What Were Israel’s Most Serious Provocations of the Lord in the Wilderness?
An Old Testament KnoWhy1 relating to the reading assignment for Gospel Doctrine Lesson 14:
“Ye Shall Be a Peculiar Treasure Unto Me” (Exodus 15-20; 32-34) (JBOTL14B)

Figure 1. Nicolas Poussin, 1594-1665: The Adoration of the Golden Calf, 1634-1635.
Question:The making of the golden calf is often presented as the height of Israel’s rejection of
God and His law. But it was only one of several incidents of rebellion that occurred in the
wilderness. Among all these provocations, which ones were the most serious?
Summary: The translations, revelations, and teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith make it
clear that the most serious provocations of Israel had nothing to do with their frequent
complainings in the wilderness, as one might otherwise imagine. Rather, they had to do with
Israel’s deliberate rejection of “the last law from Moses,”2 a law associated with the fulness of
the priesthood and its blessings. In their rejection of that law, Israel had refused “to sanctify
[themselves] that they might behold the face of God”3 at Sinai. Instead, they prayed “that God
would speak to Moses and not to them.”4 “In consequence of [their actions, God] cursed them
with a carnal law.”5 And, as a result of their actions, the generation of Israelites who left Egypt
in the Exodus would neither enter into the promised land6 nor into “the rest of the Lord”7
during their mortal lives. Happily, the Lord holds out the possibility of receiving these
sometimes-rejected blessings to faithful disciples in our day who are willing to make and keep
the covenants that will enable them to continually enjoy the divine presence. Through “sufficient
hope,”8 the “peaceable followers of Christ”9 may “enter into the rest of the Lord”10 in this life,
“until [they] shall rest with him in heaven.”11 This rest “is the fulness of his glory.”12

Figure 2. The Court of the Palm at the Old Babylonian Palace of Mari, ca. 1800 BCE.13 A tree,
either real or artificial, took the central position in the palace courtyard through which the
king would pass as part of rites of royal investiture. Sometime prior to passing through this
area, he would have heard the recital of an account of the Creation. The placement of the tree
recalls the biblical account of the tree “in the midst”14 (literally “in the center”) of the Garden of
Eden. Wooden posts, crafted to represent a second type of tree, supported a woven partition.
The king would eventually pass through this partition to enter into the presence of the gods.15
The Know
Temple Ordinances Sometimes Administered in Partial Form
Joseph Smith taught that temple ordinances had been available in their fulness to select
individuals and families since the time of Adam and Eve.16 However, they often have been
administered only in a partial form due to the unreadiness of the covenant people to receive
more.17 In times of apostasy, the temple ordinances associated with the higher or Melchizedek
Priesthood were almost totally withdrawn from the earth. Intriguingly, Jewish sources allude to
things pertaining to Solomon’s Temple that were no longer present in the Second Temple.18
The translations, revelations, and teachings of the Prophet are clear in their witness that earlier
forms of such loss also occurred in Moses’ day. At first, the Lord expressed His intent to make
the higher ordinances of the holy priesthood available to all of Israel.19 However, because of
their rebellion, the higher priesthood and its associated laws and ordinances were instead
generally withheld from the people.20 Consistent with the teachings of Joseph Smith, President
Brigham Young stated:21
If they had been sanctified and holy, the children of Israel would not have traveled one year
with Moses before they would have received their endowments and the Melchizedek
Priesthood. But they could not receive them, and never did. … The Lord told Moses that he
would show Himself to the people, but they begged Moses to plead with the Lord not to do
so.

Some prophets and kings, however, did continue to receive the highest ordinances of the
Melchizedek priesthood in later Old Testament times.22 The overall structure and many of the
details of kingship rites in Israel can be found in the Bible, and analogous rituals were practiced
elsewhere in the ancient Near East and in Egyptian tradition.23 Portions were imperfectly
preserved in the teachings and rituals of some strands of second temple Judaism, in the
practices of Copts and of Christians with Gnostic leanings, and in the liturgies of Christian
Churches.24 Later, Christians with antiquarian interests incorporated and further developed
selected aspects of ancient rituals as early Freemasonry took shape.25 But although many of
these individuals and movements held worthy ideals and intentions, because they lacked the
“authority” of the “greater priesthood” that enables the “power of godliness” to be “manifest[ed]”
through its “ordinances,”26 these rites could be no more than a shadow of what God originally
had in store for His covenant people.
By way of contrast to unauthorized and imperfectly preserved temple rites, the rites performed
by Aaronic priests, though not incorporating the ordinances pertaining to the higher priesthood,
were performed in a manner that was acceptable to the Lord. Before continuing with a
discussion of how and what temple privileges were partially withdrawn from the Israelite
priesthood — and completely withdrawn from the children of Israel generally — it will be helpful
to understand how the Tabernacle functioned as a model of God’s holy mountain in Eden and at
Sinai.

