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The GLORY of God and the Pillar of Cloud  
by Day and the Pillar of Fire by Night 
 
 
 

THE BIBLICAL TEXT – [the idea of pillar of cloud occurs in five references] 
 

• 21 The LORD was going before them in a pillar of cloud by day to lead them on 
the way, and in a pillar of fire by night to give them light, that they might travel 
by day and by night. 22 He did not take away the pillar of cloud by day, nor the 
pillar of fire by night, from before the people” (Exod. 13:21, 22). 

 

• Exodus 16:9 Then Moses said to Aaron, "Say to all the congregation of the sons of 
Israel, 'Come near before the LORD, for He has heard your grumblings.'" 10 It 
came about as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the sons of Israel, that 
they looked toward the wilderness, and behold, the glory of the LORD appeared 
in the cloud. 
 

• Exodus 24:1 ¶ Then He said to Moses, "Come up to the LORD, you and Aaron, 
Nadab and Abihu and seventy of the elders of Israel, and you shall worship at a 
distance. 2 "Moses alone, however, shall come near to the LORD, but they shall not 
come near, nor shall the people come up with him." 3 Then Moses came and 
recounted to the people all the words of the LORD and all the ordinances; and all 
the people answered with one voice and said, "All the words which the LORD has 
spoken we will do!" 4 Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD. Then he arose 
early in the morning, and built an altar at the foot of the mountain with twelve 
pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel. 5 he sent young men of the sons of Israel, and 
they offered burnt offerings and sacrificed young bulls as peace offerings to the 
LORD. 6 Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and the other half of the 
blood he sprinkled on the altar. 7 Then he took the book of the covenant and read 
it in the hearing of the people; and they said, "All that the LORD has spoken we 
will do, and we will be obedient!" 8 So Moses took the blood and sprinkled it on 
the people, and said, "Behold the blood of the covenant, which the LORD has made 
with you in accordance with all these words." 9 ¶ Then Moses went up with Aaron, 
Nadab and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, 10 and they saw the God of 
Israel; and under His feet there appeared to be a pavement of sapphire, as clear as 
the sky itself. 11 Yet He did not stretch out His hand against the nobles of the sons 
of Israel; and they saw God, and they ate and drank. 12 ¶ Now the LORD said to 
Moses, "Come up to Me on the mountain and remain there, and I will give you the 
stone tablets with the law and the commandment which I have written for their 
instruction." 13 So Moses arose with Joshua his servant, and Moses went up to the 
mountain of God. 14 But to the elders he said, "Wait here for us until we return to 
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you. And behold, Aaron and Hur are with you; whoever has a legal matter, let him 
approach them." 15 Then Moses went up to the mountain, and the cloud covered 
the mountain. 16 The glory of the LORD rested on Mount Sinai, and the cloud 
covered it for six days; and on the seventh day He called to Moses from the midst 
of the cloud. 17 And to the eyes of the sons of Israel the appearance of the glory 
of the LORD was like a consuming fire on the mountain top. 18 Moses entered 
the midst of the cloud as he went up to the mountain; and Moses was on the 
mountain forty days and forty nights. 
 

• Nu 12:5 Then the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud and stood at the 
doorway of the tent, and He called Aaron and Miriam. When they had both 
come forward, 
 

• Nu 14:14 and they will tell it to the inhabitants of this land. They have heard that 
You, O LORD, are in the midst of this people, for You, O LORD, are seen eye to 
eye, while Your cloud stands over them; and You go before them in a pillar of 
cloud by day and in a pillar of fire by night. 
 

• De 31:15 The LORD appeared in the tent in a pillar of cloud, and the pillar of 
cloud stood at the doorway of the tent. 

 
Although enslaved as a nation by the Egyptians, God remained faithful.  He would 
deliver His people from bondage in the keeping of His promise to provide a deliverer 
from out of the woman’s seed (Gen. 3:15). 
 
During the Exodus from Egypt God’s presence was notable through a Pillar of Cloud by 
day and a Pillar of Fire by night.  These manifestations provided His people with His 
presence in order to guide them on their way and to give them light while traveling at 
night. 
 

“[Moses] considers the presence of God to have been in the pillar, which moved in front of the host, 
and showed them the way that they were to go.”1 
 
“The Lord went before them—by a visible token of His presence, the Shekinah, in a majestic cloud 
(Ps 78:14; Ne 9:12; 1Co 10:1), called ‘the angel of God’ (Ex 14:19; 23:20-23; Ps 99:6, 7; Isa 63:8, 9).”2 

 
This same Cloud and Fire would be present with the Tabernacle that is to follow. 
 
