
The Golden Calf
Exodus 32

Let’s remember where we are.  If you were among the people 
of Israel, you would have just witnessed something absolutely 
amazing.  You would have seen Moses going up the mountain to 
see God!  It had only been three months since their miraculous 
deliverance out of the land of Egypt.  They had come to meet with 
God at Mt. Sinai.  They had received the ten commandments.  
And they had committed themselves to God and to his service.  
The covenant relationship between God and his people had been 
established.  God promised his own faithfulness to his people, 
faithfulness to be their God.  And they promised their faithfulness 
to their God, as we read in,

Ex. 24:7  Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read in 
the hearing of the people. And they said, "All that the LORD has 
said we will do, and be obedient."

What a glorious time that must have been.  They saw the glory 
of God coming to rest upon Mt. Sinai.  And they had seen Moses 
go up on the mountain into the midst of that glory.

Ex. 24:13  “So Moses arose with his assistant Joshua, and 
Moses went up to the mountain of God. 14 And he said to the 
elders, "Wait here for us until we come back to you. Indeed Aaron 
and Hur are with you. If any man has a difficulty, let him go to 
them." 15 Then Moses went up into the mountain, and a cloud 
covered the mountain. 16 Now the glory of the LORD rested on 
Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days. And on the 
seventh day He called to Moses out of the midst of the cloud. 17 
The sight of the glory of the LORD was like a consuming fire on 
the top of the mountain in the eyes of the children of Israel. 18 So 
Moses went into the midst of the cloud and went up into the 
mountain. And Moses was on the mountain forty days and forty 
nights.”

But they failed, didn’t they?  The people failed, not God.  The 
covenant people of Israel failed miserably.  And so quickly.  So 
thoroughly and completely.  They couldn’t even wait for Moses to 
get back down the mountain.  Not even 40 days had passed.  And 
what did they do that was so horrible?  The made a golden calf.  

v.1-4

Let me use this historical event to teach you about yourself, to 
teach you about,

I. THE NATURE OF FALLEN MAN.
All men.  Of whom Paul would declare,
Rom. 3: 23  “…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God.”

This is the universal description of mankind,
Rom. 3:10  “As it is written:  “There is none righteous, no, not 

one; 11  There is none who understands; There is none who 
seeks after God. 12 They have all turned aside; They have 
together become unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, 
not one.”

What is that nature?  There are many other places in Scripture 
to go for an answer, but here is one of the clearest,

v.22

Aaron is presumably still using the occasion to make excuses, 
much like people still do today.  “That’s just the way I am,” we 
declare to excuse the sinfulness of our lives.  But really that’s 
quite insulting, as Aaron says it.  “These people can’t help it, they 
are set on evil.”  They are prone to evil.  Inclined to do evil.  
Somewhat ironically, he’s right, and the irony is that it is not an 
excuse but a universal condemnation!

Consider the nature of the evil.  What was so evil about this?  
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Several things stand out here, beginning with something that is 
easy to overlook.  We focus upon the outward actions, the gold 
statute itself.  But what was the attitude of the heart which brought 
forth such idolatry?  Ultimately, the text says it was impatience!  
They were impatient for Moses to return to them. 

v.1

More explicitly,
v.23

And we can’t wait to find out!  We are not willing to wait to find 
out!  You can understand by that impatience, the unwillingness to 
walk by faith.

A. Impatient unwillingness to walk by faith.
And that is so characteristic of man, isn’t it?  We are unwilling 

to go forward with faithful and obedient trust in God, unless we 
can see what lies ahead.  We are unwilling to walk with God if 
that means that we can see where we are going.  Which is 
exactly what we are called to do!

2 Cor 5:7   “For we walk by faith, not by sight.”

That’s what faith is.  Not being able to see!
Heb. 11:1  “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the 

evidence of things not seen.”

“Being sure of what we do not see.”  The sinful heart of fallen 
man rejects that call.  The heart of man wants to see for himself, 
not trust in the wisdom and guidance of another!  So, if Moses 
doesn’t return, we’ll just create another god!  If Moses isn’t around 
in the flesh to lead us, we’ll find another leader, one we can 
fashion with our own hands.  And that is what they did.

v.2-4

But what is that exactly?  Nothing but a direct violation of the 
very essence of God’s commands.

Ex. 20:2  “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 3  “You shall have no 
other gods before Me. 4  “You shall not make for yourself a 
carved image—any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, 
or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the 
earth; 5 you shall not bow down to them nor serve them. For I, the 
Lord your God, am a jealous God.”

Here we see that near universal inclination of all men, the...