Figure 3. Zones of Sacredness in the Garden of Eden and in the Temple27
The Tabernacle as a Model of God’s Holy Mountain
Although Latter-day Saints are familiar with the mountain as a symbol of the temple (e.g., Isaiah
2:2: “the mountain of the Lord's house”), many may not realize how deeply this theme is
interwoven in the scriptures from Genesis onward.
Biblical scholarship has increasingly come to see the Garden of Eden as a temple prototype,28
consistent with many earlier Jewish and Christian traditions. For example, Ephrem the Syrian, a
fourth-century Christian, pictured Paradise as a great mountain with the tree of knowledge
providing a permeable, circular boundary partway up the slopes. The tree of knowledge, Ephrem
concluded, “acts as a sanctuary curtain [i.e., veil] hiding the Holy of Holies, which is the Tree of
Life higher up.”29 In addition to this inner boundary, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim sources
sometimes speak of a “wall” surrounding the whole of the garden, separating it from the “outer
courtyard” of the mortal world.30

Figure 4. Ephrem the Syrian’s Comparison of the Layout of Eden, Noah’s Ark, and Mount Sinai
In explaining his conception of Eden, Ephrem cited parallels with the division of the animals on
Noah’s ark and the demarcations on Sinai separating Moses, Aaron, the priests, and the
people.31 According to this way of thinking, movement inward toward the sacred center was
symbolically equivalent to moving upward toward the top of the sacred mountain.

Figure 5. Correspondence Between Mount Sinai and the Layout of the Tabernacle32
Recall that on Sinai, Israel was gathered in three groups: “the masses at the foot of the
mountain, where they viewed God’s ‘Presence’ from afar; the Seventy part way up; and Moses at
the very top, where he entered directly into God’s Presence,”33 having received his full
endowment.34 Likewise, Ephrem described the “lower, second, and third stories”35 of the
temple-like Ark so as to highlight the righteousness of Noah and to distinguish him from the
“animals” and the “birds.”36 Finally, as explained previously, Ephrem pictured Eden similarly as
a great mountain, with the Tree of Knowledge providing a boundary partway up the slopes.

Seen from this perspective, the Tabernacle was a model of God’s Holy Mountain.37 Within the
Tabernacle, the high priest was able to come into the presence of the Lord ritually. On Mount
Sinai, Moses was able to come into the presence of the Lord in actuality. Understanding this
model helps us make sense of Israel’s most serious provocations and their consequences.

Figure 6. Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn, 1606-1669: Moses and the Tablets of the Law
Israel’s Provocations in the Wilderness
In Numbers 14:22, the Lord told Moses why He would not allow the children of Israel who were
part of the first generation of the Exodus into the promised land:
Because all those men which have seen my glory, and my miracles, which I did in Egypt and
in the wilderness, and have tempted38 me now these ten times, and have not hearkened to
my voice.
Although students of the Bible have produced various lists of the “ten” provocations mentioned
in this verse, it is more likely that the number ten is “a round figure, emphasizing complete
testing.”39 In other words, the Lord is saying that the provocations of the children of Israel have
tested him to the limit.
BYU Professor M. Catherine Thomas has summarized the three most serious provocations:40
•

First, at the foot of Sinai, where the Lord tried to sanctify His people and to cause them to
come up the mountain, enter His presence, and behold His face, the Israelites refused to
exercise sufficient faith to overcome their fear and enter into the fire, smoke, and
earthquake that lay between them and the face of God. They said to Moses, “Speak thou
with us, and we will hear: but let not God speak with us, lest we die.”41 Moses responded,
“Fear not.”42 Nevertheless, “the people stood afar off, and Moses drew [alone] near unto
the thick darkness where God was.”43

•

•

Second, when the Israelites were camped at Kadesh Barnea in the wilderness, the Lord
tried to bring them into the promised land, but they were so frightened by the report of
giants in the land that neither Moses nor Caleb and Joshua could get them to exercise
enough faith to enter and conquer the land.44 Again, as at Massah and Meribah, they
refused the grace of the Lord.
Third, again at Sinai, when Moses went up to receive the fulness of the Gospel from the
Lord on the first set of plates, the Israelites made and set up the golden calf. Their
rejection of the Lord in the very moment that Moses was receiving the fulness of the
Gospel for them was a most serious provocation. When he discovered what they had
done, Moses broke the tables before the children of Israel. A second, lesser set of plates
was made, but they were missing “the words of the everlasting covenant of the holy
priesthood,”45 meaning the higher, sanctifying ordinances of the Melchizedek
Priesthood. Those were the very ordinances that gave access to the presence of the
Lord.46

Note that these three provocations are interrelated. In the first, Israel refused to come into the
presence of God. In the second, they refused to enter the promised land. And in the third, they
refused to accept God’s “last law.”47 In each case, they were willing to go thus far and no farther.
Finally, in a sort of “three-strikes-your-out” fashion, the people had fully disqualified themselves
for the enjoyment of God’s personal presence — a blessing for which Moses had “sought
diligently”48 to prepare them. The people had chosen to stand “afar off”49 from the Lord and in
the end they were granted just what they wanted — distance from the divine presence at Sinai,
distance from the divine presence in the Tabernacle.

