
1

Exodus 32:1-24                                                                            Ruskin Falls, May 19, 2019
The golden calf.                                 Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

5th Sunday of Easter
Preface to reading of the text
This passage is popularly known as the story of the golden calf – or as it also can be translated:
the story of the young bull made of gold. The setting of the story in the book of Exodus is this:  

The Israelites had been forced into slavery in Pharaoh’s Egypt. God determined to redeem
them from their servitude. Toward that end, God raises up Moses to be the person through
whom great signs and wonders shall be worked to secure Israel’s freedom. Under the
leadership of Moses and through the signs and wonders God made happen, the Israelites
escape Egypt. Fleeing Pharaoh’s armies, they are led by Moses into the wilderness and to the
foot of Mt. Sinai, where they encamp. There, God begins periodically calling Moses to the top of
the mountain and informing him of the kind of community Israel now is to become as the people
of God.  Prior to Chapter 32, Moses had gone again to the top of the mountain. His assistant,
Joshua, accompanied him part of the way. This time, however, Moses has been gone an
unusually long time. By the time Moses finally prepares to return to his people with the stone
tablets of God’s covenant with Israel, the Israelites at the foot of Mt. Sinai have grown restless.  

TEXT (English translation: NRSV)
When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the

mountain, the people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, "Come, make
gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us
up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him." Aaron
said to them, "Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your
sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me." So all the people took off the
gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. He took the gold from
them, formed it in a mold, and cast an image of a calf; and they said, "These are
your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!" When Aaron
saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said,
"Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD." They rose early the next day, and
offered burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-being; and the people sat
down to eat and drink, and rose up to revel. 

The LORD said to Moses, "Go down at once! Your people, whom you
brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; they have been quick
to turn aside from the way that I commanded them; they have cast for
themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and
said, 'These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of
Egypt!'"  The LORD said to Moses, "I have seen this people, how stiff-necked
they are.  Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I
may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation." 

But Moses implored the LORD his God, and said, "O LORD, why does
your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of
Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say,
'It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and
to consume them from the face of the earth'? Turn from your fierce wrath;
change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people.  Remember
Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own
self, saying to them, 'I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven,
and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they
shall inherit it forever.'"  And the LORD changed his mind about the disaster that
he planned to bring on his people. 
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Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain, carrying the two
tablets of the covenant in his hands, tablets that were written on both sides,
written on the front and on the back. The tablets were the work of God, and the
writing was the writing of God, engraved upon the tablets.  When Joshua heard
the noise of the people as they shouted, he said to Moses, "There is a noise of
war in the camp." But he said, "It is not the sound made by victors, or the sound
made by losers; it is the sound of revelers that I hear." As soon as he came near
the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, Moses' anger burned hot, and he
threw the tablets from his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. He
took the calf that they had made, burned it with fire, ground it to powder,
scattered it on the water, and made the Israelites drink it. 

Moses said to Aaron, "What did this people do to you that you have
brought so great a sin upon them?" And Aaron said, "Do not let the anger of my
lord burn hot; you know the people, that they are bent on evil. They said to me,
'Make us gods, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought
us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.'  So I
said to them, 'Whoever has gold, take it off '; so they gave it to me, and I threw it
into the fire, and out came this calf!"

(1)
There are several things in this passage that we could and would do well to ponder. We could
ponder God’s expression of wrath toward God’s own chosen people. We could ponder Moses’
intercession on behalf of Israel, to change God’s mind. We could ponder why Moses becomes
so angry after persuading God not to be so angry. We could ponder the destruction of the stone
tablets of the covenant made by God.  We could ponder Moses’ unusual act of making the
people drink water containing powder from the golden calf.  We could ponder Aaron’s feeble
response at the end, “Hey, I didn’t make the thing. I just threw some gold into the fire, and out
came this calf!” There is much in this passage worth our pondering.

What I want in particular to emphasize today, is the end of Verse 5. That’s where Aaron, having
built an altar in front of the golden calf, declares, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord.”    

It is important to note that what’s translated here into English as “the Lord,” is the Hebrew,
“Yahweh.” That is the name God revealed through Moses as the name by which Israel is to
honor God. (You’ll remember that as the story of the burning bush, as told in Exodus 3.  Before
God sent Moses to challenge Pharaoh, God spoke to Moses through a bush that, though
appearing to be on fire, remained unconsumed by its fire.  Standing before that bush, Moses
asked of God, “What shall I say when the people ask me who sent me to lead them out of
slavery?  What shall I say when they ask me your name?”  And God said to Moses, “I am who I
am. I shall be who I shall be.  Tell the Israelites that I am Yahweh, the Lord.  I’m the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.  I am the Lord.  This is my name forever.”)

As Old Testament scholar, Gerald Janzen, helpfully observes (Exodus, WJK Press, 1997, p.228), 
Aaron’s words, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord,” make clear that the people do not
intend to worship any gods other than the Lord God who, through the leadership of Moses, had
delivered them from slavery in Egypt. The people don’t mean to be shunning the God who freed
them from Pharaoh. They’re not out to worship a God other than Yahweh, the Lord. They don’t
look to the golden calf as a competitor deity. Rather, they just want something to replace Moses
– they want something to be for them, as Moses had been, a powerful symbol of God’s
presence and protection.   

Bear in mind: in two places in Exodus (in chapters 4 and 7), it is said that, to deliver Israel from
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Pharaoh’s hand, God would use Moses in a way that would make him “like a God” to others. 
And, indeed, through the signs and wonders God did through him, Moses became for Pharaoh
and, by the time of the encampment at Mt. Sinai, he became also for the Israelites, visible
evidence of God’s presence and activity on behalf of the people of Israel, securing their future.