B. Impulsive eagerness to cast aside the command to 
honor God alone.

If there is one thing God wanted from his people, and it is a bit 
dangerous to ask the question that way, but if there was one thing 
he sought, it was the faithful and undivided loyalty of his people.  
They were to honor him, and him alone.  To honor any other god 
was the fullness of dishonor to him!

And note not only that the people inflicted such dishonor upon 
God, but how quickly they did it.  How impulsively.  As if there 
were no restraints at all.  How quickly they fell.  That is clearly 
how God interpreted it!

v.7-8

“They have turned aside quickly.”  They forgot quickly, how 
great and mighty had been God’s works on their behalf.  They 
forgot the crossing of the Red Sea.  They forgot the death of the 
firstborn in Egypt and the blood sprinkled on their doorposts.  
They forgot it all!  Everything.

Ps. 106:19 T “hey made a calf in Horeb, And worshiped the 
molded image. 20 Thus they changed their glory Into the image of 
an ox that eats grass. 21 They forgot God their Savior, Who had 
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done great things in Egypt, 22 Wondrous works in the land of 
Ham, Awesome things by the Red Sea.”

They forgot God their savior!  With an impulsive eagerness to 
simply cast aside his command to honor him alone as God.  With 
that came an,

C. An irreverent disregard for the glory of God.
They simply did not consider the glory of God as something of 

importance.  They mocked God by their trivial attempts to replace 
him with the work of their own hands.  They ridiculed God with an 
almost unimaginable irreverence as they worshiped that golden 
idol.

v.5-6

What a disgusting display of blasphemous sacrilege!  They 
actually offered to their man made idol the religious worship 
prescribed by the creator of the universe.  And they made a joke 
of it--a game.  Verse 6, “the people sat down to eat and drink, and 
rose up to play.”

That’s what religious worship had become.  A game to play!  
And so we read,

v.15-18

There was no restraint whatsoever.
v.24-25

Now, lest you think of this as merely a history lesson, consider 
what Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10.  Speaking of the Old 
Testament people of Israel and their history, Paul writes that,

1 Cor. 10:6  “Now these things became our examples, to the 
intent that we should not lust after evil things as they also lusted. 
7 And do not become idolaters as were some of them. As it is 

written, "The people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to 
play." 

That’s Exodus 32!
1 Cor. 10:11  “Now all these things happened to them as 

examples, and they were written for our admonition, upon whom 
the ends of the ages have come. 12 Therefore let him who thinks 
he stands take heed lest he fall. 13 No temptation has overtaken 
you except such as is common to man; but God is faithful, who 
will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but 
with the temptation will also make the way of escape, that you 
may be able to bear it. 14 Therefore, my beloved, flee from 
idolatry.”

The application is for us!  The example is for us.  The 
admonition is for us.  To warn us and humble us!  For the 
temptations we bear are borne by all men, the chief among those 
temptations is this idolatry!  This impatient unwillingness to walk 
by faith.  This impulsive eagerness to cast aside the command to 
honor God alone.  The irreverent disregard for the glory of God.  
We do all those things today, and we live among people who do 
all those things.

With one more deadly characteristic of sin, stubbornness.  And 
that is how God judged his people Israel.

v.9

Such a clearly understood word!  Stiff-necked.  Unbending.  
Stubborn.  An unwillingness to submit the will!   It is a,

D. Stubborn rebellion against the exercise of authority.
Nobody can tell me what to do!  That was the sin of the 

Israelites.  That is often our sin.  Nobody can tell me what to do!  
Nobody can exercise authority over me--I can do whatever I want.
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Consider another New Testament reference, Acts 7.  
Stephen’s defense just before he was stoned to death.  It was 
really a sermon.  An evangelistic sermon, just as this sermon is 
today.  Stephen actually injects Jesus into this historical event in 
Exodus 32, declaring,

Acts 7:38  "This is he who was in the congregation in the 
wilderness with the Angel who spoke to him on Mount Sinai, and 
with our fathers, the one who received the living oracles to give to 
us, 39 "whom our fathers would not obey, but rejected. And in 
their hearts they turned back to Egypt, 40 "saying to Aaron, ‘Make 
us gods to go before us; as for this Moses who brought us out of 
the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.’ 41 
"And they made a calf in those days, offered sacrifices to the idol, 
and rejoiced in the works of their own hands.”

Then skip down to,
Acts 7:51   “You stiffnecked and uncircumcised in heart and 

ears! You always resist the Holy Spirit; as your fathers did, so do 
you. 52 "Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? 
And they killed those who foretold the coming of the Just One, of 
whom you now have become the betrayers and murderers, 53 
"who have received the law by the direction of angels and have 
not kept it."

