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Abstract: 
The image of Moses descending Mount Sinai bearing the Ten Commandments is justly iconic. 
But icons distort and in this case it encourages us to take an unhelpfully positivistic view of 
biblical law. Moreover this is not the only picture the biblical texts provide regarding the 
giving of the law (Matan Torah). This paper focuses on one image that is overlooked, namely, 
the hidden face of the lawgiver. This image applies both to YHWH and Moses and recurs on 
a number of occasions when torah is communicated. YHWH’s face is hidden in various ways 
when torah is communicated at Sinai and also at the Tent of Meeting. Moses’ face, in turn, is 
hidden behind a mask of light. A rigorous exploration of this question means taking a 
semiotic approach to specific aspects of the giving of the law. The consequence of this 
analysis is that it changes the way we conventionally understand the nature and character of 
biblical law. Biblical law is not only an icon of revealed law; it is also an icon of concealed 
law. This is because revelation is given in the context of concealment. The modality of 
concealment has the effect of emphasising the speaking voice and gives priority to the words 
of God. It also mystifies what might otherwise be clear, even prosaic. It signifies that 
engaging with torah involves a posture of openness towards that which is presently unknown, 
as well as the limitations of what is presently known, including the mystery of YHWH’s Name 
and character. It also reminds us that torah cannot be understood apart from a covenantal 
and relational framework within which questions of encounter and response are crucial. As 
such it assumes an anthropology in which torah is received and understood in the context of 
dynamic intercession, discussion, rational argument and strategic risk-taking. This stance of 
commitment and advocacy, whilst unique to Moses, is, in a certain sense, to be replicated by 
all Israelites.  
 
 
In the film The Invention of Lying (2009) – set in an alternate reality where everything said is 
truthful – Ricky Gervais plays a man who discovers the ability to lie. In one of the film’s key 
moments he appears live on television to tell the world about life after death. He says that he 
alone talks to ‘The Man in the Sky’ and gives the people ‘Ten Rules’ which he has scribbled 
in marker pen and stuck on the outside of pizza boxes. It all takes place outside the front door 
of his house, bearing aloft a Pizza Hut carton in each hand. Of course, it crassly subverts the 
traditional image of Moses receiving the Ten Commandments from God on Mount Sinai.1 
But in doing so the film highlights the question of how the Commandments are 
communicated and what is expressed by the manner of their delivery. This is, formally 

 
* Professor of Biblical Law, Law School, University of Bristol, England. UK. Thanks to Professors Bernard 
Jackson (Liverpool Hope), Walter Moberly (Durham), Julian Rivers (Bristol), John (Jack) Welch (Brigham 
Young) and to R. Mendy Singer (Chabad of Bristol) for comments on an earlier draft of this paper. The usual 
disclaimers apply. Biblical quotations are drawn from the English Standard Version (ESV) translation of the 
Holy Bible.  
1 Gervais seems unable to let the issue go. Witness his 2014 Easter address which sums up every modern 
misconception regarding the Ten Commandments; http://blogs.wsj.com/speakeasy/2011/04/14/an-easter-
message-from-ricky-gervais-why-im-an-excellent-christian/, accessed 3 May 2016.  
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speaking, a different question from the meaning of their substantive content though, of 
course, the two are related. To put it more technically, the scene highlights the semiotics of 
the giving of the law since semiotics is concerned with the study of how meaning is 
constructed and conveyed and especially with the study of sign structures and sign 
processes.2    
 
In terms of Western visual culture the giving of the law at Sinai is seen as unproblematic (to 
the extent that divine revelation can be seen as seen straightforward in secularised Western 
societies). God just gives the law to Moses. It is the archetypal image of divine revelation. 
Biblical law becomes the ultimate symbol of ‘revealed law’ posited, in the ultimate sense, by 
divine authority. Yet although this image captures much – there is revelation! – it also misses 
much. It misses the fact there is concealment in the very act of giving the law.   
 
In this paper I want to focus on just one aspect of this hiddenness, namely, the hidden face of 
the law-giver. This is true not only (rather obviously) in the case of God but also in the case 
of Moses in his capacity as law-giver. Bernard Jackson once asserted that “the semiotics of 
biblical law can no longer be ignored.”3 If that is the case, it is certainly time that semiotic 
questions are asked of what is arguably the central moment of Israel’s history. In that sense, if 
nothing else, Gervais is correct; conventional views about Moses on Sinai are ripe for 
subversion.  
 
1. The significance of revelation and concealment  
The focus of this paper is the hidden face of the law-giver. Exploring this question rigorously 
means adopting a certain method, which takes the form a semiotic analysis of specific aspects 
of the giving of the law. The consequence of this analysis is that it changes the way we 
conventionally understand the nature and character of biblical law.  
 
(a)  The hidden face of the law-giver 
The focus of this paper is the hidden face of the law-giver. The Sinai narrative tells the story 
of a holy God who draws near an alienated people to make himself known to them and to 
make his home among them. Even a summary as brief as this makes it clear, theologically, 
why there must be a tension between revelation and concealment. Bluntly, “when God comes 
in glory he must conceal that glory… in order to protect sinful humanity from the otherwise 
devastating effects of it.”4 This is overtly manifest in the text through a series of tensions 
between ‘drawing near’ and ‘keeping back’ and between intimacy and alienation. This is 
typified by the description that: “The people stood far off, while Moses drew near to the thick 
darkness where God was” (Exod 20:21; [MT 20:18]).5 Such tensions map onto the broader 

 
2 Opening an essay on the semiotics of biblical law with a film about lying is strangely appropriate; after all, it 
was Umberto Eco who claimed that “semiotics is in principle the discipline of studying everything which can be 
used in order to lie” Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1976), 7 (italics 
original).   
3 Bernard Jackson, “The Ceremonial and the Judicial: Biblical Law as Sign and Symbol,” Journal for the Study 
of the Old Testament 30 (1984): 25-50, 25.    
4 Jeffrey J. Niehaus, God At Sinai: Covenant and Theophany in the Bible and Ancient Near East (Carlisle, 
Paternoster, 1995), 179. 
5 Other examples include the tension in Exod 24:9-14 where the elders are allowed to ascend the mountain, but 
only part of the way. Another example is Exod 33:7-11 where the Tent of Meeting is described as a place to 
which “everyone who sought the LORD would go” (33:7) but only Moses (and Joshua) are allowed to enter. For 
a study of ambivalence and the themes of closeness and distance see Nanette Stahl, Law and Liminality in the 
Bible (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement 
Series 202, 51-73. 
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ancient Near Eastern (ANE) conviction that relationships between the divine and the human 
oscillate between poles of proximity and distance. For example, the Sumerian Kesh Temple 
Hymn or Liturgy to Nintud – dated as early as 2600 BC and reputedly among the most ancient 
surviving literature in the world – concludes with the fourfold admonition: “Draw near, 
man… – but do not draw near!” (lines 128-133).6 In Jewish tradition generally we find the 
theme of revelation in the context of concealment in stories of angelically mediated 
revelation.7  
 
Yet despite the prominence of the theme of hiddenness within the biblical texts, scholars and 
commentators have been content for this to stay in the background (appropriately enough). 
Writers have instead sought to unravel source critical problems in the Sinai narratives, though 
so far with little success.8 This may be because, as Childs suggests, “different traditions were 
already combined in the oral stage of transmission which accounts for much of the tension.”9 
Yet it is plausible to suggest that some of the problems may reflect the theme of hiddenness 
itself. By preserving multiple versions of the giving of the law (canonically, Moses goes up 
and down Mount Sinai at least eight times) writers and redactors emphasise the difficulty of 
describing the indescribable.10 A clear, straightforward, chronological account may fail to 
communicate as effectively as the surviving text that these events are indescribably ‘other’ 
and ‘holy.’11 Goldingay suggests that: “Paradoxically, by making it impossible to work out 
exactly what happened, Exodus gives us a true impression of its momentous, unrepeatable 
nature….”12 In their intractable way the source critical problems surrounding the Sinai story 
may point towards the underlying theme of hiddenness and mystery. Even if not, the 
complexity of the stories told about Sinai seem to leave room – if not actively encourage – 
further probing of the issue.  
 