Figure 7. The Children of Israel at Mount Sinai.
Painting a vivid word picture of the Israelites’ inability to stand in the presence of the Lord, the
medieval Jewish commentator Rashi explained that when the people heard the sound of the
voice of God emanate from Sinai “they moved backwards and stood at a distance: they were
repelled to the rear a distance of twelve miles — that is the whole length of the camp. Then the
angels came and helped them forward again.” Avivah Zornberg reasons: “If this happened at
each of the Ten Commandments, the people are imagined as traveling 240 miles in order to
stand in place!”50 Though Rashi’s imagery is, of course, only figurative, it is highly instructive.

We see a similar, movement away from eternal life and toward the regions of spiritual death at
the incident of the Golden Calf.51 Before their sin, the Israelites looked without fear upon the
divine flames of God’s presence at the top of the mountain, but, as soon as they had sinned, they
could not bear to see even the face of Moses, God’s intermediary.52 By way of contrast to the
Israelites, Moses, like Jesus at the Transfiguration,53 was covered by a glorious cloud54 as he
communed face-to-face with the Lord, having been made like God Himself.55 Moses then stood
to Israel as God stood to him and, having received the power of an eternal life, he became known
in the Samaritan literature as “the Standing One.”56

Figure 8. Harry Anderson, 1906-1996: Moses Calls Aaron to the Ministry57
Varying Distances from the Lord in Tabernacle Service
Varying distances from the Lord’s presence in Tabernacle service are made vivid in this painting
by Harry Anderson. Moses, who stands, according to the Lord’s own declaration,58 as a god to
Aaron, makes Aaron a high priest.59 Just as Moses communed face-to-face with the Lord in
actuality on Mount Sinai (shown prominently in the background), so Aaron as high priest will
enter into the Lord’s presence ritually in the Tabernacle Holy of Holies each Day of Atonement.
Two priests, sons of Aaron dressed in the sacred vestments of the Levitical priesthood, stand
close by at the outer veil. Much of their ministry took place in the Tabernacle courtyard where
they conducted sacrifices and offerings. However, they were also permitted to enter the Holy
Place. There they made offerings of incense, maintained the oil lamps, and prepared the table of
shewbread.60 The priests and their families were allowed the additional privilege of consuming
the shewbread and wine each Sabbath.61
The ministry of the Levites was confined only to the courtyard of the temple, where they assisted
the sons of Aaron in tasks such as the transportation and assembly of the Tabernacle and the
handling of temple vessels. They also provided service as musicians and temple guards. In the
painting they are shown standing remotely, next to the exterior curtain.
Consistent with their preferred position at Mount Sinai, away from the Lord’s presence at the
foot of the mountain, the rest of the people are camped outside the sacred space, excluded even
from the Tabernacle courtyard.

Figure 9. Standing in the Holy Place in the Last Days
The Why
The story of Israel’s provocations and withdrawn privileges has important lessons for our time.
The eleventh chapter of Revelation, which describes the situation in the last days, opens with the
angel’s instruction to John to “measure the temple of God, and the altar, and them that worship
therein.”62 By way of contrast, John is told not to measure the areas lying outside the temple
complex proper — in other words, the outer courtyard. In the context of the rest of the chapter,
the meaning of the angel’s instructions is clear: only those who are standing within the scope of
John’s measure — in other words, within the temple itself — will receive God’s protection.63
Of course, the angel is not speaking to John the Revelator about the measurement of a literal
physical structure, but rather of measuring or judging the community of disciples who have been
called to form the living temple of God,64 each individual in his or her differing degree of
righteousness.65 Spiritually speaking, the worshippers standing in the holy place are those who
have kept their covenants.66 These are they who, according to Revelation 14:1, will stand with
the Lamb “on… mount Sion.”
By way of contrast, all individuals standing in the outer courtyard, being unmeasured and
unprotected, will be, in the words of the book of Revelation, “given unto the Gentiles” to be
“tread under foot”67 with the rest of the wicked in Jerusalem. Mere association with covenantkeepers will not save unfaithful covenant-makers.68
Ultimately, we read in D&C 101, “every corruptible thing… that dwells upon all the face of the
earth… shall be consumed.”69 By “every corruptible thing” the verse denotes every being that is
of a telestial nature. Only those who can withstand the rigors of dwelling in at least a terrestrial
glory will remain on the earth during the millennial reign of Christ. In that day, only those who
remain unmoved in the holy place will be able to “stand still, with the utmost assurance to see
the salvation of God.”70

