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Standing in the Breach  
A Christological Aspect of the Pastoral Office 

 
 The 2007 film “300,” rife with abdominal prosthetics and playing loose with 
demographic facts, has King Leonidas and 300 Spartans stand in the breach of a narrow pass 
against the vastly superior numbers of Persian invaders.  (Some contemporary writers held that 
up to a million Persians were delayed at the pass of Thermopylae.)  While the Spartan “Victory 
or Death” motto may have been exploited by Hollywood, no one can doubt their devotion to 
the homeland and their willingness to stand against great odds in order to defend it.  Standing 
in the breach is the stuff legends are made of.   
 
 Now, dear brothers, it is your turn.  You do not stand with sword and spear and javelin, 
but with the small smooth stone of the Word of God.  You stand in a long line of those who 
have stood in the breach in defense of those who are impotent to protect themselves, and 
who, in fact, may be entirely unworthy of being preserved.  Nonetheless, to this you are called, 
and in this way you do serve the people of God.  
 
Moses Standing in the Breach  
 Exodus 32 provides a dramatic and necessary confirmation of this aspect of the Office of 
the Word.  Moses, who by this time has had many personal experiences with the God of Israel, 
the kind that embolden him to speak to God in ways that make us shudder, is only now learning 
the nature of the Office into which he has been conscripted.  What does it mean to inhabit the 
Office of the Word?  As we examine this event we will see how God uses Moses to speak His 
Word both to the people and to God Himself.  
 
 The fact that God was not giving Israel the promised land because of their 
righteousness, but in spite of their stubbornness, (Deuteronomy 9:6) is never more evident 
than in the events at Mount Sinai.  Moses had been on the mountain for forty days and forty 
nights.  The people were becoming restless.  They wanted a more visible god, if not at least a 
more visible prophet.  In Aaron they found both.  He took their earrings and fashioned a calf of 
gold.  Then he announced that the calf was the god that had brought Israel out of Egypt.  
 
 The true God of the exodus, unhappy at being so soon supplanted, charged Moses to 
deal with the recalcitrant people. Calling them “your people” God sent Moses with this dire 
warning ringing in his ears, “I have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked people.  Now 
therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them…”  
Then God sweetened the pot with these final words, “in order that I may make a great nation 
of you.”  (Ex 32:9–10). 
 
 In an office shaping turn of events, Moses contended with God over the destruction of 
the people.  Moses insists that these are yet God’s people, in spite of their sin.  He presents a 
threefold case.  First, he reasons that God should not destroy them because He, God, has just 
invested a great deal of energy in freeing them, “…whom you have brought out of the land of 
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Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand.” (v.11)  The argument seems to be that this 
elaborate and lengthy plan of salvation ought not to be abandoned, lest so much energy be 
wasted.   
 
 Secondly, Moses asks, “What will the Egyptians think?”  It would be an absolute public 
relations disaster if the Egyptians began to publish that, “With evil intent did he bring them out, 
to kill them in the mountains and to consume them from the face of the earth.”  (v. 12)  It will 
never do, Moses maintains, to have the loving character of the Father of the nation be 
questioned.  He begs God to relent.  
 
 Finally, Moses recalls the promises that God had made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
“…to whom you swore by your own self, and said to them, ‘I will multiply your offspring as the 
stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your offspring, and they shall 
inherit it forever.’”  (v. 13)  A promise is a promise, and Moses holds God to His Word.  
 
 In each of these three cases Moses speaks back to God a Word that He had already 
spoken; that He would save the people, that He would be their God and they would be His 
people, and that He would multiply them and give them a land, a forever land.  In this way 
Moses stood between the hot wrath of God and a miserably cold-hearted Israel.  I propose, in 
this brief essay, that this act is an important part of the Office of the Word.  That God relent of 
destruction is, after all, our goal for everyone to whom we preach. 
 