This has not been a popular move, historically speaking. The Second Temple book of 
Jubilees presents itself as a revelation which Moses received at Sinai and, in doing so, retells 
the story of how Moses received the torah. Although Jubilees follows the biblical text 

 
6 Translation available at the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature; available at 
http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/section4/tr4802.htm, accessed 7 May 2016.  
7 Notably in the book of Jubilees. The tradition that angels played a role in mediating torah is also assumed by 
the Jewish writers of the New Testament (e.g. Acts 7:53; Gal 3:19; Heb 2:2 and also Acts 7:38). Rabbinic 
tradition generally rejects the idea of mediation by angels. See generally Hindy Najman, “Angels at Sinai: 
Exegesis, theology and interpretative authority,” Dead Sea Discoveries 7 (2000): 313-333. The tradition that 
angels played a role in mediating torah is also assumed by the Jewish writers of the New Testament (e.g. Acts 
7:53; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2 and also Acts 7:38).   
8 For a summary of competing literary elements in Sinai pericopae see Baruch J. Schwartz, “The priestly 
account of the theophany and lawgiving at Sinai”, in Texts, Temples and Traditions: A Tribute to Menahem 
Haran (eds. Michael V. Fox et al; Winona Lake, Eisenbrauns, 1996), 103-134, 122-130. Summarising the state 
of play in 1974, Childs concludes that “In spite of almost a century of close, critical work many of the major 
problems have resisted a satisfactory solution…” (at 344). The position has not improved. 
9 Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus (Louisville, Westminster Press, 1974), 349-50. Reviewing form-critical 
attempts to explain the Sinai narratives Wolfson (1994:26) concludes: “The complexity [of the Sinai texts] 
arises precisely because not every instance of textual contradiction can be resolved by appeal to the historicity of 
literary sources.” For a summary of tensions apparent in the texts see Benjamin D. Sommer, “Revelation at 
Sinai in the Hebrew Bible and in Jewish theology,” Journal of Religion 79 (1999): 422-451.  
10 Cf. the similar view of John I. Durham, Exodus (Waco, Word, 1987), 268: “Given the importance of 
Yahweh’s theophany at Sinai, it is not surprising that the account of it in Exodus is a composite, and a multi-
layered one at that.” 
11 As Houtman sees, the fact that different elements may not fit together makes them “very suitable for bringing 
out the various angles of YHWH’s coming and presence”; Cornelius Houtman, Exodus (Kampen, Kok 
Publishing, 1993), 3 vols. Historical Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 2, 460. 
12 John Goldingay, Exodus and Leviticus for Everyone (London, SPCK, 2010), 94. 
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closely, it makes a number of telling deviations.13 To give an example, we may compare 
Exod 24:12 with Jub 1:1: 
 

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.” (Exod 24:12)  

 
… YHWH said to Moses: “I will give you the two stone tablets, the law and the 
commandment which I have written to teach them.” (Jub 1:1; van Ruiten 
translation14). 

 
Notice how the author of Jubilees screens out the process by which Moses receives the torah. 
There is no sense here that Moses’ preparations for receiving the torah are important. 
Comparison of Exod 24:17-18 with Jub 1:3-4 is similarly instructive:  
 

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. 
(Exod 24:17-18) 
  
Now the appearance of the glory of YHWH was like a fire burning on the top of the 
mountain. And Moses was on the mountain forty days and forty nights. (Jub 1:3b-4a; 
van Ruiten translation15).  

 
Jubilees simply omits this account of Moses’ ascent and entry into the cloud, in contrast to 
the people who remain far off. We can speculate on the reasons (perhaps the author/redactor 
wanted to iron out apparent tensions and contradictions?). The point is that the process of 
receiving torah is seen not only as problematic; it is also disposable. All that matters, at the 
end of the day, is that Moses gets the law. How he gets it is not that important. This chapter 
challenges that assumption by asking: is there anything about the actual process of the giving 
of the law that might cause us to reflect more deeply on what this means for the character of 
the laws themselves?  
 
(ii)  Semiotic aspects of the giving of the law 
Exploring this question rigorously means adopting a certain method, namely, a semiotic 
analysis of specific aspects of the giving of the law. This allows us to examine the specific 
messages that are conveyed by and through various forms of communication. This, in turn, 
means paying attention to questions of modality and medium. In the classical model of 
communication a modality is the status of reality ascribed to a given sign. This may be 
distinguished from the medium which is the particular way in which information is encoded 
for presentation. Within any given medium there are particular signs appropriate to it (e.g. 
oral, written or by means of a gesture). But although the medium concerns the representation 
format in which information is stored, even spoken language (say) cannot be divorced from 
visual evidence of the speaker’s manner and the general awareness of the physical location 
and its possible connotative significance. All this is relevant to a semiotic analysis of the 
giving of the law. In Gervais’ case (to refer to this for the last time), relevant aspects of the 

 
13 See Jacques T. A. G. M. van Ruiten, “The rewriting of Exodus 24:12-18 in Jubilees 1:1-4,” Biblische 
Notizen 79 (1995): 25-29. 
14 van Ruiten, “Rewriting of Exodus,” 26.  
15 Ibid.  
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modality of giving the ‘Ten Rules’ include its suburban setting, the sellotaped scribblings and 
the pizza boxes. They connote ordinariness, improvisation and disposability. Within the 
larger narrative these symbols serve they also confirm that the character’s claims are 
fraudulent. The ‘Ten Rules’ are trash.   
 
Semiotic methods can be fruitfully applied to the Sinai story not least because events are 
described in strongly sensory terms. In addition to the terrifying sights and sounds there was 
the overwhelming smell and taste of smoke. (And to complete the senses we may note that 
touching the mountain, or its edge, is expressly banned; Exod 19:12). Indeed the whole 
encounter is so overwhelmingly multi-sensory it can even be said to be synaesthetic.16 The 
text does not describe the people as ‘hearing’ the thunder and ‘seeing’ the lightning” but, 
unusually, uses the single verb for ‘seeing’ to include both sound and vision (“Now when all 
the people saw (ro’im) the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound of the trumpet 
and the mountain smoking…”; 20:18; [MT 20:15]). The word used for “thunder” (kol) is also 
the word for ‘voice’ and is a common theophanic term. In context it refers to the voice of 
YHWH, leading to rabbinic fascination with the implications of ‘seeing God’s voice.’17 To 
put matters at their most mundane “auditory and ocular modes of revelatory reception at Sinai 
both accompany and remain in tension with one another.”18 The point is that this was a 
powerful semiotic event, in keeping with the one-off nature of the events. We also find direct 
statements in the text regarding the purpose of the communication. For example, the mode of 
YHWH’s arrival at Mount Sinai and giving of the law is expressly said to be: “so that the fear 
of him may be ever with you…” (Exod 20:20 [MT 20:17]). Such features entirely justify 
exploring the question of what happened at Sinai from a semiotic perspective.    
 