The message is evangelistic because it is a call to repentance.  
And the point of this rather thorough discussion of the sinfulness 
of mankind is for that same purpose, to call you to repentance.  
And the personal applications and appeals have that same 
design, to call you to repentance.

Dear friends, recognized all of these things within your own 
heart.  The impatient unwillingness to walk by faith.  The 
impulsive eagerness to cast aside the command to honor God 
alone.  The irreverent disregard for the glory of God.  And 

stubborn rebellion against the exercise of authority.

And even if you are a Christian, don’t fail to search your own 
heart for the remnants of these things, that you might put them to 
death.  Surely, none of us can dare to think that we are immune 
from any of these things.  Rather than walk by faith, we, too, will 
trust in the idols of our own hands.  We will all too often trust in 
our own wealth and earthly security.  All too often, we will fail to 
consider deeply enough the glory of God, that we would rise up 
and play a game rather than offer him worship.  And, oh, how 
quickly we rebel against authority.  How quickly that stubborn 
desire for autonomy rears its ugly head within your own soul.

Beloved, don’t study Exodus 32 as just another Bible story.  
Study it as an exposition and revelation of the very sins which still 
plague your own soul.  Know yourself, and your own heart.  And 
then, from this text, too, come to know and understand all the 
more fully,

II. THE NATURE OF GOD.
What is God like?  Who is God?  Our age, with all our 

technological sophistication, cannot come close to answering that 
question.  We don’t have a clue anymore.  Particularly since this 
first attribute of God is not only neglected and ignored, but 
absolutely despised.  The attribute of justice.

Beloved, our God is,

A. A God of justice.
There is not a God of the Old Testament and a God of the 

New Testament, as if one were a God of justice and the other a 
God of mercy.  There is only one God.  “ There is but one only, 
the living and true God.”
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Listen to the prophet Isaiah,
Jer. 10:1  “Hear the word which the Lord speaks to you, O 

house of Israel.  2 Thus says the Lord: “Do not learn the way of 
the Gentiles; Do not be dismayed at the signs of heaven, For the 
Gentiles are dismayed at them. 3  For the customs of the peoples 
are futile; For one cuts a tree from the forest, The work of the 
hands of the workman, with the ax. 4  They decorate it with silver 
and gold; They fasten it with nails and hammers So that it will not 
topple. 5  They are upright, like a palm tree, And they cannot 
speak; They must be carried, Because they cannot go by 
themselves.  Do not be afraid of them, For they cannot do 
evil, Nor can they do any good.” 6  Inasmuch as there is none like 
You, O Lord (You are great, and Your name is great in might), 
7  Who would not fear You, O King of the nations?  For this is 
Your rightful due.  For among all the wise men of the nations, And 
in all their kingdoms, There is none like You. 8  But they are 
altogether dull-hearted and foolish; A wooden idol is a worthless 
doctrine.  9  Silver is beaten into plates; It is brought from 
Tarshish, And gold from uphaz, The work of the craftsman And of 
the hands of the metalsmith;  Blue and purple are their 
clothing; They are all the work of skillful men. 10  But the Lord is 
the true God; He is the living God and the everlasting King. At His 
wrath the earth will tremble, And the nations will not be able to 
endure His indignation. 11 Thus you shall say to them: “The gods 
that have not made the heavens and the earth shall perish from 
the earth and from under these heavens.” 

Let me declare it plainly and as clearly as I can.  God is a God 
of justice.  He will not let sin remain unpunished.  And most 
certainly, that is made evident here in our text.

v.10

Then we see this justice as it is inflicted by Moses himself,
v.19-21

Then we see the Lord inflict his own judgment by the swords 
of those who remained faithful or repented,

v.26-28

And God’s justice remains in the forefront of this passage, as 
we read,

v.30-35

The basic principle of justice is so clearly articulated, 
“Whoever has sinned against Me, I will blot him out of My book.”  
In the language of the prophet Ezekiel, 

Ezek. 18:20  “The soul who sins shall die. The son shall not 
bear the guilt of the father, nor the father bear the guilt of the son. 
The righteousness of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the 
wickedness of the wicked shall be upon himself.”

Or perhaps more plainly,
Rom. 3:23  “For the wages of sin is death.”

That goes right back to the Garden of Eden, with the curse of 
the covenant of works expressing the justice of God that abides,

Gen. 2:17   “...but of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die.”