 Now, having secured for them a future, Moses is off to deal with the people.  He catches 
them red-handed in the act of idolatry.  In commandment crunching anger Moses throws the 
tablets on the ground, and burns not only his anger against them, but also the golden image of 
the calf.  He ignores Aaron’s cringe-worthy excuse that, having thrown the earrings into the fire, 
out walked this calf.  He then enlists the Levites to destroy some 3,000 Israelites; presumably 
the ring-leaders of the insurrection.  In this way Moses speaks God’s Word to the people, and in 
so doing again stands in the breach.  He tells them that they have sinned a great sin and he 
brings God’s judgment against those have led the rebellion.  However, the majority of the 
people are saved.  Even these are by no means innocent.  They are “corrupt,” “stiff-necked,” 
and “set on evil.”  Yet, they are God’s people, and He relents of destroying them.   
 
 Notably, Moses completely ignores the offer of God to make a great nation out of him.  
This speaks to the character of Moses and introduces the final act of this remarkable chapter.  
What follows is not part of Moses’ intervention, but rather a prophetic act pointing to the One 
who would finally intervene in a salvific act of sacrifice.   
 
 Having pronounced that the people had sinned a great sin, Moses offers more than they 
can imagine, “…perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.”  (v. 30)  He then goes before God 
and pleads that if God will not forgive the people, “…please blot me out of your book that you 
have written.”  (v. 32)  Here is a clear prediction of the One who will be blotted out for the sins 
of all the people.  It is not Moses.  God denies that request.  Moses is not blotted out for the 
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people.  Those who sin will be blotted out.  Nevertheless, there will come a day when someone 
will stand in the breach in the ultimate act of sacrifice in order to save the people.   
 

So, it is not part of the office to sacrifice oneself to save the people.  Only Christ can do 
that.  Yet, it is part of the Office to stand in the breach.  At least that is the analysis of this event 
by the Psalmist in Psalm 106.  Verse 23 is the text that initiated this line of investigation.  When 
I read it I was struck by the correlation between what Moses did and what Pastors are called to 
do yet today.  Psalm 106 reads in part:  
 

      6  Both we and our fathers have sinned;  
      we have committed iniquity; we have done wickedness.  
      7  Our fathers, when they were in Egypt, did not consider your wondrous works;  
       they did not remember the abundance of your steadfast love,  
       but rebelled by the sea, at the Red Sea.  
       8  Yet he saved them for his name’s sake,  
      that he might make known his mighty power… 
      13  But they soon forgot his works;  
      they did not wait for his counsel. 
      14  But they had a wanton craving in the wilderness,  
      and put God to the test in the desert… 
      19  They made a calf in Horeb  
      and worshiped a metal image.  
      20  They exchanged the glory of God  
      for the image of an ox that eats grass.  
      21  They forgot God, their Savior,  
      who had done great things in Egypt,  
      22  wondrous works in the land of Ham,  
      and awesome deeds by the Red Sea.  
      23  Therefore he said he would destroy them—  
      had not Moses, his chosen one, stood in the breach before him,  
      to turn away his wrath from destroying them. 

 
 Moses stood between God and his people when God threatened to destroy them 
because of their sin.  He was “chosen,” appointed to do so.  He did not suffer the penalty of 
their sin, but he did speak God’s Word to the people and to God Himself.  In this way he turned 
away God’s wrath.  Moses did not give up on his people when they committed grave sin.  He 
remained faithful to his calling and to his people.  Setting his personal anger aside, he entrusted 
them to God’s faithfulness and dutifully called them to repentance.  He was not the last one to 
do so.  
 
Jesus Standing in the Breach  
 One might certainly argue that the entire life of Jesus was one of standing in the breach 
between the anger of God and sinfulness of man.  This approach would reinforce the fact that, 
unlike Moses, who stood in the breach for “his people,” the people to whom he had been 
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called, Jesus stood in the breach for all mankind.  However, that line of argument is beyond the 
scope of this essay, and unnecessary to make the point pertaining to the Pastoral Office.   
 