Yet despite, or because of, all this the whole series of events is reduced to the single image of 
Moses carrying the Commandments, usually on a couple of paving slabs. It’s a good example 
of how, as Umberto Eco pointed out, an iconic signifier (the stereotypical image) can acquire 
primacy over its signified (the biblical account). In the end “the iconic representation, 
however stylized it may be, appears to be more true than the real experience, and people 
begin to look at things through the glasses of iconic convention.”19 The result is distorted 
vision. Among the consequences, torah is read in overly positivist terms as ‘rules.’20 We need 
to lay aside the glasses of convention and consider Sinai afresh. It is as we explore the giving 
of the law from a semiotic perspective that we are able to get at the reality behind the icon  
 

 
16 Synaesthesia is described by the UK Synaesthesia Association as “a ‘union of the senses’ whereby two or 
more of the five senses that are normally experienced separately are involuntarily and automatically joined 
together” (for example, hearing a colour); http://www.uksynaesthesia.com (accessed 19 April 2016). Cytwoic 
(cited by Brian L. Lancaster, “The psychology of oppositional thinking in rabbinic biblical commentary” in 
Jewish Ways of Reading the Bible (ed. George J. Brooke; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 191-203, 
201; I have not had access to the original citation) contends that synaesthesia occurs when normal, multisensory, 
preconscious activities are abnormally extended into consciousness. If correct the syndrome is evidence for the 
view that preconscious images and thoughts are represented in multiple fashion prior to their articulation as 
stable meaningful objects and events in consciousness.  
17 E.g. R. Sa’adyah Gaon writing in relation to the verse ““All the people saw the sounds” that the voice [of 
God] penetrated the air and resounded there, as if it had been written in actual letters that could be seen.” The 
passage of the commentary of R. David ben Zimra where this is cited is found in the compendium Present At 
Sinai: Commentaries Selected by S. Y. Agnon (tr. Michael Swirsky) (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 
1993), 277. 
18 Steven D. Fraade, “Hearing and seeing at Sinai” in The Significance of Sinai: Traditions about Sinai and 
Divine Revelation in Judaism and Christianity (eds. George J. Brooke et al; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 247-268, 247. 
19 Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1976), 205. 
20 I hope to explore the implications of this chapter for positivist readings of biblical law at a later date.   
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A systematic look at all the modalities described in the text would be a monographical 
treatment and so, in this chapter, I am necessarily selective. Moreover, since the only means 
by which we can access information regarding modalities is through the written text, which is 
a modality in itself, particular sensitivity to the literary presentation of the text in its final 
form is required.  
 
Notably what is concealed, in the case of both YHWH and Moses, is the face of the law-
giver. This will be the subject of the rest of this paper. The hidden face of the lawgiver is 
manifest in the following ways: YHWH’s face is hidden in various ways when torah is 
communicated at Sinai (see 2 below); YHWH’s face is hidden when torah is communicated 
at the Tent of Meeting (see 3 below) and Moses’ face is hidden behind a mask of light when 
torah is communicated to the elders at Sinai (see 4 below). We will consider each in turn.   
 
2. Revelation and concealment at Sinai  
Revelation is given in the context of concealment. In particular, YHWH’s face is hidden 
when torah is communicated to Israel and to Moses.  
 
(a) YHWH’s hidden face in regard to Israel (Exod 19:16-20) 
From the outset, YHWH’s revelation to Israel is hidden. There are at least four aspects to this 
hiddenness.  
 
The first modality is verse 18 ([MT]) which describes how “… Mount Sinai was wrapped in 
smoke because the LORD had descended on it in fire.” As already noted, from a theological 
perspective, a ‘fire and cloud’ or storm theophany is essential for YHWH to conceal his glory 
from unholy and sinful human beings.21 As several commentators have seen, the fire that 
descends from above has cultic associations, evoking the altar-fire thought to descend from 
YHWH himself (Lev 9:24; 1 Kgs 18:24).22 The resulting cloud visually calls to mind the 
incense-cloud that fills the Tabernacle and “veils the mystery of God from human gaze.”23 
YHWH is present on Sinai, but is necessarily hidden from sight. There is fiery revelation, but 
it is inescapably obscured. 
 
A second modality is that, as a consequence, Israel does not see “the glory of the LORD” but, 
rather, “the appearance of the glory of the LORD…” (Exod 24:17).24 The phraseology is 
reminiscent of “the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD” (Ezek 1:28); a triple 
obscuring of vision.25 It is another way of recognising that Israel’s vision is obscured. Again, 
there is hiddenness in the context of revelation.  

 
21 Niehaus, God At Sinai, 179. Polak similarly notes how the dialectic between revelation and concealment is “a 
fundamental feature of the theophany theme in Exodus”; F. H. Polak, “Theophany and Mediator: The unfolding 
of a theme in the Book of Exodus,” in M. Vervenne (ed.) The Book of Exodus (Leuven: Leuven University Press 
and Peeters, 1996), 113-147, 121.  
22 W. Johnstone, Exodus (Sheffield: Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Press, 1990), 48. Niehaus, God 
At Sinai, 179. 
23 Johnstone, Exodus, 48.  Cf. Durham, Exodus, 271: “The fire is the fire of YHWH’s Presence; the smoke is the 
thick blinding smoke of Isaiah’s vision (Isa. 6:4), the purpose of which is to obscure what man cannot look upon 
and live….” 
24 Durham, Exodus, 346 cites Westermann who claims that “the sight of [YHWH’s] glory was visible to the 
sons of Israel on the plain below the mountain….” But that is, arguably, not what the text says, exactly. Sarna, 
JPS, Exodus 154 claims that the phrase “the appearance of” “serves to translate the supernatural reality into 
terms approximating human experience” and therefore as not necessarily implying ‘hiddenness.’     
25 The point is spotted by William H. C. Propp, Exodus 19-40 (New York, Doubleday, 2006), Anchor Bible 
Commentary, at 299 who rightly notes that: “This coyness in describing the Glory is still more pronounced in 
Ezekiel 1.” 
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A final modality is Moses’ secondhand communication of torah to the people. In terms of 
modality there is a world of difference between those words that are spoken directly by 
YHWH to the people (namely, the Ten Commandments; Exod 20:1-17) and private 
communication from YHWH to Moses which is subsequently relayed (“Thus you [Moses] 
shall say to the people of Israel…”; Exod 20:22; [MT 20:19]). Even if we accept that what 
Moses says is the ipsissima verba of YHWH (itself a matter of considerable rabbinic 
debate)26 the indirect form of the communication withholds what is apparent to Moses, 
namely, the accompanying visual and auditory manifestation of YHWH’s glory. Again, for 
Israel, something is concealed, even in the act of giving the law.  
 
