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Exodus 32:1-14: The Golden Calf 
 32:1When 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.” 2Aaron 
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.” 3So all the people took off 
the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4He 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!” 
5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made 
proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD.” 6They 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. 
 7The LORD said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you 
brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8they 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!’” 9The LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked 
they are. 10Now 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.” 
 11But 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? 12Why 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. 
13Remember 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.’” 14And the LORD changed his 
mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people. 
 
 



  One of the most memorable and disturbing images from the story of 

Exodus is the picture of the people of Israel abandoning God and bowing 

down to worship a “golden calf.” However, as in most cases, there’s a 

backstory to this event and we need to pause to fill in some of the spaces. 

This is called “contextualization.” 

  The people of Israel had been slaves in the land of Egypt for 400 years. 

They knew that they were a distinctly different people than the Egyptians. 

And because of their status as slaves, they were never allowed to integrate 

into the rest of the culture; for all of those 400 years they continued to be a 

distinctly different nation, connected by blood to people like Abraham, Isaac, 

Jacob and Joseph.  

  They were probably told that they were people who belonged to the one 

true God but during all of their time in slavery they had no Church buildings, 

no Bibles, no hymnals, no Sunday school classes which meant that the only 

connection they had to their faith would have been found in the stories of the 

great men (and women) of faith whose history had been passed down to them 

from one generation to the next. 

  So, when Moses showed up and said that he represented the God of the 

people of Israel, he had to convince the people of Israel of that fact as much as 

he had to convince Pharaoh of that fact. This means that all of those contests 

between the one true God and the many gods in the Egyptian pantheon were 

not just for the Egyptians to see; they were meant to speak to the people of 

Israel as well. 

  The reality is that God had been just a concept for his own people and 

when Moses showed up and displayed God’s power he was making God real 

to them in a way that he had not been real before. We might say that the 

children of Israel were aware of their God but they weren’t necessarily 



believers in their God. AND before they could become God’s witnesses in the 

world, they would have to KNOW him and learn to TRUST him. 

  At this point, I want to offer this song to you because I think it 

highlights the fundamental problem that is represented in the story we read 

this morning. You can feel free to sing along if you wish but I would prefer 

that you read the words as I sing them and think about (and pray about) 

what the words say because this is also part of the message for this morning. 

Knowing You 

All I once held dear, built my life upon,  
all this world reveres and wars to own 

All I once thought gain I have counted loss,  
spent and worthless now compared to this 

Knowing You, Jesus, knowing You,  
there is no greater thing 

You’re my all, You’re the best.  
You’re my joy, my righteousness 

And I love You, Lord. 

Now my heart’s desire is to know You more.  
To be found in You and known as Yours 

To possess by faith what I could not earn;  
all surpassing gift of righteousness.  

Knowing You, Jesus, knowing You,  
there is no greater thing 

You’re my all, You’re the best.  
You’re my joy, my righteousness 

And I love You, Lord. 
Oh, to know the pow’r of Your risen life 

and to know You in Your suffering 
To become like You in Your death, my Lord, 

so with You to live, and never die 

Knowing You, Jesus, knowing You,  
there is no greater thing 

You’re my all, You’re the best.  
You’re my joy, my righteousness 

And I love You, Lord. 
 



  The principle that’s highlighted in this song applies today. Jesus came 

into our world so that we could KNOW him. And because we know him, we 

will TRUST him, and because we trust him, we will decide to SERVE him. 

Nothing about WHAT WE DO or WHO WE ARE as followers of Jesus makes 

any sense until we … know … him. 

  The “golden calf” in today’s story is really a symptom of this basic 

problem. 

  The Children of Israel had watched as God worked to set them free from 

their slavery. Then as they began their journey through the wilderness he 

provided food (“manna”) and water to help them survive. Every day was 

another miracle BUT the conversion to faith doesn’t always take place 

overnight. Their attitude would suggest that even though they were the 

beneficiaries of a series of miracles they weren’t that impressed which should 

remind us that people don’t necessarily decide to trust God simply because 

they’ve witnessed miracles. These people seemed to always be asking, “What 

have you done for me lately?” Salvation is a relational thing. 

  Eventually, Moses led the people to Mt. Sinai. This was where God 

originally called Moses to be his spokesperson. This was the place where the 

bush burned but was not consumed. This was the place where God told Moses 

to take his shoes off of his feet because the place where he was standing was 

holy ground. 

  So, after the people were set free, Moses led them to Mt. Sinai so he 

could meet with God again and he left the people at the base of the mountain 

while he went up to find out what was next. 

  During his time on the mountain, God laid out for Moses a framework 

for the lives of his people. This is where Moses received THE LAW which was 

more than just the 10 Commandments; it was a comprehensive guidebook for 

living as God’s faithful people. This is where the faith became pragmatic. 



This is where the conversation shifted from “who do I believe in?” to “what 

does it mean for me to believe?” 