 In lieu of such a comprehensive approach I will focus today on the act of Jesus to reveal 
His Father’s will to His disciples, and in the end to submit Himself to it. In order to accomplish 
this Jesus speaks God’s Word to His people and to God.   According to the Gospel of Matthew 
on at least three different occasions Jesus taught His disciples, “The Son of Man is about to be 
delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him, and he will be raised on the third day.”  
(Mt 17:22–23)  These words disclose the mechanism by which Jesus stands in the breach 
against the anger of God.  
 
 That the disciples had repeatedly heard this Word of God does not mean that they 
believed or even understood it.  In fact, Peter actively spoke against this Word.  (Mt. 16:23)  In 
so doing Peter becomes much like Israel, rejecting both the Word and the person of the Word.  
And he received a rebuke similar to that which Israel had received at their bowing to the calf, 
“Get behind me, for you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men,” “You 
have sinned a great sin.”  Here Peter represents all of mankind.  
 
 Jesus did not receive an invitation from God for personal gain, as Moses did, but that 
was the core of the satanic temptations.  “Give up the plan of God’s Word so that you may gain 
power and sustenance and glory.”  Jesus was resolute.  Despite Peter’s representative sin, and 
the temptations for personal gain, He did not give up on the people.  He faithfully spoke God’s 
Word and called them to repentance.   
 
 Like Moses, when the pressure was the greatest, when the anger of God burned hotly 
against the sins of the people, when it looked like He was about to be overrun by alien forces, 
Jesus spoke back God’s Word to God.  He refused to abandon the call even though He had been 
abandoned by His Aaron-like disciples on the night before His death.  With sweat like great 
drops of blood He prayed, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.” Then followed  
the repetition of the words His Father had given Him in prayer, “Nevertheless, not my will, but 
yours, be done.”  (Lk 22:42) 
 
 Unlike the case of Moses, God accepted the submission of Jesus to have His name 
blotted from the book of life.  “Whoever has sinned against me, I will blot out of my book.”  (Ex 
32:33).  So it was that Jesus, bearing the sins of the whole world, had His name blotted from the 
book of life.  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  (Mt. 27:46)  If anything is clear in 
the Gospel presentations it is that the wrath of God was visited upon Jesus on the cross.  
Happily, the name of Jesus was rewritten in the book of life by the power of the resurrection.  It 
remains there to all eternity, not only as a symbol of His enduring life, but also as the source of 
life to all who will trust Him as the one who endured the wrath of God on their behalf.  
 

The vicissitudes of Israel’s life of faith in the desert, and those of our own, demonstrate 
that someone greater than Moses is required.  That someone is Jesus who stood in the breach 
for me and for you, and for all the world.  “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; 
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whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him.”  (Jn 
3:36).  

 
Pastors Standing in the Breach  
 Why do you call the members of your congregation, “my people?”  By virtue of their 
baptisms they are certainly God’s people.  By virtue of the call they are your people.  God has 
given them to you, and you to them.  This is why we call it a Divine call.  This is also why the 
current cultural pressure to turn the Office of the Word into a job must be resisted.  If the 
Office of the Word is nothing more than a job then all motivation to stand in the breach on 
behalf of the people is lost.  “He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the 
sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and 
scatters them. He flees because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.” (Jn 10:12–
13)  
 
 Whether for the wandering individual or for the congregation at large, you do care for 
them.  You care for them despite their stiff-necked corruption.  You care for them despite the 
fact that their oscillation between faithfulness and rebellion sometimes makes you mad.  You 
care for them because you are the one God has “chosen” for them.  He has appointed you to be 
their shepherd, and to care for them.  God knows that when things get really bad you 
sometimes feel like throwing the Word of God down at their feet and grinding their idols to 
dust.  Sometimes you may even feel like praying with Moses, “I am not able to carry all this 
people alone; the burden is too heavy for me. If you will treat me like this, kill me at once, if I 
find favor in your sight, that I may not see my wretchedness.”  (Numbers 11:14-15)  In the end 
you carry them, the strong and the weak of faith, the givers and the takers, the happy and the 
sad, the repentant and yes, even the unrepentant, whom from time to time you may have to 
chase through the wilderness; you carry them all because that is what God has called you to do.   
 
