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Week 8: The Golden Calf and Aftermath (32-34) 

“They made a calf in Horeb and worshiped a metal image. They exchanged the glory of God for the 
image of an ox that eats grass. They forgot God, their Savior, who had done great things in Egypt, 
wondrous works in the land of Ham, and awesome deeds by the Red Sea. 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.” – Psalm 106:19-23 

 “The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 7 keeping steadfast love for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, 
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and the 
fourth generation.” -Exodus 34:6-7 
 
Opening Discussion: 

• What did you notice about the text as you read? What characters stood out to you? Who 
is presented to us as someone to emulate? Who isn’t? 

• What questions did you have about the text? What didn’t make sense? What theological 
questions arose from the text as you read? 

• How does Exodus describe God? What can we learn about God in these chapters? 
• How does Exodus describe God’s relationship to His people? How does this relate to 

God’s relationship with us? 

Summary and Notes: Exodus 32-34: 

The Golden Calf (32:1-35) 
• Aaron Makes an Idol for the People: As Moses “took his time” on Mount Sinai, the 

people began to grow concerned. Moses (as far as we know, had never stayed overnight 
on Mount Sinai before this point and now he’d been gone for 40 days!1). They came to 
Aaron and asked for gods to lead them. In their fear and frustration with Moses’ 
absence, they are reverting to the familiar and comfortable. Aaron capitulates 
surprisingly easily and quickly. Perhaps the explanation is that he was afraid for his life. 
Douglas Stuart argues that the when the people “gathered themselves together” to 
Aaron” would be better translated “gathered against Aaron.” Aaron may be afraid for his 
life. 2 Aaron gathers their gold rings, melts them down and shapes a golden calf – a 
common form of a god in the Ancient Near East. Idols were seen as platforms for gods – 
thus, as Alter notes, the golden calf has become a kind of “anti-Tabernacle” where their 
gods can be among them in a more visible fashion.3 When the people saw it, they 

 
1 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture (Nashville, Tenn: Holman 
Reference, 2006). 660 
2 Ibid. 662 
3 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary, 2019. 339. 



proclaimed it the “gods” that had led them out of Egypt. But Aaron tried to appropriate 
this into the worship of YHWH. He built an altar and declared the next day a festival to 
YHWH. We have the breaking of the first and second commandments simultaneously. 
The feast that begins the next day does not seem to include sexual debauchery, as in 
later failures, but it is a feast not set or authorized by YHWH in the Book of the 
Covenant just received.4 The people are worshipping false deities and Aaron is steering 
this idolatrous worship into idolatry of YHWH.  

• Moses Intercedes for the People the First Time: YHWH, knowing what is taking 
place, sends Moses back down the mountain. His anger burns against them – for they 
are a stiff-necked people. He offers Moses the option of consuming them and beginning 
again with Moses. But Moses appeals, first, to YHWH’s glory and reputation. If He 
consumes the people, it will appear to the nations that He only led them out to destroy 
them! Secondly, he appeals to YHWH’s past relationship and covenant with the 
Patriarchs. YHWH has sworn by Himself that he would multiply their descendants and 
give them the promised land. YHWH relented of destroying Israel and Moses went down 
the mountain. 

o Excursus: Did God Change His Mind? This should be understood as a 
rhetorical offer to Moses rather than God’s intention. God has, in the narrative 
reaching back to Genesis, already sworn to make a great nation from Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, and does not go back on His promises. But, it is important for 
Israel and Moses to learn certain truths about who YHWH is and the 
expectations He has. He first has revealed His power, strength, and superiority 
over the gods of Egypt and Pharaoh. Israel must not go back to idolatry and 
YHWH will not share worship with false gods. But, as we will see, YHWH is also 
different from other gods in that He is longsuffering, forgiving, merciful, and a 
covenant-keeping God. God is training and teaching Moses and Israel in 
important truths about Who He is and how He is to be worshipped.  

• Moses’ Response to the Golden Calf: Moses, carrying the two tablets, began going 
down the mountain. Joshua (who had gone up part of the way) told Moses he heard 
noise down in the camp, but not the sound of war, the sound of singing. When Moses 
saw the calf and the dancing, he became angry and he threw the tablets down and broke 
them on the foot of the mountain – the place where the people had gathered before 
Mount Sinai.5 He then took the calf, burned it (probably meaning the wooden part of the 
structure), ground the gold to powder, mixed it with the water, and made the people 
drink it (he put it into the water supply). The point of this is for the Israelites to digest 
this “god” they’ve made and for it to come out as waste thus repudiating and defiling 
this “god.”6 When confronted, Aaron defended himself by blaming the sin on the people 
and that he had merely thrown the gold into the fire and “out popped a calf!”  