(b) YHWH’s hidden face in regard to Moses (Exod 24:15-18 and Exod 33:18-34:7). 
In contrast to Israel, Moses enjoys proximity to YHWH’s Presence. YHWH summons Moses  
“out of the midst of the cloud” (Exod 24:16).27 Yet, even here, revelation is given in the 
context of concealment. This is emphasised by the Vulgate which translates the relevant 
phrase of verse 16 as de medio caliginis (“from the midst of the darkness”).28  
 
The modality of law-giving from the midst of the cloud emphasises the theme of hiddenness. 
Exod 20:21 [MT 20:18] describes how “Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God 
was.” Mek., II, 274 interprets Exod 20:21 [MT 20:18] in the light of Deut 4:11 which 
describes Mount Sinai, in the JPS translation, as being: “ablaze with flames to the very skies, 
dark with densest clouds.”29 The Rabbis envisaged Moses passing through various 
compartments of obscurity, namely, “darkness, cloud and thick cloud. There was darkness 
without, cloud within and thick cloud within that, as it is written, “Moses approached the 
thick cloud [where God was].”30  
 
Finally, even YHWH’s response to Moses’ desire for greater revelation (“Oh, let me behold 
Your Presence!”; Exod 33:18, JPS) is expressly couched in terms of what is not seen. YHWH 
promises that he will “make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you 
my name ‘The LORD’…” (33:19) but Moses “… cannot see my face, for man shall not see 
me and live” (Exod 33: 20). In consequence, Moses sees YHWH’s “back” but not YHWH’s 
“face” (33:23). Some commentators are apt to regard this as reflecting unrefined, 
anthropomorphic, ideas.31 But this misses the point which is that the text is wrestling with the 

 
26 For an overview see Steven D. Fraade, “Moses and the commandments: Can hermeneutics, history and 
rhetoric be disentangled?” in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honour of James L. Kugel (eds. 
Hindy Najman and Judith H. Newman; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 399-422.  
27 This is a good example of how divine presence motifs tend to be used in biblical narrative texts, and in 
Exodus in particular, to exalt an individual leader (here, Moses) and legitimate their authority. See Thomas 
Mann, Divine Presence and Guidance in Israelite Traditions: The Typology of Exaltation (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1977), 233-240.    
28 Houtman, Exodus vol. 3, 303. 
29 Cited in Houtman, Exodus vol 3, 77. 
30 The passage of the commentary where this is cited is found in the compendium Present At Sinai, 303. 
Although this is not expressly stated it seems obvious that the rabbis are suggesting Moses passed through 
compartments that are in some way equivalent to the key boundaries that characterise the Tabernacle, namely, 
the inner court (accessible to the people), the Holy Place (accessible only to the priests) and the Holy of Holies 
(accessible only to the high priest). This in turn connects with the reference to “… the pattern …which is being 
shown you on the mountain” (Exod 25:40). For a detailed account of the connections between Sinai and the 
Tabernacle (and, later, the Temple) see Joshua Berman, The Temple: Its Symbolism and Meaning Then And Now 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 35-52. 
31 Though as R. W. L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God: Story and Theology in Exodus 32-34 (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1983), Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series 22, 81 points 
out “[t]he anthropomorphism… is used with a certain restraint.”  
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question of how to present the knowledge of God. This is expressly a question of modality. 
YHWH’s pronouncement of his Name in Exod 34:6-7 is the greatest disclosure of YHWH’s 
nature and character in the whole of the Hebrew Bible but this fullness of revelation, so to 
speak, is formally presented in terms of just seeing YHWH’s “back.” Once again I am struck 
by the fact that it is here, in the Sinai narrative, in the very context of the giving of the law, 
when Moses carries the two tablets of stone he has carved himself (Exod 34:4) that we find 
engagement with precisely this issue: what can we know about the knowledge of YHWH 
and, even as we know, we realise how little we know. The sequence of events in Exod 33-34 
wholly validates the contention in this paper that the hidden face of the law-giver is a central 
part of the giving of torah at Mount Sinai.    
 
3. Revelation and concealment at the Tent of Meeting (Exod 33:7-11) 
We turn from YHWH’s communication of torah on Mount Sinai to the modalities of 
YHWH’s giving of the law at the oracular Tent of Meeting (e.g. “The LORD called Moses 
and spoke to him from the tent of meeting…”; Lev 1:1). This structure is widely identified as 
the Tabernacle; however, there is a tradition within the Pentateuch which sees the Tent as a 
separate construction (Exod 33:7-11, Num 11-12 and Deut 31:14-15).32 Accordingly a 
number of scholars have argued either that the Tent was a temporary structure (later replaced 
by the Tabernacle)33 or else that the two structures co-existed, though operating in different 
places and for different functions.34 Whatever it was, exactly, the Tent of Meeting functions 
in Exod 33:7-11 as an oracular tent shrine located outside the Israelite camp. As on Mount 
Sinai, YHWH’s revelation at the Tent of Meeting is given in the context of concealment.   
 
(a) YHWH’s hidden face in regard to Israel   
YHWH’s revelation here takes the form of a “pillar of cloud” that descends and stands “at the 
entrance of the tent” (Exod 33:9). In terms of modality the phrase “pillar of cloud” is 
significant. It confirms that this is a theophany because the only other place it occurs in 
Exodus is in the angel/YHWH theophany of Exod 13:22 and 14:19. Yet this revelation, again, 
takes place in the context of concealment. This is inescapable because, from a semiotic 
perspective, the Tent theophany communicates that it is a ‘mini-Sinai.’ Key visual elements 
recur. First, Exod 33:7 clearly states that the Tent is located “outside the camp, far off from 
the camp.” As at Sinai, instruction takes place at a distance (cf. Exod 20:21 [MT 20:18]). 
Second, Moses passes through a “pillar of cloud” (Exod 33:9, paralleling his entry into the 
cloud in Exod 24:18). Third, Moses encounters the divine theophany in Exod 33:7-9 (cf. 
Exod 20:21 [MT 20:18]) whilst hidden from the people’s sight. Finally, as Dozeman notes, 
“the visual imagery of theophany gives way to auditory revelation”35 as at Sinai. Divine 
encounters at the Tent are certainly less dramatic than at Sinai but this is consistent with the 
sustainable and ultimately mobile character of this scaled-down version.36 In terms of 
modality the giving of the law at the Tent of Meeting expressly recalls the original 
circumstances of the giving of the law at Mount Sinai. 
 

 
32 Noted by Thomas B. Dozeman, “Masking Moses and Mosaic Authority in torah”, Journal of Biblical 
Literature 119 (2000), 31. 
33 Moberly, At the Mountain, 63-64; Max Rogland, “‘Moses used to take a tent’? Reconsidering the function and 
significance of the verb forms in Exodus 33:7-11” Journal of Theological Studies 63 (2012), 449-466, 453.  
34 See the literature cited in Rogland, “Moses,” 451 at n. 6. 
35 Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 35. 
36 Fraade, “Hearing and seeing,” 249. Polak, “Theophany and Mediator,” 138 notes that the intensity of the 
theophany decreases as proximity increases.  
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A further aspect of hiddenness is suggested by Moses setting up the Tent of Meeting far 
outside the camp. This makes sense given that, in Exod 33:1-6, YHWH states he cannot go 
up in the Israelites’ midst. The immediate literary context makes it clear this is because of the 
Israelites’ sin in making and worshipping the golden calf (Exod 33:5 and described in Exod 
32). This being so, the giving of the law at the Tent of Meeting has a particular connotation 
because its establishment is presented as a sign of divine anger. It represents the conscious 
removal of YHWH’s presence from the Israelites’ midst.37 In terms of modality it heightens 
the theme of distance and alienation already present in the Sinai story.  
   
(b) YHWH’s hidden face in regard to Moses  
Moses receives additional instruction in the Tent of Meeting in the context of direct 
conversation with YHWH. This is crucial in terms of modality. Exod 33:11 states that 
YHWH spoke to Moses “face to face, as a man speaks to his friend.”38 The tension between 
verse 11 and YHWH’s subsequent statement to Moses in verse 20 that he “cannot see my 
face” is routinely pointed out.39 However, the idiomatic expression panîm ’el-panîm does not 
necessarily mean Moses sees the ‘face’ of YHWH. ‘Face to face’ is simply a way of 
conveying direct, unmediated, communication between two parties. The modality connotes 
intimacy in contrast to the sense of distance experienced by Israel. It is a picture of dialogue 
even though there is clearly an asymmetric power relationship.40 According to Deut 34:10 
this modality is unique to Moses: “And there has not arisen a prophet since in Israel like 
Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face….” As far as the canon is concerned, whilst 
prophets come and go, only Moses speaks with YHWH in this way.  
 
