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Introduction 

     When I say the word “God” what do you think about? You might think of “God” as an 

invisible force with a dark side. You might think about “God” as indifferent and passive. You 

might think about God as the “energy” that binds all life on earth. We all think of something 

when we think about “God.” But what if I told you that what you think about God is the most 

important thing about you? The most important thing? More important than our looks, or our 

marital status, or our job, or our bank account? Yep. Why? Because we become what we 

worship (Psalm 135:15-18). When I was a kid I admired – OK worshiped – Bjorn Borg. I tried to 

play tennis like him. I grew my hair like his. I played with the same racquet. Why? Because we 

become what we worship. So, what we think about God is the most important thing about us 

because it shapes who we are and how we live. 

     But here’s the problem. We tend to construct our own idea of “God.” Have you ever heard 

someone say, “I just can’t believe in a ‘God’ who…[you fill in the blank].” Bingo. So, here’s the 

most important question you’ll ever ask: “Who is God?” How will you answer that question? 

Here’s the approach I suggest. Let’s answer the question “Who is God?” by seeing how God 

answers that question. 
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The Name 

     Turn in your copy of God’s Word to Exodus 34. We’ll look verses 6-7. Here’s a little context. 

God has just rescued the nation Israel from slavery in Egypt. Remember the ten plagues and the 

parting of the sea? Moses was God’s chosen leader. And now Moses wants to know more about 

this God. So, he asks, “Please show me your glory.” Basically, Moses asks to see what God is 

like. To which God responds, “I will proclaim before you my name ‘The LORD.’ 

     It sounds weird that God would answer by saying “I will proclaim before you my name.”  In 

our day, names just need to sound cool. But in the ancient world, a name described the person. 

Remember the patriarch, Jacob. His name means “deceiver.” That’s what he did. He deceived 

people. But later his name was changed to “Israel,” which means, “he struggles with God.” His 

change of name reflects a change in the man. So, when God says he will proclaim his name 

before Moses, it means he will reveal what he is like.  

     So, what is God’s name? Look at Exodus 34:6. “The LORD passed before him and 

proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD…’” Notice it’s L-O-R-D. The literal Hebrew for L-O-R-D is a 

word that is pronounced Yahweh. That’s God’s name. Yahweh. Yahweh means ‘whatever I am, I 

will be.’ In other words, whatever this God is like, he’s that way consistently…24/7.” 

     So, who is God? Whatever he is, he’ll be who he is all the time. Unlike us. We’re one way 

when we’re with certain people and different when we’re with others. But not Yahweh. 

Whatever he is, he always is. 

 

So, what is Yahweh like? 
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Merciful & Gracious 

     Look at the next phrase in verse 6, “‘The LORD [Yahweh], the LORD [Yahweh], a God 

merciful and gracious…’” 

     The word “merciful” (Heb. “raḥûm”), is a feeling word. Like the feeling a mother has for a 

child. It can be translated “compassion” or “tender affection.” It’s the opposite of mean, or 

harsh, or indifferent. It’s a feeling of deep affection or concern. So, what’s the first thing we 

learn about Yahweh? God is full of compassion – full of compassion toward you. 

     The word “gracious” (Heb. “ḥannûn”) is an action word. The root means literally “to bend or 

stoop in kindness to an inferior.” Yahweh acts based on his compassion. 

     Many think the God of the OT is harsh and angry; while the God of the NT is kind and loving. 

Not true. The history of Israel can be summed up in one word: Failure. Abraham failed. Moses 

failed. David failed. Yet Yahweh responds with compassion and grace. Eventually, after 

hundreds of years, Yahweh does judge Israel. He removes his presence from the temple and the 

nation is exiled from their land. In the darkest years, the prophet Isaiah pleads with Yahweh to 

once again return. He says, “We have become like those over whom you have never ruled, like 

those who are not called by your name. Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come 

down…” (Isa. 63:19-64:1a). In response, Yahweh full of compassion and grace, comes down in 

flesh and blood to rescue Israel. In Jesus of Nazareth, Yahweh returns to Israel. And throughout 

Jesus’s life and ministry we hear echoes of Exodus 34. 

     One favorite, occurs early in Jesus’ ministry. “A leper came to him [Jesus]…” Think outcast. 

Someone you don’t want to talk to or touch. “Imploring him, and kneeling [the leper] said to 

him [Jesus], ‘If you will, you can make me clean.’ Moved with pity…” The Greek word means 

“to have the bowels yearn” or “to be moved with compassion.” Hear the echo? That’s what 

Jesus felt toward this man. And Jesus acts accordingly. He touches the man and heals him. So, 

the first thing to know about God: He is full of compassion and grace toward you. 
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Merciful & Gracious      

     Honestly, that’s not how I tend to think about God. When I think about what God feels about 

me, I think of words like disgusted, disappointed, and indifferent. How about you? How do you 

think God feels about you? Honestly. Here’s the application. Stop listening to yourself and start 

listening to God. God says that God is full of compassion and grace toward you. 