Where are the “holy places” in which disciples are to stand in the last days? In light of everything
discussed above, the frequently heard suggestion that such “holy places” include temples, stakes,
chapels, and homes seems wholly appropriate.71 However, it should be remembered that what
makes these places holy — and secure — are the covenants kept by those standing within.
According to Jewish midrash, Sodom itself could have been a place of safety had there been a
circle of as few as ten righteous individuals in the city to “pray on behalf of all of them.”72
As always, I appreciate the love, support, and advice of Kathleen M. Bradshaw on this article.
Thanks to Stephen T. Whitlock for valuable suggestions.
Further Study
For a comprehensive discussion of the Tabernacle, its furnishings, its priesthood, and its
symbolism from an LDS perspective, see M. B. Brown, Gate, chapter 3. See also the in-depth
research of Michael Morales on Tabernacle history and symbolism (L. M. Morales, Tabernacle
Pre-Figured).
M. Catherine Thomas has written an insightful article on the provocations of Israel (M. C.
Thomas, Provocation). For an excellent presentation on the subject touching on many of the
themese of the current article, see A. F. Ehat, Torah Harmony. Unfortunately, Ehat’s study has
not yet been published.
For more on the idea of the layout of sacred space of Eden, including Ephrem the Syrian’s idea
of the Tree of Knowledge as the veil for the sanctuary, see J. M. Bradshaw, Tree of Knowledge.
For extensive discussion of ancient conceptions and examples relating to the idea of standing in
holy places, see J. M. Bradshaw, Standing in the Holy Place, freely downloadable at
www.TempleThemes.net.
See this article for a related KnoWhy from Book of Mormon Central:
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/why-did-moroni-use-temple-imagerywhile-telling-the-brother-of-jared-story
For other scripture resources relating to this lesson, see The Interpreter Foundation Old
Testament Gospel Doctrine Index (http://interpreterfoundation.org/gospel-doctrine-resourceindex/ot-gospel-doctrine-resource-index/) and the Book of Mormon Central Old Testament
KnoWhy list (https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/tags/old-testament).
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Endnotes
1 Used with permission of Book of Mormon Central. See
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/reference-knowhy.
2 J. Smith, Jr., Words, Joseph Smith Diary by Willard Richards, 27 August 1843, p. 244. The
Prophet continued (spelling, grammar, and punctuation modified):
How shall God come to the rescue of this generation? He shall send Elijah. The law revealed
to Moses in Horeb [Sinai] never was revealed to the children of Israel. He shall reveal the
covenants to seal the hearts of the fathers to the children and the children to the fathers [see
Malachi 4:5-6]. Anointing and sealing. Called, elected, and made sure [2 Corinthians 1:21-22.
See ibid., 27 June 1839, p. 19 n. 11. Ibid., p. 302 n. 12: “Apparently it is one thing to receive
the anointing and sealing blessings of the priesthood and another thing for them to be called,
elected, and made sure.”]. Without father, etc. [Hebrews 7:3]. A priesthood which holds the

priesthood by right from the eternal Gods, and not descended from father and mother [JST
Genesis 14:28; JST Hebrews 7:3].
3 D&C 84:23. Cf. Ibid., Willard Richards Pocket Companion, Before 8 August 1839 (1), p. 9,
punctuation modified: “Moses sought to bring the children of Israel into the presence of God,
through the power of the priesthood, but he could not.”; ibid., William Clayton’s Private Book, 5
January 1841, p. 59, spelling and punctuation modified: “All priesthood is Melchizedek, but
there are different portions or degrees of it. That portion which brought Moses to speak with
God face to face was taken away, but that which brought the ministry of angels remained.”
According to Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook further explained (ibid., pp. 143-144 n. 5):
Undoubtedly, if, at this stage of Joseph Smith’s thinking [1 May 1842], he had been asked,
“What was taken away when Moses died?” he would not have answered, “the Endowment
ordinances as they were given in Kirtland.” Those ordinances there administered were
identical for the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthoods (see J. Smith, Jr., Documentary
History, 5:1-2 or ibid., p. 137). … Moreover, the sacred vestments of the priesthood shown by
the pattern of God for the Levitical order of the temple service (Exodus 28, 39, and 40:1-33)
were not restored in Kirtland, but were given in Nauvoo.
The Prophet taught that “Christ fulfilled all righteousness in becoming obedient to the law which
[He] Himself had given to Moses on the mount and thereby magnified it and made it honorable
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