do the butchering 

and make the blood flow. Because the only way Israel could come near the 

consuming fire of God was with blood.  

 

That has not changed. The Lord is a consuming fire… although, we don’t always get it. 

We understand better than did Old Israel that our relationship with the Lord is not 

based on our obedience. We understand better the utter necessity of God’s grace. 

But we still don’t get the consuming fire part. Instead, we often believe that the old 

covenant was law and that the new covenant is grace. The Old Testament was law, 

and the New Testament is grace. We often believe that everything is different and 

gracious now, that ever since God sent His Son to fulfill the old covenant, the Lord is 

less terrifying now, more casual and nicer than He had been under the old covenant 

Yet, if the Lord was terrifying under the old covenant, how much more terrifying He is 

under the new.  

 

Ancient Israel had its tabernacle, through which the Lord tented and dwelled with His 

people. But how much greater is THE tabernacle, the body of our Lord Jesus, through 

which God “became flesh and dwelled among us.”  

 

Ancient Israel had its priesthood, by which the daily sacrifices were performed. But 

how much greater is THE great high priest, Jesus Christ, who sacrificed His own life, 

shedding His own blood for all the sins of the world.  

 

Ancient Israel had Moses as their mediator, but how much greater is THE mediator, the 

Son of God. (Hebrews 9:11; John 1:14; Hebrews 4:14; Hebrews 8:6) 
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Is it any wonder then that on that other mountain, the Mount of Transfiguration, God 

interrupted Peter? Peter wanted to build three tents, one for Elijah, one for Moses, one 

for Jesus, as if they were equal.  

 

But, as if to say there aren’t three, just one, the greatest one, God said, “This is My 

beloved Son. You listen to Him.” Because He is THE Mediator.  

 

That travel agency, Disaster Tourism, admits that if you go on one of their vacation 

packages you may be scarred for life. Both Moses and Jesus went as mediator to a 

dangerous place. But Jesus was the One scarred for life, because He shed His blood 

for our flaws and brokenness. He was consumed, so that we are not.  

 

So, though God is still a consuming fire, and if anything, He is more terrifying under the 

new covenant.  It would be a terrifying thing to come into God’s presence in worship, 

or prayer, or the Lord’s Supper.  But we are able to come into God’s presence by way 

of the blood of our Mediator, Jesus Christ.  

 

As the writer to the Hebrews says, “…we have a great high priest… Let us then 

approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and 

find grace to help us in our time of need.” (Heb. 4:14,16)  

 

Let us come to the Lord with what is broken and flawed in us, and He will restore us. 

Amen 