That’s justice.  You sin, you die.  And that is the nature of God.

But God did something quite amazing.  He entered into a 
covenant with his creatures, his fallen creatures at that, in which 
he promised himself to satisfy the demands of his own justice and 
to take that curse of death upon himself in order to preserve that 
new covenant we now call the covenant of grace.  And so, not 
only is God a God of justice, he is also,
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B. A God of covenant faithfulness.
If you remember when a covenant was made, or literally cut, 

the parties in the covenant would walk between the pieces of 
animals cut in two, representing the death that would be inflicted 
upon the covenant breaker.  It is something like signing a 
mortgage on a house.  If you read all the language carefully, it is 
as if you are agreeing to be cut up in two and pay with your own 
blood if you should violate the stipulations of that contract.

The covenant promise in the context of the Old Testament was 
the land and descendants, and we read about the covenant 
established with Abraham with these words from,

Gen.15:7 Then He said to him, "I am the LORD, who brought 
you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to inherit it." 
8 And he said, "Lord GOD, how shall I know that I will inherit it?" 9 
So He said to him, "Bring Me a three-year-old heifer, a three-year-
old female goat, a three-year-old ram, a turtledove, and a young 
pigeon." 10 Then he brought all these to Him and cut them in two, 
down the middle, and placed each piece opposite the other; but 
he did not cut the birds in two. 11 And when the vultures came 
down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away. 12 Now when 
the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram; and 
behold, horror and great darkness fell upon him. 13 Then He said 
to Abram: "Know certainly that your descendants will be strangers 
in a land that is not theirs, and will serve them, and they will afflict 
them four hundred years. 14 "And also the nation whom they 
serve I will judge; afterward they shall come out with great 
possessions. 15 "Now as for you, you shall go to your fathers in 
peace; you shall be buried at a good old age. 16 "But in the fourth 
generation they shall return here, for the iniquity of the Amorites is 
not yet complete." 17 And it came to pass, when the sun went 
down and it was dark, that behold, there appeared a smoking 
oven and a burning torch that passed between those pieces. 18 
On the same day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, 

saying: "To your descendants I have given this land, from the river 
of Egypt to the great river, the River Euphrates.”

So who walked between the pieces?  God, and God alone.  
God took upon himself the curse of the covenant.  That was his 
promise.  And so we read,

v.11-13

Remember your covenant.  That is the plea to God.  And he 
will!  He is a God of covenant faithfulness.  And, therefore,

C. A God of mercy.
We don’t have to wait until the New Testament to learn of his 

mercy.  Here it is, right here.  Abundantly evident.
v.10

The guilty will be judged, but the nation will still be built.  And 
when Moses pleaded with God for mercy, his prayer was 
answered.

v.14

And one more verse,
v.34

God’s covenant people are still God’s covenant people!  
Though 3000 were killed, and surely many more could have 
been, still God in his faithfulness preserves his people.  And as 
Calvin notes, “In these words God shews that He is appeased, for 
it was a sure sign of His reconciliation that His angel is appointed 
to guide them during the rest of their way.”  It is God’s faithfulness 
in showing his mercy by which the people are saved and given 
their promised inheritance.  Thus we read,

Deut. 9:1  “Hear, O Israel: You are to cross over the Jordan 
today, and go in to dispossess nations greater and mightier than 
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yourself, cities great and fortified up to heaven, 2 "a people great 
and tall, the descendants of the Anakim, whom you know, and of 
whom you heard it said, ‘Who can stand before the descendants 
of Anak?’ 3 "Therefore understand today that the LORD your God 
is He who goes over before you as a consuming fire. He will 
destroy them and bring them down before you; so you shall drive 
them out and destroy them quickly, as the LORD has said to you. 
4 "Do not think in your heart, after the LORD your God has cast 
them out before you, saying, ‘Because of my righteousness the 
LORD has brought me in to possess this land’; but it is because 
of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD is driving them 
out from before you. 5 "It is not because of your righteousness or 
the uprightness of your heart that you go in to possess their land, 
but because of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD 
your God drives them out from before you, and that He may fulfill 
the word which the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. 6 "Therefore understand that the LORD your 
God is not giving you this good land to possess because of your 
righteousness, for you are a stiff-necked people. 7 "Remember! 
Do not forget how you provoked the LORD your God to wrath in 
the wilderness. From the day that you departed from the land of 
Egypt until you came to this place, you have been rebellious 
against the LORD. 8 "Also in Horeb you provoked the LORD to 
wrath, so that the LORD was angry enough with you to have 
destroyed you. 9 "When I went up into the mountain to receive the 
tablets of stone, the tablets of the covenant which the LORD 
made with you, then I stayed on the mountain forty days and forty 
nights. I neither ate bread nor drank water. 10 "Then the LORD 
delivered to me two tablets of stone written with the finger of God, 
and on them were all the words which the LORD had spoken to 
you on the mountain from the midst of the fire in the day of the 
assembly. 11 "And it came to pass, at the end of forty days and 
forty nights, that the LORD gave me the two tablets of stone, the 
tablets of the covenant.”