  Obviously this was quite a conversation. Moses was up on the mountain 

for weeks and during that time the people of Israel were simply waiting for 

someone to tell them what to do next. I’m assuming that after the first few 

days, people were beginning to wonder if Moses was ever going to come back 

again. AND after the first couple of weeks, they were probably starting to 

panic. They said, 

… 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. Exodus 32:1 

  The people of Israel had seen some pretty amazing things but I’m sure 

in their minds Moses was the expert; he was the face of God for them and 

now Moses was gone and they wanted some direction for their lives. So, they 

decided since it appeared that they had been abandoned in the wilderness by 

both Moses and the God of Moses that they should find another god to lead 

them. 

  But we need to remember that for 400 years these people had lived in a 

culture where gods were created out of wood and stone and precious metals. 

And so, in this moment, we see the children of Israel doing what they 

understood. It wasn’t right but it was understandable. They did what the 

Egyptians had taught them, they decided to make a god.  

Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; Exodus 32:1 

  So, they collected all of their gold jewelry and melted it down and 

formed the image of a golden calf that they began to worship and they said, 

These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up  
out of the land of Egypt! Exodus 32:4 

  Now, just because they had been influenced by their association with a 

pagan society, it doesn’t excuse their idolatry but it does remind us again that 



just because these people were genetically connected to the faith of Abraham 

that it didn’t mean that they were BELIEVERS.  

  Their problem was that they didn’t KNOW God. And so when Moses 

step away for a time and they found themselves afraid for their future, they 

tried to fill the spiritual vacuum with things that they could see and hold in 

their hands and manipulate. 

  This is one of those moments when we should realize that we aren’t that 

much different than God first covenant people. When we don’t KNOW the 

living God; when our relationship with him is lacking we have a tendency to 

move toward (and place our trust in) things that we can see and hold in our 

hands and manipulate. 

  What the people of Israel were practicing and what we are often 

tempted to do as well could be described as MISDIRECTED WORSHIP; 

worshipping creation rather than the creator, worshipping things rather than 

God. We could say that, like the people of Israel, we have been influenced by 

the people who live around us (and it is true) but it doesn’t excuse us; it 

simply clarifies the problem. We need to KNOW our God. 

  For many people worship has become more about them than it has been 

about their creator. They come to places like this one to evaluate the 

performances and to demand that their needs be met WHICH IS WHY we 

need to continually remind ourselves that worship is not about us. Worship is 

about God; about being thankful; about being empowered to serve him in the 

world. 

 (And PARENTHETICALLY, this is a reminder to us of the NECESSITY OF 
this LOCAL congregation. We understand that all of us are tempted on a daily 
basis to drift away from God and to invest our lives in THINGS which means 
that we need to commit ourselves to being here as often as we can to support 
our brothers and sisters in the faith. The people who gather with us in this 
place need our support and there will be times when we will find ourselves 

afraid or uncertain and we will want to be reminded that we are never alone. 



We come here to learn to KNOW each other so that we can learn to TRUST 
each other and be (like God) an “ever present help in time of trouble.”  

We help each other know and trust in God rather than in things.) 

 God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.  
Psalm 46:1 

  THERE ARE a number of places we could go with CONVERSATION. 

We let’s start by asking ourselves, “Who (or what) are we worshipping?” 

  That great musical theologian, Bob Dylan, once wrote a song that (in 

effect) said that it doesn’t matter who you are or what your status is or how 

large your bank account or what you’re A.C.T. scores were; all of us have to 

serve somebody. 

 But you're gonna have to serve somebody,  
yes indeed you're gonna have to serve somebody 
Well, it may be the devil or it may be the Lord  

but you're gonna have to serve somebody 

… and we can get a pretty good sense of what we worship by measuring the 

amount of time and money we invest in the things that make up our lives. 

What has become our “golden calf?” It could be our work, it could be sports, it 

could be money or things or status or pleasure. It can even be our family. 

What is it that we serve?  

  Another question we could ask ourselves would be, “Do we know God?” 

Is the God we serve more than just a family connection or stories we heard in 

Sunday School? “Do we know God?” 

  Jesus came to create a way for this to happen. He introduced us to the 

God of the universe and he invited us to be organically connected to him just 

like a vine and its branches. None of us is supposed to stand at a distance 

anymore; what Jesus did for us when he died on the cross (and stepped out of 

his grave) was to usher us into the presence of the living God. This is where 

our lives are meant to be lived. 

  All of us need a “come to Jesus” moment. 



  All of us should find ourselves reaching out to God right now and asking 

him to change how we see ourselves and how we see the world. All of us 

should be committing ourselves to learning our story; connecting our lives to 

God’s great family of faith. All of us should be striving to be passionate in 

prayer and holy living and service. 

  I was at a meeting this past week with a group of pastors who are all 

serving churches that are trying to implement what we call here at CUMC 

“Servant Leadership” and one of those people was a District Superintendent. 

This District Superintendent was talking about ministry in today’s world and 

he said, “Pastoral ministry is harder today than it has ever been before which 

means that it is also more FUN.” 

  When I heard him begin to pronounce that last word in the sentence I 

heard the “F” sound and I filled in the space with “FRUSTRATING” and 

when I heard him say the word “fun” I realized that I needed my own “come 

to Jesus moment.” I realized that I also needed to KNOW God better so that I 

could trust God more and so I could serve God faithfully. 

  All of us are on this journey from our slavery to God’s promised land 

and along the way we all need to steer away from OUR “golden calves” and 

learn to lean on Jesus. We need to start again, today. 