 You carry God’s people and yours not by your own strength, by your own word or 
wisdom, but by the power of God’s Word.  This means, (as you have been so often exhorted, let 
me now exhort you again) that you proclaim to them both Law and Gospel.  “You have sinned a 
great sin,” you say.  You lay it on their shoulders.  You refuse to let them wiggle out from under 
it.  You press it down when they say it is no great thing.  You preach God’s law in all its severity.  
You hope that it will bring them to their knees, and you watch, with tears, for the tiniest sign of 
repentance, because the goal is not to kill, but to revive.   It is here that you feel the wrath of 
God, because you don’t always know precisely the right way to do this thing.  Have you been 
too patient?  Have you given too many chances?  Have you bent too far?  Have you prayed too 
long?  There you are, in the breach, hoping that God will be patient with you also. 
 
 This is time to give attention to the other aspect of standing in the breach.  Here you 
speak back to God the Word He has given.  The framework of Moses’ response to God when He 
was about to destroy the people of Israel may be helpful in your pleas for your people, and for 
yourself. I have been bold to adopt this methodology in my own prayer life.  The fact that I am 
still here may be of some comfort to you should determine to proceed similarly.   
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 You may plead for God’s patience for an individual or for a congregation, for the Church, 
or even for the nation on the basis of His previous investment in the plan of salvation.   The plan 
for the exodus, at least from a human perspective may reach back to the rift between Joseph 
and his brothers.  From then on the exodus is in full view as a shadow of the act of Jesus in 
bringing His people out of slavery to sin.  The final plan salvation was set in place before the 
foundations of the world.  It is legitimate then, to bring to God’s attention all that He has 
already said and done on behalf of that member, or relative who has wandered.  “O Lord, with 
great power and a mighty hand you have worked salvation for…, and by His baptism You 
marked him as one of Your own.  Be now merciful and bring him back into the fold.” 
 
 “Why should the world, Your enemies, O Lord, say that You do not care about Your 
people?  Why should they say that You are not able to spare the Church from the 
embarrassment of demise?  O Lord, be merciful and save for Yourself a people.”  In view of the 
fact that many Montana district congregations are tiny and report a fear of having to close their 
doors, this is a regular part of my prayers.  You may be bold to pray such a prayer on behalf of 
your congregation, or for an individual on the brink of spiritual death.  
 
 Finally, it always appropriate to remember God’s promises.  It is good for you, because it 
confirms in you that God is at work through His Word, and that He remembers His promises.  In 
this way you are reminded that the burden you bear has already been, and is always borne by 
the burden bearer, our Savior, Jesus Christ.  This prayer is also good for your people because 
God is faithful to His promises.   “Dear Father, remember the promises You have made to this 
people, (person) when You claimed them as Your own in the waters of baptism.  Do not turn 
Your face away, but be patient and bring them back to You, where they may enjoy the promise 
of Your presence to all eternity.”   
  
Conclusion  
 Standing in the breach is no light duty.  “For we know him who said, ‘Vengeance is mine; 
I will repay.’ And again, ‘The Lord will judge his people.’  It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands 
of the living God.”  (Heb 10:30–31).  It may be frightening to pray so boldly, but you stand in a 
long line of those who have sought to stay God’s wrath for the sake of His people.  From 
Abraham and Moses, through most of the prophets, God has had many men plead for His 
people, (some more reluctantly than others).  They are all, we are all but shadows, pointing to 
the reality of the sacrifice of Christ.  
 
 The concept of standing in the breach calls to our attention the Christological aspect of 
the Office.  This is no academic endeavor.  You are not ticking off the boxes of a job description.  
The connection between the Word and the Office of the Word is not so insubstantial.  No, you 
inhabit Christ’s office because He has called you into that office to care for His people as He 
cares for His people.  Jesus has borne the brunt of God’s wrath, and you pray that your people 
will never experience it as  consequence of their rebellion.   
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