 
  



Who is God? 
Exodus 34:6-7 

 5 

Slow to Anger 

     So, God is full of compassion and grace toward you. He’s is also “slow to anger.” Slow to 

anger is the opposite of quick-tempered. God has a long fuse. He is long-suffering and patient. 

Yes, you can make God angry but you really have to work at it. 

     Many think of Jesus as a laid-back hippie preacher who taught mainly tolerance and love. But 

a reading of the Gospels tells a different story. His central message was “Repent for the 

kingdom of God is at hand.” He constantly warned of coming judgment. And in one scene we 

see his holy anger on display. Days before his crucifixion, Jesus comes to the temple in 

Jerusalem. The temple was supposed to be a place of worship. But it became something else. 

People came with a lamb for sacrifice. But when the priests inspected the lamb, they would 

invariably find something wrong with it. So, people would have to buy an “authorized” lamb for 

a huge mark up. Kind of like paying $10 for a beer at a sporting event. Jesus goes ballistic. We’re 

told he makes a whip and chases people out of the temple. He overturns the tables of the 

money-changers. He says – maybe he screams – “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a 

house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” (Mark 11:17). 

He’s really angry. Did Jesus just wake up in a bad mood that morning and decide to take it out 

on the temple priests? No. Jesus ministered for three years. He performed numerous miracles. 

He gave numerous warnings. Jesus was slow to anger. But he did get angry.  

     We don’t like talking about God’s anger and wrath. But the Bible speaks to it hundreds of 

times. One pastor remarks, “When people say to me: I can’t believe in a God of wrath, I say: 

Yes, you can.” When you read about the airman in western Washington who killed his two 

toddlers, then his wife, and then himself, you are angry. Anger is the right response. Yes, God 

gets angry. 

     For some of you, you need to hear that God is slow to anger. Emphasis on slow. Your idea of 

God is that he is quick-tempered. He’s just waiting for you to screw up so that he can bring the 

hammer down. No. God is not like that. God is full of patience toward you. He knows you grow 

slowly and he is so patient. 
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Slow to Anger 

     For others, you need to hear God is slow to anger. Emphasis on anger. You struggle with the 

idea of a God who gets angry at all. You picture God like a hippie who talks about inclusion and 

free-love. But God gets angry. And to be clear, God is angry because he loves. Love is not 

indifferent to evil. Love hates evil because it is destructive. The Bible says that God is angry at 

every form of evil. God is full of patience toward you, yes. But there is a coming day of 

judgment. A Day where his patience gives way to the full force of his anger at every evil 

thought, word, and deed. 
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Steadfast Love and Faithfulness 

     So, God is compassionate and gracious toward you. He is full of patience toward you. He’s 

also “abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.” The Hebrew words are “hesed” and 

“emet”, respectively. It’s hard to translate the Hebrew word “hesed” into English. The best 

translation I’ve heard goes like this: “God loves you with a never stopping, never giving up, 

unbreakable, always and forever love.” Like an underground spring, God’s steadfast love 

continuously spills out toward you. 

     The Hebrew word “emet” is translated faithfulness. Literally, it means “truth.” The idea is 

that Yahweh is true and trustworthy. You can take him at his word. He keeps his promises. 

     We see God’s faithfulness in the overarching story of the Bible. The first human, Adam, 

failed. And so, God promised to bless and heal and save the world through Israel. But Israel also 

failed. Not only did Adam and Israel fail, you and I failed too. But God was, and is, still faithful. 

Jesus is Yahweh in flesh and blood. And in Jesus, Yahweh takes Israel’s failure and our failure 

upon himself. I love how one pastor says it, “Jesus takes all our failure – millennia of broken 

promises – and he drags it to the cross, absorbing it in his death and then breaking its hold 

over humanity through resurrection.” The apostle Paul says it this way, “God shows his love 

for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom. 5:8). On the cross, Jesus 

shows us what God’s steadfast love and faithfulness looks like. He gives himself for us. 

    Life in a fallen world is hard for all of us. Some have had horrific evil done to you. Some are 

struggling with sickness. Some have children who are struggling. Some have no children. Some 

are in between jobs. Some are lonely. Most of us are tempted to measure God’s love for us by 

our circumstances. But the measure of God’s love is found at the cross. God is full of steadfast 

love toward you. How do you know that? Because Jesus died your sins. You are loved and 

forgiven. That’s an anchor for your soul in the midst of the storms of life. Look to the cross, not 

your circumstances, as the measure of God’s love and faithfulness toward you. 

     And look to the resurrection as the promise of a new life where all the sadness of this life will 

be undone. Just as Jesus was raised bodily from the dead, so shall we. God is full of steadfast 

love and faithfulness toward you. 
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Forgiving…Sin. Yet Does Not Leave the Guilty Unpunished 

     Who is God? I hope you see that he’s better and more beautiful than we think. Not only is he 

full of steadfast love toward you, he “keeps steadfast love for thousands.” In other words, he 

“protects” or “guards” it specifically for you. He wants you to have his love! And not just you, 

but “thousands.” It’s not just for a few but for thousands. Really, for anyone who will have it. 

