
Story Number 48

MOUNT SINAI

Six weeks after leaving Egypt, on the first of the third month (now

called Sivan), after leaving Refidim the people arrived at the Desert of

Sinai, where Moses had seen the Burning Bush, and camped there facing

the mountain. They stayed there for just under a year, during which time

a lot of very important things happened.

Moses had already gone there ahead of the people, in order to strike the

flint rock face and produce water. Then without waiting for them he

ascended the mountain, from where God called him and gave him a

message to give to the people of Israel.

The message was that the people had seen all that God had done to the

Egyptians and brought them to him, and if the people will keep all of

God’s laws and instructions, he will in turn make them his chosen people,

a holy nation and a kingdom of priests.

Moses delivered the message and the people replied that whatever God

tells them to do they will do.

Then came the second message, that the people were to cleanse and

prepare themselves for three days ahead, when God would himself

descend onto Mount Sinai. The mountain was to be cordoned off, no

person or animal was to touch the mountain, and any that did was to be

stoned or shot (with an arrow) and not allowed to live. Only after the

event was all over and the ‘all clear’ sounded on the shofar (a horn used

similarly to a trumpet) could they approach and climb up the mountain.

Moses arranged all this and warned the people.
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On the third day, in the morning, there was thundering and lightning,

with a very thick cloud surrounding the mountain, and a loud howling

sound like that of a horn or trumpet being blown, but far, far louder. The

noise was tremendous, and all the people in the camp trembled! Moses

then went and brought the people out from the camp to meet God, and got

them to stand below the mountain. Mount Sinai, covered with fire, was

pouring out smoke from the summit in the way an incinerator sends up

smoke from a furnace. 1 The people were terrified, the howling sound

kept getting louder and louder, Moses spoke and the people heard God

answering him.

God then spoke to all the people from the mountain peak, giving them

the Ten Basic Laws, known as the Ten Commandments, as an introduction

to all the rest, the Torah. (The word ‘commandment’ is an old English

word meaning a command, an order, an instruction that has to be obeyed

or else ....)

When the people heard all the thunderings and howlings, and saw the

flames and the smoke coming out of the mountain, they moved away and

stood at a distance. But they still felt it was too much for them, so they

asked Moses to speak to them – to get the message from God and tell it

to them, rather than that they should have to listen to God directly, in

which case they might die. Moses assured them that God was testing

them, and also making sure that they were afraid and would therefore

obey all his instructions.

Moses then approached the thick cloud in which God was present, and

was given a whole lot of laws and instructions to pass on to the people.

After another warning not to make any idols, the first lot of instructions

consisted of judgements – decisions to be made in a court of law when

complaints were made.

1. Verse 18, assuming that ¼3 J̧ J6 is the construct of ¼3 I̧ L6 and ¼0 K6K£K) is hifil.
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The second lot was a miscellany of laws of all different types, without

details, to give the people an idea of the sort of thing God was going to

expect of them. Finally, they were warned that on entering the Promised

Land of Canaan they were to expel and drive out all the inhabitants, and

in no circumstances to make any treaty or peace agreement with them,

because the locals will be a trap, get them to worship their idols and make

them sin against God.

Returning to the camp, Moses told the people all that God had said, and

they replied that they would do it all. He then wrote it all down, in what

he called the Contract Document, and in the morning he read it to them.

They repeated that they accepted it and would do all that God had said.

He built an altar and offered sacrifices, and with a special ceremony

confirmed that the people entered into contract with God, undertaking to

observe all that was in the Contract Document and whatever else God may

ask of them.

The next thing, on God’s instructions, Moses took Aaron and his two

older sons Nadab and Abihu, with seventy elders of Israel, and they went

a little way up the mountain. There they saw as if beneath God’s feet what

appeared to be a clear view, like the sky or a precious stone. This was a

sort of glimpse of a small part of God, yet they did not die and were not

hurt, but were able afterwards to eat and drink like ordinary people.

Moses then sent them back, and told them he would be away for a little

while and they should wait till he returns. Meanwhile if there were any

problems, Aaron and Hur would be in charge and would deal with them.

(Remember Aaron and Hur went up the hill with him at Refidim during

the battle with Amalek and held up his arms all day.)

Next Moses climbed up further with his attendant Joshua. The mountain

was covered with a cloud, and they waited for six days outside the cloud.
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On the seventh day God called to him and he entered the cloud, leaving

Joshua outside it, and he stayed there forty days and forty nights, neither

eating nor drinking anything.

There he was given detailed instructions about the Tabernacle and

about the Sabbath, and the Two Tablets on which God himself wrote the

Ten Commandments, but that is another story.
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