So it is today.  It is not because of your righteousness that you 
shall receive the promised inheritance of heaven.  It is because 
our God is a God of mercy.  Just as it was then.  And so we have 
a text to read and study next week, something other than an 
historical account of the annihilation of the nation of Israel at the 
hand of God.  That’s not what we read.  Instead, we read that 
though God himself would not dwell in the midst of his people, yet 
he would not abandon them.

Ex. 33:9  “And it came to pass, when Moses entered the 
tabernacle, that the pillar of cloud descended and stood at the 
door of the tabernacle, and the LORD talked with Moses. 10 All 
the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the tabernacle door, 
and all the people rose and worshiped, each man in his tent door. 
11 So the LORD spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks 
to his friend. And he would return to the camp, but his servant 
Joshua the son of Nun, a young man, did not depart from the 
tabernacle. 12 Then Moses said to the LORD, "See, You say to 
me, ‘Bring up this people.’ But You have not let me know whom 
You will send with me. Yet You have said, ‘I know you by name, 
and you have also found grace in My sight.’ 13 "Now therefore, I 
pray, if I have found grace in Your sight, show me now Your way, 
that I may know You and that I may find grace in Your sight. And 
consider that this nation is Your people." 14 And He said, "My 
Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”

Then we read in,
Ex. 34:1  “And the LORD said to Moses, "Cut two tablets of 

stone like the first ones, and I will write on these tablets the words 
that were on the first tablets which you broke. 2 "So be ready in 
the morning, and come up in the morning to Mount Sinai, and 
present yourself to Me there on the top of the mountain. 3 "And 
no man shall come up with you, and let no man be seen 
throughout all the mountain; let neither flocks nor herds feed 
before that mountain." 4 So he cut two tablets of stone like the 
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first ones. Then Moses rose early in the morning and went up 
Mount Sinai, as the LORD had commanded him; and he took in 
his hand the two tablets of stone. 5 Now the LORD descended in 
the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of 
the LORD. 6 And the LORD passed before him and proclaimed, 
"The LORD, the LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, 
and abounding in goodness and truth, 7 "keeping mercy for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, by no 
means clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon 
the children and the children’s children to the third and the fourth 
generation." 8 So Moses made haste and bowed his head toward 
the earth, and worshiped. 9 Then he said, "If now I have found 
grace in Your sight, O Lord, let my Lord, I pray, go among us, 
even though we are a stiff-necked people; and pardon our iniquity 
and our sin, and take us as Your inheritance." 10 And He said: 
"Behold, I make a covenant. Before all your people I will do 
marvels such as have not been done in all the earth, nor in any 
nation; and all the people among whom you are shall see the 
work of the LORD. For it is an awesome thing that I will do with 
you.”

A God of mercy.  And ever so briefly, let me emphasize how 
that great God of mercy calls to his covenant people.

III. THE CALL OF GOD TO FALLEN MEN.
It is,

A. The call of consecration.
The call of devotion.
v.29a Then Moses said, "Consecrate yourselves today to the 

LORD, that He may bestow on you a blessing this day, for every 
man has opposed his son and his brother.”

And, beloved, it is,

B. The call of grace. 
v.29
The blessing comes to the covenant breaker because God is 

a God who forgives sin.  And people of God, that is our only.  But 
what a sure and certain hope it is!  So it is, that as we consecrate 
ourselves in the participation of the Lord’s Supper this afternoon, 
we proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.  So come to that 
table, casting aside the remnants of that fallen nature, turning 
from sin toward God in repentance.

Come to this table with the willingness to walk by faith.  With 
the eagerness to honor God alone.  The commitment to regard 
his glory above all else.  And with the submissive obedience of 
those who honor his authority in all things.

Come to this table and behold your God.  A God of justice, 
whose own glory required the death of his only begotten son that 
we might have the forgiveness of our sins.  And a God of 
covenant faithfulness and mercy, in whom you have a great 
eternal inheritance.  So, “Consecrate yourselves today to the 
LORD, that He may bestow on you a blessing this day.”
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