     Next, “forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.” Interestingly, the word here for 

“forgiving” means to “to lift up,” “to carry,” or “to take away.” Others point out that this is a 

signpost pointing forward to Jesus. Because that’s exactly what Jesus does on the cross. He lifts 

our sin onto his shoulders and then takes it away. 

     So, Yahweh forgives “iniquity, transgression, and sin.” Together, the idea is that God forgives 

sin of all shapes and sizes. If you’re here this morning thinking your sin is beyond forgiveness. 

Not so. Yahweh forgives all kinds of sin. The only sin he won’t forgive is the sin you deny or try 

to justify. So, come to him and confess your sin. He will forgive. No, he’s eager to forgive. How 

do I know? Because that who God is. God is full of forgiveness toward you. 

     Yet regarding sin, there’s more to say about his character: “but who will by no means clear 

the guilty.” God is forgiving but he’s also just. And that’s a good thing. When someone wrongs 

us, we rightly want justice. God will right every wrong. He doesn’t just ignore evil. He can’t. God 

is full of justice. God is forgiving and also just. There’s tension here. There’s tension throughout 

the OT. Hold that because I want to show you how this tension is resolved in the NT. 

     But before we see how this tension is resolved, let’s look at the final phrase: “visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children…” It can’t mean that kids are 

punished for their parents’ sin. How do I know? Because there are a number of passages that 

clearly teach each is responsible for their own sin (e.g. Deut. 24:16; Jer. 31:30; Ezk. 18:20). It 

means that there are consequences for sin. Specifically, a parent’s sin has consequences for the 

children. To borrow an example. If a mom and dad get divorced, the children will suffer from 

the fallout: grief, trust issues, insecurity, economic strain, messy holidays, the fear of 

commitment later in life. There are consequences. It’s been said this way: “God is forgiving. Sin 

is not.”  
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Forgiving…Sin. Yet Does Not Leave the Guilty Unpunished 

     Now notice the last phrase: “to the third and the fourth generation.” This is pretty cool. 

Look back at the beginning of this last phrase. It literally says, “keeping steadfast love for 

thousands…” And the last phrase is literally, “visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children 

to the third and fourth.” Love to thousands, visiting iniquity to the third and fourth. There’s a 

huge imbalance here. Think of a scale with a weight of thousands on one side and three or four 

on the other. God’s compassion, love and forgiveness to thousands in contrast to only three or 

four who are visited by iniquity. The idea is that God’s mercy far surpasses our sin. “Our sins 

they are many, his mercy is more.” God is full of mercy toward you. 
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Mercy and Justice 

     Back to the tension between God’s forgiveness (mercy) and justice. It’s a tension that’s never 

fully resolved in the OT. But the OT sacrificial system hints at it. In the OT, when you sinned, you 

brought a lamb to the tabernacle (later temple) and placed your hand on the lamb’s head. 

Symbolizing that your sin is transferred to lamb. Then, the priest would slit the lamb’s throat. 

The lamb dies as your substitute. God forgives. You continue to live. But these sacrifices had to 

be brought again and again showing that the sacrificial system was only a shadow the true 

reality (Heb. 10:1). 

     When Jesus comes on the scene, John the Baptist says of him, “Look, the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world.” (John 1:29b). In Romans, Paul reflects on the meaning of 

Jesus’ death on the cross for us. “God put forward [Jesus] as a propitiation by his blood, to be 

received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he 

had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he 

might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” (Rom. 3:25-26). Notice that 

last line, “that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” When you 

trust Jesus, he lifts your sin onto his shoulders and then dies in your place. God is just because 

your sin is punished. God is the justifier because he dies in your place. God is full of forgiveness 

and justice toward you. The cross resolves the tension! 

     What about those who do not trust Jesus? Jesus is the Lamb of God. He’s the way – the only 

way – to know God’s forgiveness. So, if you refuse Jesus, God will still be just. He will be full of 

justice toward you. Listen. God is full of patience toward you. But his patience will come to an 

end. When? Scripture says, “It is appointed for man to die once, and then comes judgment.” 

Every one of us is a heartbeat away from eternity. God’s patience is meant to lead you to 

repentance. Turn to Jesus today. Tomorrow may be too late. 
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Conclusion 

    When Yahweh finishes speaking, we read, “And Moses quickly bowed his head toward the 

earth and worshiped.” (Ex. 34:8). Moses was struck by the beauty and goodness of God. And it 

changed him. More and more Moses becomes compassionate and gracious toward those 

around him. We have more than a word of who God is. On the cross, we see a demonstration of 

who God is. On the cross, you see that God is full of compassion and grace toward you. On the 

cross, you see that God is full of steadfast love and faithfulness toward you. On the cross, you 

see that God is full of forgiveness toward you. Who is God? Look to the cross to answer that 

question. Listen to the cross more and yourself less. You will become more like Jesus. As you 

listen to the cross more, you will become more compassionate toward others; more patient 

toward others; more loving toward others; more forgiving toward others. Why? Because we 

become what we worship. 

 