This is confirmed by Num 12:6-8 which functions as a parallel text to Exod 33:11 because it 
not only uses the parallel descriptor of “mouth to mouth” to describe YHWH’s relationship 
with Moses but does so in the context of revelation at the Tent of Meeting: 
 

5 And the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud and stood at the entrance of the tent 
and called Aaron and Miriam, and they both came forward. 6 And he said, "Hear my 
words: If there is a prophet among you, I the LORD make myself known to him in a 
vision; I speak with him in a dream. 7 Not so with my servant Moses. He is faithful in 

 
37 The connotation is even stronger if YHWH’s command that the people take off their ornaments in Exod 33:5 
reverses Aaron’s request to the people in Exod 32:24: “Let any who have gold take it off.” By removing 
(golden) ornaments, the people are symbolically divesting themselves of the means to make another golden calf. 
The language of Exod 33:7-11 subverts the golden calf story in other ways. In Exod 32:6 “the people… rose up 
to play” (seen as a euphemism for sexual activity) whereas in Exod 33:10 “all the people… rise up and 
worship.” Finally, when Moses was hidden in the cloud the people worshipped the golden calf whereas when 
Moses is hidden in the Tent of Meeting they worship YHWH.    
38 We might compare the (reciprocal) friendly conversation between God and Abraham in regard to Sodom. See 
Jackson’s comments in Bernard Jackson, “Mediation and immediacy in the Jewish legal tradition” 
(forthcoming), 3.     
39 E.g. Baruch Schwartz, “Priestly account”, 119 n. 119 claims that the reference to YHWH speaking with 
Moses “face to face” “is of course impossible, since [Exod] 33:20 states clearly that no man may view God 
directly” (and live, he might have added). Moberly, At the Mountain, 66 rightly cautions against any attempt to 
“dissolve the tension” between immanence and transcendence; instead we should “recognise it as a paradox 
and… describe it correctly.” 
40 The point is well made by the Rabbis. “The text does not read “Who knew the Lord face to face” but rather 
“Whom the Lord knew face to face.” Similarly the verse does not say, “Moses spoke to the LORD face to face,” 
but rather, “The LORD spoke to Moses face to face” (Exod 33:11). The LORD knew and saw Moses face to 
face; Moses did not know or see God face to face”; citing Nachmanides on Num. 24:1 and Hizkuni on Deut. 
34:10. These passages of commentary are found in Abraham Joshua Heschel’s compendium Heavenly Torah 
(ed. Gordon Tucker; London: Continuum, 2007), 320. 
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all my house. 8 With him I speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and not in riddles, and he 
beholds the form of the LORD.    

 
There is a binary opposition between “a prophet among you” and “my servant Moses… 
[who] is faithful in all my house.” Moses is here compared to the chief slave in a royal house 
who alone is the trusted confidant with regular access to the king.41 Milgrom rightly points 
out that such persons are literally called “them that saw the king’s face” (2 Kgs 25:19; JPS 
(1917) translation).42 As such this visual image of Moses’ status is in keeping with the fact 
that YHWH speaks with Moses “mouth to mouth… and he beholds the form of the LORD” 
(Num 12:8). It is also consistent with Moses’ behaviour in Exod 33 because, unlike the 
typical prophet, Moses does not need to wait for YHWH to speak to him; instead, as Ibn Ezra 
saw, Moses can approach YHWH at any time and need not wait for a vision or a dream.43 
This central opposition results in a series of contrasting modalities which can be set out as 
follows (see Table 1, below): 
 

The prophet Moses  
‘Knows’ YHWH (verse 6) “Beholds the form of the LORD” (verse 8) 

YHWH speaks                                           
“in a vision… in a dream …” (verse 6) 

YHWH speaks “mouth to mouth”   
(verse 8) 

YHWH speaks “in riddles…”,                           
or “dark speech” (RSV) (verse 8) 

YHWH speaks ‘clearly’                                              
(verse 8) 

 
Table 1: Binary oppositions between the ‘prophet’ and ‘Moses’ in Num 12:6-8 

 
The first contrast is between the modality of ‘knowing’ YHWH and seeing “the form of the 
LORD” which presumably refers to Moses’ unique sight of God’s “back.” In semiotic terms 
it seems that through whichever sense(s) the prophet ‘knows’ YHWH they are all subordinate 
to the dominant sense of sight.44 The second contrast is between the modality of ‘visions and 
dreams’ (mediated communication) and “mouth to mouth” (direct conversation). The latter 
(peh ’el-peh) is a unique phrase in the Old Testament as befits the singular status of Moses. 
‘Visions and dreams’ are typical examples of coded communication because their meanings 
are hidden and require interpretation.45 They typify YHWH’s communication with the 
prophet to such an extent that the nabi’ (“prophet”) in Deut 13:2-7 is practically synonymous 
with the cholem chalom (“dreamer of a dream”).46 ‘Visions and dreams’ contrast with “mouth 
to mouth” communication because the latter is direct. It does not require any interpretation 
because YHWH speaks ‘real words.’47 There may also be an implied contrast between the 
modality of ‘communication whilst asleep’ and ‘communication whilst awake.’ The third 

 
41 Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990). Jewish Publication Society 
Commentary, 96. 
42 Milgrom, Numbers, 96. 
43 Moses is “like a member of the household who enters without permission, and if he needs something, he says 
what he needs. You [Miriam and Aaron], however, when I [God] make myself known to you in a dream, then 
you will know, but if not, you do not have permission to ask,” Ibn Ezra, Commentary on the Pentateuch (tr. 
Allan R Benyowitz; Jerusalem: [Publisher not stated], 2006), 3 vols., vol. 3, 346.  
44 This adds further weight to Jackson’s claim that the visual form of perception is particularly privileged, in 
certain respects, when it comes to sense-making in both biblical and modern law; Bernard Jackson, “Envisaging 
Law,” International Journal for the Semiotics of Law 7 (1994), 311-334.   
45 Not for nothing was Joseph’s meteoric rise to power due to his superior abilities in dream interpretation, 
which is a form of divination; Milgrom, Numbers, 95-96. 
46 Baruch Levine, Numbers 1-20 (New York: Doubleday, 1993), Anchor Bible Commentary, 341. 
47 Cf. Martin Noth, Numbers (London: SCM Press, 1968), 96. 
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contrast is between the modality of “dark speech” (or “riddles”) and “clear speech.” The 
reference to “dark speech” (behîdot) is unique; clearly, it signifies the need for interpretation. 
This contrasts with ’adabber-bô ûmar’eh (‘speak clearly’).48 As Milgrom points out the word 
ûmar’eh is related to the noun mar’eh (“appearance”; e.g. Lev 13:3)49 and hence, literally, the 
idea of God ‘speaking’ “in clear view.”50 The Hebrew thus has the disorientating effect of 
combining both ‘speaking’ and ‘seeing’ which recalls the synaesthesia of Sinai (Exod 20:18 
[MT 20:15]).51  
 