Almost a thousand years later, the political leader Nehemiah remembers this event. 
 

“You, in Your great compassion, did not forsake them in the wilderness; The pillar of cloud did 
not leave them by day, to guide them on their way, nor the pillar of fire by night, to light for them 
the way in which they were to go” (Neh. 9:19). 
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His presence provided a barrier between those who would do them harm and the path 
before them.  God was leading the nation.  God’s presence leads His people.  The pillar 
of cloud by day was nothing less than the Shekinah glory.  In addition, the pillar of fire 
by night was nothing less than the Shekinah glory.  God’s presence protects His people 
from harm.  His presence provides for His people.  He meets them in their need.   
 
It is only when His people are in His presence that their joy is full. 
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PILLAR OF CLOUD AND PILLAR OF FIRE 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0016_0_15772.html  

 

The earliest traditions of the Exodus from Egypt refer to the pillar of cloud by day and of 
fire by night, which accompanied the Children of Israel on their way through the desert 
(Ex. 13:21–22). The visible symbol of the presence of God caused a panic among the 
Egyptians as it cut them off from the Israelites (Ex. 14:19b, 24a), and continued to guide 
and protect the latter uninterruptedly throughout their wanderings. Later generations 
remembered it as a special sign of divine favor (cf. Ps. 78:14), no less important than the 
parting of the Sea of Reeds itself. Another early tradition connected the cloud with the 
*Tent of Meeting. According to the view attributed by critics to the author of the Elohist 
account (E), the pillar of cloud served not as a regular escort marching at the head of the 
people, but as an intermittent presence, descending from time to time to the entrance of 
the Tent of Meeting when God conversed with Moses (Ex. 33:9–10; Num. 11:25; 12:5). The 
priestly authors, on the other hand, taught that "a cloud of the Lord" (not a pillar) with a 
fiery appearance by night, permanently covered the Tabernacle from the day of its 
completion, lifting only to signal the breaking of camp for a new journey (Ex. 40:34–38; 
Num. 9:15–23; 10:11–12, 34; 14:14). The Divine Presence in Solomon's Temple was 
similarly accompanied by the descent of the cloud (I Kings 8:10–11; cf. Ex. 16:10; Lev. 16:2) 
though the pillar of cloud and of fire did not accompany the Israelites into the Promised 
Land. 

Various explanations have been sought for the origin of these traditions. Among them is 
the attested use of braziers filled with burning wood at the head of caravans or armies, 
sometimes placed before the tent of the chief or carried before him. Others derive the 
imagery from the *pillars before Solomon's Temple, which, they contend, were fiery 
cressets emitting clouds of smoke and flame by day and by night at the time of a festival. 
Still others point to the smoke that rose from the altar of the burnt offering as the origin 
of the representation. The most commonly accepted theory connects the pillar of cloud 
and fire with the theophany at Sinai, when the descent of the Lord was marked by a 
thick cloud (Ex. 19:9), by thunder, lightening, smoke, and fire. Attempts to provide a 
natural basis for this narrative have pointed to the possible existence of volcanic action in 
the vicinity of Sinai – which is highly unlikely – or to the sudden outbreak of a raging 
desert storm. In any event, there can be little doubt that the imagery is as old as the time 
of Moses, and that the cloud, and, in a lesser degree, the fire symbolism proved effective 
in communicating the presence of God to the people. 

Post-biblical legend embellished the biblical account. Thus, not one but seven clouds 
descended at Sukkot to envelop and protect the Israelites, one on each of the four sides 
of the camp, one above and one below, and one which went before them to raise the 
valleys and lower the mountains. The Israelites were protected against the elements and 
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wild beasts; even their garments did not wear out or become dirty. Eliezer maintained 
that the Festival of Sukkot commemorated the "clouds of glory" (Suk. 11b) which were 
considered among God's special creations in the "twilight" of the first six days (ARN2 37, 
95). 
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[David L. Lieber] 

 

Source: Encyclopaedia Judaica. © 2008 The Gale Group. All Rights Reserved. 

 

ENDNOTES 

1 The Pulpit Commentary on Exodus 13:21. 
2 Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Bible Commentary on Exodus 13:21, 22. 
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