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Salvation Through Judgment: The Gospel Paradox Explained 

(Exodus 13:1-10; 1 Peter 3:8-22) 

Sometimes it feels like the world is under judgment, doesn’t it? And it feels like the 

church might be under some pressure too! This past few weeks Christians have been the 

targets of derision, our faith has been dismissed as unessential—our gatherings under assault 

both from a virus and from the actions of certain governments with little appreciation for what 

really matters. eg., how NYC kicked out the Samaritan’s Purse field hospital. At the same time 

some Christians, who are not being persecuted, but feel ‘put-out’ have begun playing the 

martyr—agitating for the defying of emergency orders and opening up of their liberties.  

1 Peter helps us to put all of this into perspective and to remember that: on those 

instances where we do wrong and suffer, it is just suffering; but where we stand for God and 

suffer, “if that should be God’s will” we are blessed and given a special opportunity for gospel 

witness. But Peter’s application only makes sense when we understand the theology behind it.  

 Exodus 34 and the Great Enigma 

In Ex 34 God finally answers the Question that Moses has been asking, namely: “What are you 

really like, God?” // The Book of Exodus is the story of the Redemption of God’s people. They 

are redeemed “out of out of slavery in Egypt” with a purpose--to “serve [God] on” Sinai (3:13 

and 4:23)—Israel was saved to serve.  There was a purpose to their liberty—a vocation. 

This is God’s pattern; he delivers by covenant redemption into a relationship and a 

mission. As God told Moses, he would deliver Israel, for he “remembered his covenant with 

Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob” (Ex 2:24). And when God had done all the mighty 

Wonders, which he did in exulting himself over Egypt, namely demonstrating his military 
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superiority over the greatest superpower the ancient world had ever seen, he brought Israel to 

his Mountain stronghold. Then, at the Mountain of Sinai, as Deuteronomy 33:5 says, “the LORD 

became king” of Israel.  

Scholars remind us that the covenant redemption idea in Scripture is paralleled by what 

was known in the Ancient Near East as a Suzerain Treaty. The ancient world was a dangerous 

place. Bands of warlords pillaged though villages and small tribal groups. Occasionally a strong 

leader would emerge who would deliver the villagers from oppression and slavery. He would 

then make a covenant with them. He would demand obedience, and service in exchange for 

peace and security. He would be the Suzerain and they would be his people.  

Speaking in common covenant language to them, God’s people understood and came 

well informed to Sinai. In Exodus 19:4, speaking in Suzerain language, God declared “You 

yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and 

brought you to Myself. [5] Now, therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my 

covenant you shall be my shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth 

is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” 

Then God, the covenant king himself, descended upon the mountain with smoke and 

fire. He personally declared to them core covenant rules, which we call the Ten 

Commandments. God took Moses, the Judge (or interpreter of the covenant) aside to go over 

further covenant details in Chaps 20-23.  Then, in 24:3 we read the conclusion, “Moses came 

and told the people all the words of the Lord and all the rules. And all the people answered 

with one voice and said, ‘All that the LORD has spoken we will do.’”  
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Moses replied by arranging a covenant ratification ceremony. Slaughtering bulls he 

made a massive offering. He took the blood of the offerings and poured half on the altar of the 

LORD and the other half he sprinkled on the people. The message was clear—your obedience, 

or your blood. This is standard Suzerain stuff.  

 Moses then goes back to more meetings with God to arrange practical issues for the 

Tabernacle, the priests, and worship required by this relationship. But while Moses is on the 

mountain, the people rebel. // The golden calf incident occurs in Exodus 32. Moses rushes 

down the mountain and symbolically smashes the tablets containing the 10 commandments. 

God begins to meet out vengeance on the rebels. Only the intercession of Moses prevents 

Israel from being utterly wiped off the face of the earth.  

 But now what? This immediate crisis averted Moses is nervous. What is God’s plan? Will 

he still protect his people? Will he be angry at the slightest insult? So, Moses says at the end of 

chapter 33, look LORD you know me, now “please show me now your ways, that I may know 

you in order to find favour in your sight” (vv 12-13). And he asks, “Please show me your glory.” 

(33:18). Now a typical ANE Suzerain would love to show off his glory in the pageantry of kings. 

But the LORD reveals something amazing. His glory is too much for mortals to handle, “man 

shall not see my face and live” But, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will 

proclaim before you the name of the LORD. And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious 

and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.” (33:19).  

 This is the background to our passage. God appears and shows Moses just who he is. He 

is good. He is merciful. As the cloud of glory descended upon Moses God put his own hand over 

Moses face to protect him …. Then, the Almighty (34:6):  
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Passed before him [Moses] and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and 
gracious, slow to anger and abounding in mercy and abounding in steadfast love and 
faithfulness, [7] keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and 
transgressions and sin,”  
 

And if we stopped there… Wow, what a promise! // “But” 34:7 continues, he is a “[God] who 

will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the 

children’s children, to the third and fourth generations.” How do we deal with that?  