To sum up, the parallel text of Num 12:6-8 makes it clear that the modality of “face to face” 
means dialogue. When Sanders rhetorically asks what sort of being Moses was that he could 
be described as having face to face contact with God, the implication is we cannot know what 
this relationship looks like.52 However, I suggest there is evidence in the text of what kind of 
dialogue took place – and on either side of Exod 33:7-11 to boot. This is not surprising in 
such a tightly-woven narrative. On one side (Exod 32:9-14) we find the remarkable account 
of Moses successfully persuading YHWH to change his mind so as not to destroy the 
Israelites and make a ‘new start’ through him. On the other (Exod 33:12 – 17) we find the 
equally successful account of Moses persuading YHWH not to remove the divine presence 
from the camp. In between we find Exod 32:30-34 where Moses is so audacious as to tell the 
people he is going to try to win forgiveness for their “great sin” (Exod 32:30). In all cases we 
find a way of relating to YHWH that is uniquely direct, bold and risk-taking. “Face to face” 
is an understatement.53  
 
However, here too, revelation takes place in the context of hiddenness. Moses’ face to face 
relationship with YHWH holds great possibilities for disclosure and revelation. Yet the link 
back to Exod 33:20 and to Moses not seeing YHWH’s face reminds us that this is still in the 
context of what is unseen. Moses is the intercessor par excellence, yet even Moses can never 
know in advance when he will be successful and when he will fail. Moses sees face to face 
but still in part.  
 
4. Revelation and concealment in Moses’ transfigured face (Exod 34:29-33)  
Not only is torah given at Mount Sinai and at the Tent of Meeting by YHWH, it is also given 
by Moses himself. However we are not here referring to Moses’ secondhand communication 
to the people as noted in 1(a), above, but the delivery of torah by a Moses who is 
transfigured. Exod 34:29 describes how “the skin of [Moses’] face shone because he had 
been talking with God.” This modality is clearly significant because, like the claim to “face to 
face” dialogue in 2(b), above, Moses’ radiance is unique in the Hebrew Bible. But since none 
of Moses’ previous experiences of encountering YHWH has this effect – including the 
previous occasion when Moses receives the commandments from God’s own hand (Exod 
24:12–31:18) – scholars ask why this should occur on Moses’ second attempt to convey the 

 
48 A barayta in the Babylonian Talmud (Yebam 49b) modifies the contrast between Moses’s direct seeing of 
God and that of the other prophets by claiming that Moses saw God through a clear speculum while other 
prophets saw him through an unclear speculum. Compare Leviticus Rabbah 1:14 and 1 Cor. 13:12.   
49 Milgrom, Numbers, 96. 
50 As translated by Levine, Numbers 1-20, 331. 
51 And also spotted by Levine, Numbers 1-20, 332.  
52 Seth L. Sanders, “Old light on Moses’ shining face”, Vetus Testamentum 52 (2002): 400-406, 400. 
53 To the extent that Num 12:6-8 functions as a parallel text to Exod 33:7-11 it too provides a practical example 
of what “mouth to mouth” means here as well, namely, Moses’ intercession on behalf of Miriam (Num 12:13) 
and YHWH’s response (Num 12:14).   
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commandments.54 The answer clearly lies in Moses’ prior witness of the divine “glory” 
(Exod 33:18). Notably this “glory” is not understood in terms of “the developed kabod 
theology of the Priestly tradition but rather as the goodness of God and the proclamation of 
the divine name.”55 These are one and the same in Exod 33:19: “… ‘I will make all my 
goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name “The LORD” ….” Moses’ 
transfiguration can, consequently, be understood as the “imprinting of the divine name on 
Moses’ skin.”56 The two modalities – of face to face encounter and shining skin – are thus 
connected. The practical outworking of this is extreme. The combination of shining face and 
veil means that, in a real sense, Moses’ face is never again seen by another human being after 
his experiences on Mount Sinai.57 To all intents and purposes the only Person with whom 
Moses is in a face to face relationship with is YHWH Himself. Indeed the exclusivity and 
uniqueness of this relationship may well underlie the meaning of the famous coda in Deut 
34:10. 
 
Moses’ transformation is plainly terrifying, even to his brother: 
 

“Aaron and all the people of Israel saw Moses, and behold, the skin of his face shone, 
and they were afraid to come near him.” (Exod 34:30)  

 
But what exactly did they see? This is important for our understanding of modality. However,  
verse 30 is notoriously problematic because the verb qaran, which appears three times in this 
passage to describe the skin of Moses (at vv. 29, 30 and 35) unambiguously means ‘horns’ in 
the only other place where it appears in the Hebrew Bible (Ps 69:31; MT 69:32). It is 
popularly suggested that, in Exod 34:29-35, the verb qaran does not mean to display horns at 
all but, rather, ‘rays of light’ as suggested by Hab 3:4 (“His brightness was like the light; rays 
(qarnayim) flashed from his hand; and there he veiled his power” though this text is by no 
means straightforward).58 If so qaran ‘ôr panayw (Exod 34:30) which is translated, for 
example, “the skin of his face shone” means Moses’ face radiated “divine light, shining, 
sparkling [and] shimmering.”59   
 
Sanders tries to resolve the tension by arguing the choice is not between ‘horns’ and ‘light’; 
instead, they can both be held together given the common conceptual link between horns and 
light in “international near Eastern cuneiform high culture” 60 in the early 1st millennium BC. 
In addition, horns themselves develop into metaphors that signify a wide range of meanings, 
including “glory, dignity, power, might, honor, victory, kingship, courage, defense, safety, 
and salvation.”61 And since horns are nearly indestructible they are also symbolic of that 
which is “incorruptible, eternal [and] divine.”62 If these readings are correct Moses’ face 

 
54 So Jennifer L. Koosed, “Moses: The face of fear”, Biblical Interpretation 22 (2014): 414-429, 422; Baruch J. 
Schwartz, “Priestly account,” 119 and 120.  
55 Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 35. Cf. Moberly, At the Mountain, 77: “Yahweh is presenting an understanding 
of the divine glory in terms of the divine goodness.” 
56 Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 35. Exod 34:29 is explicit that “the skin of [Moses’] face shone because he had 
been talking with God.”   
57 Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 28 n. 40 correctly notes: “Moses remains in a liminal state… never to be 
reintegrated back into society.” 
58 Koosed, “Moses,” 417. Propp excludes Hab. 3:4 from the discussion as a “corrupt” text; William H. Propp, 
“The skin of Moses’ face – Transfigured or disfigured?” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 49 (1987), 375-386, 380. 
Propp, Exodus 19-40, 620 thinks a better equation of ‘horns’ and ‘light’ is found in Ps. 132:17. 
59 Koosed, “Moses,” 417. 
60 Sanders, “Old light,” 403.   
61 Koosed, “Moses,” 417-418. 
62 Koosed, “Moses,”418. 
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literally radiated “horns of light.”63 I would add that since horns are widely used as a symbol 
of strength in both biblical and ANE texts the association between horns and light may tell us 
something about the strength of the radiance shining from Moses’ face. If so, Moses’ divine 
radiance is less of a beatific glow and more of a holy blaze. The fact that the text is so 
mysterious is, in my view, fully in keeping with the (deliberate) strangeness of the Sinai story 
(see 1 above).64 Indeed, it suggests a parallel between YHWH giving the torah to Moses in 
Exod 24:18 – 31:18 and Moses giving the torah to the people in Exod 34:32 and 34:34-35, a 
point I shall develop further below.    
 
It is in this transfigured state that Moses conveys YHWH’s words: 
 

31 But Moses called to them, and Aaron and all the leaders of the congregation 
returned to him, and Moses talked with them. 32 Afterward all the people of Israel 
came near, and he commanded them all that the LORD had spoken with him in Mount 
Sinai. 33 And when Moses had finished speaking with them, he put a veil over his 
face. (Exod 34:31-33). 