Now, however, in the wilderness around Mt. Sinai, the people have been, for some time, without
Moses, and they don’t know what has happened to him.  But they figure that, if he were coming
back, he should be back by now.  And so, in Moses’ absence, a golden calf is made – a golden
image of a young bull. The bull calf is a symbol of strength, power, and victory.  The people’s
expectation is that the golden calf will be for them what they had most admired in Moses: a
mighty symbol of God’s strength and power being put to use for the sake of their victory over
Pharaoh – or, for that matter, over any other of their enemies.

The story of the golden calf is not about the Israelites deciding to worship a statue.  It’s not
about their deciding to worship a God other than the Lord God who delivered them from Egypt. 
The story is not about intentionally rejecting the Lord their God.  

The story is, however, about unintentional rejection of the Lord God.  For, it is about people
looking to God as the God they want, rather than learning faithfully to listen for, wait on, and be
commanded by the God who actually is there.  

The convenient thing about the golden calf is this: it can’t talk. With the golden calf, the people
are free to put into God’s mouth the words they want to hear, rather than, as with Moses,
having to listen to and heed God speaking to them and sometimes saying things that they don’t
want to hear and that they want even less to have to obey.  

What, time and time again in the Exodus story, proves to be the case, is this:  the people are
more set on having God serve their wants, than they are on serving God’s aims and purposes. 
They want God to want what they want God to want, rather than having to listen to commands
that God addresses to them, especially commands that they may not be enthusiastic about
obeying.  Time and time again in that story, we find the people trying to have the God they
want, rather than honoring the God who is there – because the God who is there is a God
whose thoughts actually challenge their more natural thinking, whose ways actually challenge
their more natural tendencies, whose expectations are higher than they naturally know how to
aim, whose commandments require self-discipline and can be difficult, even costly. The people
want God to be a God who blesses them with good things, without making inconvenient
demands of them.  And the golden calf, in all its silence, will leave that attitude unchallenged.  

The golden calf will be for them an inspiring reminder that God is with them. But, the golden calf
won’t challenge them with the word – the sometimes unwanted word, the sometimes
inconvenient word, the sometimes intimidating word – of the Lord God.

Moses, on the other hand, knows that God has chosen this people, not to give them what they
think they want and need, but rather: to teach them to desire and serve the future that God is
calling into being for the sake of all the world.  Moses knows that God has chosen this people,
not for their own sake – not to make their life successful, fine, and happy in worldly terms – but
to use them to bring blessing to all the families of the earth, so that all may one day know and
share and enjoy the justice and peace of the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of
Jacob.  Moses knows that God has chosen this people, not to make them mighty, and not to
make their life smooth and easy, but to make them holy – not to let them lord it over others, but
to turn them into a people who honor the lordship of God, even when that means putting their
own well-being at risk for the sake of God’s will and way
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The fact of the matter is this: the people who were encamped at the foot of Mt. Sinai were
having misgivings about where Moses was leading them. Yes, his way of following God had led
them to freedom from Pharaoh. But now that they were free, suddenly Moses was insisting that
God had not freed them for their own sake, had not freed them to pursue whatever life they
might choose. Rather, God had freed them to serve the future that God is calling into being.
Moses was insisting that God had not freed them simply to enjoy themselves in any way they
please, but to take up the hard and sometimes risky work of letting themselves become
changed into a people who shall serve the justice and peace of God. And that was making them
anxious. Very anxious. They wanted God to serve what they believed to be their wants and
needs. But Moses was telling them that God has set them free to serve a greater good, namely,
the justice and peace that God intends for all the world. 

What is at stake in the story of the golden calf is this: Now that God has saved this people from
slavery, will they use that freedom to pursue narrowly private interests and self-serving ends? 
Will they use that freedom making themselves comfortable and prosperous?  Or will they, in
that freedom, seek and serve God’s will, knowing that, in the world as it is, going God’s way will
require self-discipline and self-sacrifice? The question to the people encamped at the foot of Mt.
Sinai is this: Are you going to listen for God to say only what you want to hear?  Or are you
ready to hear God commanding you to make changes in your life, and to take up the tasks God
gives, knowing that those tasks sometimes will be inconvenient, and perhaps strain you, and be
costly, and possibly even be dangerous?

(2)
Those are the questions put to the people encamped at the foot of Mt. Sinai. Now it is our turn! 
Now it’s you and I who are encamped at the foot of Mt. Sinai.  Now we must give our answer. 

Knowing that Christ was crucified and raised for our sake – knowing that he has died and been
raised to free us from the powers of sin and evil – are we going to listen for him to say to us
only things we want to hear?  Or are we ready to hear him commanding changes in our lives,
and calling us to take up tasks that may put a strain on us, and be costly, and even dangerous? 
Are we going to live as if Jesus said to us only, “Blessed are you to be and do as you please”? 
Or are we going to bring our lives in accord with the fact that what Jesus said was this: Blessed
are the poor in spirit. Blessed are those who mourn. Blessed are the meek. Blessed are those
who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Blessed are the merciful. Blessed are the pure in heart.
Blessed are the peacemakers. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake.
Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against
you falsely on my account. (See Matthew 5:1-12.)

The question confronting you and me, is the question: Can we hear Jesus saying to us only
what we want to hear?  Or are we ready – really and truly ready – to hear Jesus saying: If any
want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.
For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will
find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? (See Matthew
16:24-26.)

(3)
Are you ready – do you really and truly have the courage – to look to the Jesus who was
hanged on a cross, and then hear him – really and truly hear him – saying: “Come, follow me”?  

If so, rejoice and be glad, for such is the courage of the kingdom of heaven. And otherwise,
pray diligently for that courage and rest assured that it is – really and truly – your graciously
loving God’s compassionately good will for your life.  Amen.