 Mark Dever calls this paradox the great enigma of the Old Testament. How can God be 

both merciful and gracious on the one hand, forgiving iniquity and sin, when on the other hand 

he will by no means clear the guilty? // Well, Moses did not know either, so he did the only safe 

thing to do in the presence of such a proclamation by the Suzerain Lord (v 8): “Moses quickly 

bowed his head toward the earth and worshiped.”  

 God then gave Moses a little a hint in 34:10, saying, “Behold I am making a covenant. 

Before all your people I will do marvels, such as has not been created in all the earth nor in any 

nation. And all the people among whom you are shall see the work of the LORD, for it is an 

awesome thing that I will do with you.” 

1 Peter and the Great Solution 

 The answer to the enigma of “how God can both be gracious and pardon sin, but by no 

means leave the guilty unpunished” was indeed solved by a marvelous and awesome covenant! 

Look at 1 Peter 3:18, “For Christ” Peter declares, “also suffered once for sins, the righteous for 

the unrighteous to bring us [the unrighteous who could not go unpunished] to God” 

 The unrighteous are brought to God in Christ. Don’t pass over this. This is so familiar to 

Christians. But remember what God told Moses, “no man can see me and live;” and “I will by no 

means clear the guilty.” In God’s marvelous covenant, it was not to be Salvation on the one 
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hand, and Judgement on the other hand. Rather, as James Hamilton has written in a highly 

recommended book by the same title, it would be Salvation Through Judgement. 

Salvation Through Judgement  

That is what this business about the Ark is about in 1 Peter 3:20, when, Peter writes, “a few … 

were brought safely through water.” The water of the great flood was a great judgment. It 

wiped out all life on earth. Accompanied by fire spewed forth from the earth and great stones 

falling from the heavens, God poured forth the destructive power of water annihilating all life 

on planet earth –except those on the Ark. 

 The Ark, which saved, participated in the judgement, however. It did not avoid it. The 

Ark floated in the waters of judgment many months. But the Ark brought its inhabitants safely 

through this judgement and into a new world, with a renewed creation covenant.  

Baptism, the New Testament reveals, put believers in Christ. He is the antitype of the 

Ark. Corresponding to this water of judgement, in which the ark floated, Peter writes in 3:21, 

“Baptism… now saves you.” The baptismal waters represent death, as St. Paul writes in Romans 

6:4, “we were buried with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 

from the dead” we emerge from the baptismal waters “by the glory of the Father, … [to] walk in 

newness of life”  

 Our Baptism is where God “by no means pardons the guilty”. Indeed, he pours out his 

wrath. But being in Christ by faith, Peter expresses our condition in 1 Peter 3:21 as having “an 

appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” –just to, a 

marvelous thing is done. We pass from death into life “safely through the water.” And now 

Jesus is our Christ, ie “our King” (our Suzerain), “who has gone into heaven and is seated at the 
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right hand of God, with angels and authorities, and powers [the whole realm of the gods] 

having been subjected to him” (1 pt 3:22).  

Conclusion 

What do we do with all this? Well whatever happens to us on account of righteousness, 

we can endure. And whatever is wrong we avoid studiously. Our perspective, as St. Peter says 

in 1 Pet 3:15, is this: “in your hearts honour Christ the Lord as holy [see him as Moses saw him 

in Exodus 34] always prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the 

hope that is within you…” And then we do what is right: “For it is better to suffer for doing 

good… than for doing evil.” 

There may be persecution to come. There are opportunities to do without and do good 

now. But what is most important is this--have you honoured Christ as Lord in your heart? God’s 

gracious covenant makes gives you hope in the midst of any suffering. It frees you from sin, and 

lets you draw near to your creator, to know the mysteries of the universe, and the meaning of 

life. It gives you liberty to know him and to serve him. Like Moses, let us be persistent in getting 

to know who God is and what he has done for us in Christ Jesus. And like Peter, let us take 

confidence that we can draw near to him in faith and baptism, saved through judgement.  
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Questions for Reflection 

1) What is one new thing that surprised you, helped you, challenged you, or made you think 

differently (if anything) in the sermon? 

a. Have you thought about the great paradox of God’s Justice and Mercy in your 

life? 

b. Take a moment to thank God for his love for you.  

2) If you had a specific answer to #1 above, what will you do with this new thing you have 

learned? 

3) Life can sometimes seem overwhelming. When we are harassed for our faith, or when 

we are under lock down orders. A wise counselor has said we have four areas of health: 

Spiritual; Relational; Vocational; and Physical. When any one is out of sorts, strength in 

the other three allow us to move on. But when two are out of sorts we are in crises. Any 

more than two, and we need help from an outside source to get us back on track. COVID 

has hit us all relationally, many of us vocationally, and some physically and spiritually. 

Just as God delivered Israel from slavery through the instrument of Moses, he can deliver 

his people today.  

a. If you need help don’t be afraid to reach out to your church and pray for God’s 

deliverance; 

b. If you can help, how can you be an instrument in God’s hands delivering others? 