 
The question is whether Moses’ behaviour on this occasion, when he does not know about his 
shining face, becomes the basis of his subsequent delivery of YHWH’s words when he is 
aware of his shining face. Exod 34:34-35 describes Moses’ regular practice as follows:  
 

34 Whenever Moses went in before the LORD to speak with him, he would remove 
the veil, until he came out. And when he came out and told the people of Israel what 
he was commanded, 35 the people of Israel would see the face of Moses, that the skin 
of Moses’ face was shining. And Moses would put the veil over his face again, until 
he went in to speak with him.  

 
Did Moses speak from behind a veil when he “told the people of Israel what he was 
commanded” (Exod 34:34)? The Hebrew text does not present the matter beyond doubt, 
either way. Clements assumes Moses wore the veil when delivering YHWH’s words to the 
people;65 a view shared by some medieval Jewish expositors.66 On this reading Moses always 
wears the veil while speaking, presumably as a concession to the people’s fear. The only time 
he is unveiled is when he is with YHWH. However it makes far more sense if Moses’ 
practice is to allow the Israelites to see his glorified face when speaking YHWH’s words and 
to wear the veil at all other times.67 Naturally, the correct reading depends on the function the 
veil is supposed to perform. Childs claims this “is not fully clear.”68 Yet if Moses’ radiance 

 
63 Sanders, “Old light,” 406. Niehaus, God At Sinai, 227 n. 67 also understands it as referring to “horns of light” 
which he paraphrases as “divinely imparted radiance.” See also Goldingay: “Maybe [Moses] radiated something 
hornlike, something like the rays of the sun, that dazzled people and threatened to blind them”; Exodus and 
Leviticus for Everyone, 127.   
64 Koosed, “Moses,” 417 rightly draws attention to the strange multivalence of the Hebrew where “words pile 
up… [in] a perplexing configuration: horns, skin, face.” 
65 Ronald E. Clements, Exodus (London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 225. 
66 So Nachmanides in response to Rashi who follows Talmudic exegesis (bErubin 54b) cited in Houtman, 
Exodus, Vol. 3, 730. Stahl, Law and Liminality, 69 n. 35 cites with approval the Ralbag’s view that “Moses had 
to tone down, as it were, the spirituality of his message” (cited in Stahl, in turn citing Leibowitz. I have not had 
access to the original). Stahl thinks this is correct because, in her view, “the Israelites are now unable to receive 
[law] directly even from Moses” (n.35, 70).   
67 The view taken by Childs, Exodus; Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 21; Terence E. 
Fretheim, Exodus (Louisville, John Knox Press, 1991), 311; Houtman, Exodus, Vol. 3, 729; Koosed, “Moses,” 
419; Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus (New York, Jewish Publication Society, 1991). JPS Torah Commentary, 221.   
68 Exodus, 619. 
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signifies, per Sanders, “his unique and exclusive contact with God and transmission of divine 
revelation, embodied in the torah and reinforcing its unique claims”69 then it follows, per 
Bruckner, that Moses wears the veil “to keep his own words from being confused with the 
LORD’s revelation.”70 The veil signifies when Moses is speaking (as we might say) in his 
personal capacity.71 When Moses speaks, and the people see YHWH’s glory, it is visual 
proof that Moses has been in YHWH’s presence and is thus authorised to mediate a definitive 
answer to the issue that caused him to enter the Tent.72 
 
If so, the practice has an interesting semiotic aspect. If, as I suggested earlier, there is a 
connection between ‘horns’, ‘strength’ and ‘light’ such that Moses’ radiance is blinding it 
follows that the people cannot physically look at Moses’ face. It would be like trying to look 
at the sun with the naked eye. This is important given the authoritative nature of Moses’ 
words. The fact that the people cannot look at Moses thereby communicates that his authority 
is unchallengeable. This is because we do not typically challenge people without looking 
them in the face. Moses’ authority is (or should be) beyond question.  
  
Again, there is revelation in the context of concealment because Moses’ face is effectively 
hidden. Aaron and the leaders of Israel run away from the sight of him and are “afraid to 
come near him” (Exod 34:30). It is only when Moses calls out to them, presumably 
reassuring them that it is him after all, that “Aaron and all the leaders of the congregation 
returned to him….” (Exod 34:31). Their reaction confirms they do not recognise Moses.73 His 
features are hidden. Later, when both they and the rest of Israel are reassured it is Moses 
speaking, his countenance remains obscured. As Dozeman points out, what Aaron and the 
Israelites saw was “divine light, not the person.”74 The notion of Moses being physically 
obscured ties in with Dozeman’s proposal that Moses’ shining skin functions as a mask in a 
manner analogous to the representative function of masks in traditional religion.75 As Propp 
dramatically puts it: “his face, branded by Yahweh … becomes the Mask of God.”76 Sanders 
even goes so far as to explain Moses’ shining face by reference to first-millennium 

 
69 Sanders, “Old light,” 403. 
70 James K. Bruckner, Exodus, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2008), New International Biblical Commentary, 312-
313 and for a similar view see Durham, Exodus, 469.   
71 Dozeman claims “Moses’ shining skin and [the absence of] the veil define his leadership in the Tent of 
Meeting” (“Masking Moses,” 35); equally Moses’ shining skin and the presence of the veil define his leadership 
outside it. Houtman, Exodus vol. 2, 460-461, at 461 claims that Moses’ shining face signifies the absence of “… 
human interference and input… so that there can be no uncertainty on whether the words that are spoken are 
truly God’s holy words.”   
72 Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians 3:7 speaks of the “glory” of Moses’ face “being brought to an end.” 
Accordingly, Moses “… would put a veil over his face so that the Israelites might not gaze at the outcome of 
what was being brought to an end” (verse 13). In other words, Moses’ divine radiance was not a permanent 
state; the veil was worn to hide the fact that it faded over time. This interpretation is not something that can be 
easily derived from the biblical text itself yet, apparently, this was a well-understood interpretation since Paul 
takes it for granted his hearers know it already (Childs, Exodus, 621). Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 35 claims 
the fact Moses veils and unveils his face continually “indicated the permanence of his… condition” but this does 
not necessarily follow. Although Paul’s reading is not obvious from the text it does make a great deal of sense 
given what we know of the constant challenges to Moses’ leadership. Moses’ unveiled face is the proof of 
whether he really has been speaking with YHWH or not. By veiling his face, after the radiance has faded, Moses 
apparently does what is politically advantageous to preserve his authority as mediator in the eyes of the people.  
73 Leibowitz instructively compares their behaviour to Gen. 45:3-4 where Joseph’s brothers, barely recognising 
Joseph, recoil from him and must be persuaded to return. (1976:635); cited in Propp, Exodus 19-40, 618. Moses’ 
position is more extreme.  
74 Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 45. 
75 Dozeman, “Masking Moses,” 21. 
76 Exodus 19-40, 623. 
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Mesopotamian astronomical and lexical sources which attest an ancient understanding of 
light as material.77 However we understand it, there remains a sense in which Moses is 
physically hidden behind the light. This is understandably terrifying. “The Israelites recoil 
from a transformed Moses who is no longer precisely human.”78 All this means that when 
Moses “commanded them all that the LORD had spoken with him in Mount Sinai” (Exod 
34:32) he does so with hidden features. What is true of YHWH is now also true of Moses: the 
law-giver has a hidden face.  
 
A number of things may, of course, be communicated by the modality of Moses’ shining 
face.79 But what specifically is communicated by the fact that Moses’ face is hidden? 
 
First, Moses’ hidden face has the effect of depersonalising the law-giver because it 
emphasises his role as a channel for divine teaching. Being ‘hidden in the light’ Moses is 
somehow incorporated into torah itself. This is far more than merely ‘internalising the 
message’; Moses’ entire personality is subsumed in the revelation of divine law. Van Kooten 
claims his shining skin signifies that: “Moses is not only a spiritual hero, he is also a physical 
superstar….”80 Yet that is, arguably, the opposite of the message. As McBride has remarked 
generally regarding the life of Moses “there is no interest in portraying [Moses] as a popular 
hero… [or] even [as] the protagonist of his own story.”81 As Dozeman notes the whole point 
about Moses is that he “represents God, not himself.”82 Paradoxically, Moses’ unique 
humility, attested in Num 12:3 makes him the most authoritative figure in the Hebrew Bible. 
It is integral to Moses’ exercise of transcendent authority that “God is the hero in the life and 
teaching of Moses”83 (which is why Moses’ later rebellion in Num 20 is treated as seriously 
as it is).84 Moses’ hidden face makes it clear his authority does not arise from his own 
personality or charisma;85 rather it rests on what YHWH has revealed to Moses.   
 
Second, if we take seriously the possibility that Moses’ radiance was of an intense quality, 
this raises the semiotic question of whether we have a similar, visual, continuity between the 
burning bush, Mount Sinai and Moses himself. Like the bush which was “burning, but was 
not consumed” (Exod 3:2) and like Mount Sinai which “burned with fire” (Deut 4:11) and is 
not consumed so Moses himself is now aflame with the glory of God without, miraculously, 
being destroyed. Moses’ hidden features signify that he has, in some sense, become the locus 

 
77 Sanders, “Old light,” 403. 
78 Ibid.  
79 Philo in De Vita Mosis describes how “after the said 40 days had passed [Moses] descended with a 
countenance far more beautiful than when he ascended.” This may communicate something about the promise 
of spiritual transformation for those who receive the torah, perhaps conceived in terms of increased vigour, 
strength and well-being (e.g. Ps 119:25, 93). In 4Q374 Moses’ shining face is thought to have healing 
properties; George J. Brooke, “Moving Mountains: From Sinai to Jerusalem,” in The Significance of Sinai, 73-
89, 82.  
80 George H. Van Kooten, “Why did Paul include an exegesis of Moses’ shining face (Exod 34) in 2 Cor. 3?” in 
The Significance of Sinai, 149-181, 166. 
81 S. Dean McBride, Jr., “Transcendent authority: The role of Moses in Old Testament traditions”, 
Interpretation 44 (1990): 229-239, 230.   
82 Dozeman, ‘Masking Moses,’ 29.  
83 Dozeman, ‘Masking Moses,’ 39. 
84 See Jonathan Burnside, “Why was Moses banned from the promised land? A radical retelling of the rebellions 
of Moses (Num. 20:2-13 and Exod. 2:11-15)”, Zeitschrift für altorientalische und biblische Rechtsgeschichte 
(forthcoming).    
85 Dozeman, ‘Masking Moses,’ 29. 
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of divine revelation.86 The closing statement of Deuteronomy that “there has not arisen a 
prophet since in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face (Deut 34:10) is less of 
a propositional statement than a semiotic one. It suggests that Moses’ shining face was, above 
all, the enduring visual image of Moses to the Israelites.  
 
Third, it communicates that, as well as being the locus of divine revelation, Moses 
symbolises God’s Presence among Israel. This has often been noted in general terms: Moses 
bridges the gulf between divine and human because Moses visually shares certain divine 
characteristics. Thus Childs, for example, recognises the obvious parallel between the people 
being terrified before the theophany in Exod 20:18, 21 [MT 20:15, 18] and the people being 
fearful before Moses’ reflection of the theophany in Exod 34:30.87 However, I am here 
suggesting that one of the signifiers of Moses’ transcendent authority is not simply that his 
face is shining but that his face is hidden. Since YHWH’s face is unseen, the fact Moses’ own 
face is unseen is an important aspect of how Moses represents YHWH in his law-giving 
capacity.88  
 
If Moses’ hidden face means he now stands in the place of YHWH in giving torah to Israel 
then this creates an interesting new dynamic. There is a parallel between Moses calling Aaron 
and the leaders, talking to them and commanding them “all that the LORD had spoken with 
him in Mount Sinai” (34:32) and YHWH calling Moses from the mountain, talking to him 
and commanding him what to do. And just as YHWH calls to Moses at the burning bush 
(Exod 3:4), and so quells his fear (“he was afraid to look at God”; Exod 3:6) so Moses calls 
to the people and quells the fear of those who were afraid to look at him (Exod 34:31).89 This 
has the important effect of casting the people in Moses’ role. The hiddenness of the giving of 
the law – this time delivered by Moses to the people – invites the people themselves to 
behave as Moses himself did in relation to YHWH on the mountain. They are to be actively 
engaged, as Moses himself was, in intercession, discussion, rational argument and strategic 
risk-taking.    
 
5.  Conclusion 
Exploring the modalities of the giving of the law at Sinai enables us to lay aside the glasses of 
iconic convention. We see afresh that biblical law is not only an icon of revealed law; it is 
also an icon of concealed law. This is because revelation is given in the context of 
concealment. In particular the face of the lawgiver is hidden on a number of occasions when 
torah is communicated. This is the case both for YHWH and for Moses. YHWH’s face is 
hidden in various ways when torah is communicated at Sinai, and at the Tent of Meeting, 
whilst Moses’ face is hidden behind a mask of light. This modality has the effect of 
emphasising the speaking voice and gives priority to the words of God. It also has the effect 
of mystifying what otherwise might be clear, even prosaic. As such it indicates that engaging 
with torah involves a posture of openness towards that which is presently unknown, as well 
as the limitations of what is presently known, including the mystery of YHWH’s Name and 

 
86 Propp spots the issue: “… the veiled shining Moses may be regarded as a walking Tabernacle, manifesting 
and yet concealing Yahweh’s splendour”; Exodus 19-40, 621.  
87 Exodus, 618. See also Houtman, Exodus, Vol. 3 733. Propp neatly observes: “it is striking that the man who 
once hid his face from seeing God at Horeb… becomes at Sinai one upon whom others cannot look”; Exodus 
19-40, 618. 
88 Stahl, Law and Liminality, 71 comes close, though without making this argument, when she rightly claims 
that, like YHWH, “[Moses] must be experienced… as separate from the people, and [so] the interplay between 
closeness and distance that surrounded the original, revelatory speech act [in Exod 20] is now replicated in the 
mediated, modified one.” 
89 Niehaus, God At Sinai, 227. 
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character. It reminds us that torah cannot be understood apart from a covenantal and 
relational framework within which questions of encounter and response are crucial. As such it 
assumes an anthropology in which torah is received and understood in the context of 
dynamic intercession, discussion, rational argument and strategic risk-taking. This stance of 
commitment and advocacy, whilst unique to Moses, is, in a sense, to be replicated by all 
Israelites in their day-to-day engagement. In contrast to positivist ideas about biblical law, the 
modality of the giving of torah speaks of its sapiential quality and the thousand golden 
threads that bind law and wisdom. Together with Moses bearing aloft the Ten 
Commandments we must place the image of Moses’ shining face, his journey to the Tent of 
Meeting and his ascent into the cloud to remind us that it is always possible to go farther up 
and deeper in. I offer this chapter in honour of Joseph Fleishmann who has shown us just 
that.  
 
 
 
 