• The Levites Slaughter the People: Moses called for those who were still on the side of 
YHWH to gather about him and the Levites gathered around him. They went throughout 
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the camp killing those who were worshipping the calf and three thousand men died.7 
Moses ordained the Levites for the work of YHWH.  

• Moses Intercedes a Second Time: Moses went back up the mountain to see if he could 
“make atonement” for the sins of the people. He begs for their forgiveness and asks 
YHWH to blot him out of His book if He will not forgive them. YHWH sends Moses back 
down to lead the people to be led by His angel, but he will only blot out those who are 
guilty, not the innocent. It seems best to understand “blotting from the book” as 
referring to physical death and not eternal death. To do so would be to import a New 
Testament concept (for counter-reference see Isaiah 4:3, Jeremiah 22:30, Ezekiel 13:9, 
Psalm 69:28).8  The book of life was, in the ancient context, the book that contained the 
names of the living. When they died, their names would be removed.9 The plague that 
was sent on the people in punishment for their sin with the golden calf is the means 
through which their names were “blotted out.” 

 
Israel to Leave Sinai (33:1-6): YHWH sent the people out of Egypt to the land promised to 
their forefathers. He reiterated His intention to drive out the peoples of the land but He will 
send His angel and not go with them Himself, lest He consume them on the way. When the 
people heard this, they mourned and removed their ornaments. YHWH responds by saying that 
if He were to go with them He would consume them but to take off their ornaments and He will 
see what He will do with them.  

 
Moses Intercedes for the People (33:7-23) 

• The Tent of Meeting: After Sinai, Moses met with YHWH in the “Tent of Meeting,” a 
sort of temporary Tabernacle. Moses is, at this point, the sole mediator for the people. 
When people wanted to inquire of YHWH, they would go to Moses who would go inside 
and all the people would stand at a distance. Moses would meet with YHWH, “face-to-
face” as with a friend, and then come back out to the people. This may seem to 
contradict the text later where YHWH tells Moses he cannot see His “face,” but it seems 
to best to take “face-to-face” here as not indicating a glimpse of YHWH’s full glory as 
the closeness of relationship with which Moses experiences conversation with YHWH.  

• Moses asks for a Revelation of YHWH: Moses appealed to YHWH asking for a more 
full revelation of who YHWH is. In effect, he is saying, “You say I have pleased you, but I 
only know your name, but I don’t know your character.” He also asks Him to remember 
that this nation is also His people. Moses asks YHWH to send His presence with the 
people or not to lead them at all. It is YHWH’s presence that makes them unique and 
distinct as a people. YHWH agrees to do as Moses has asked. Moses then asks for a 
glimpse of God’s glory. YHWH agrees to have His goodness pass over Moses, but Moses 
cannot see His “face.” YHWH will put Moses in the cleft of the rock and allow him to see 
His “back,” but he cannot see His face. 

 
 

7 This is, in some sense, a redemption of the violence of the Levites. In Genesis, Levi was condemned for his 
violence in defense of his sister’s reputation, but here his tribe participates in “justified violence” in defense of the 
reputation of YHWH.  
8 Enns, Exodus. 577 
9 Stuart, Exodus. 684 



YHWH Reveals Himself to Moses (34:1-9): Moses is instructed to cut new tablets from stone 
and meet YHWH on Mount Sinai by himself. He arose early and went to the mountain alone. 
YHWH descended in a cloud and pronounced His name over Moses and His character. YHWH is 
“a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 
keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no 
means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, 
to the third and the fourth generation.” Hearing this Moses, bowed his head and worshipped and 
asked, on behalf of the people, that YHWH go with them, forgive their sin, and take them for 
His inheritance.  

• This is the culmination in the book of Exodus of YHWH’s self-revelation to Moses. He is 
a God who is powerful and can bring Egypt to its knees and He is a God of 
unapproachable holiness, but He is also a God who is merciful and gracious. He is slow 
to anger, giving opportunity and time for people to repent. He is abounding in steadfast 
covenant love and keeps his covenants. He forgives iniquity and sins for thousands, but 
does not allow sin to go unpunished.  

• Visiting the “iniquity of the fathers on the children,” should not be understood as 
punishing children for the sins of the fathers but as continuing to punish sin as it is 
passed down from generation to generation. There is a contrast here, however, of his 
“steadfast love to thousands” (should be understood as thousands of generations) with 
his punishing iniquity to the third and fourth generation. Although He is a frightening 
God, His grace, mercy, and forgiveness, overwhelms His anger and wrath. 

 
The Renewal of the Covenant (34:10-35) 

• YHWH will Lead Them: YHWH renewed His covenant with the people. He will 
continue to do marvels that have not been seen in all of the earth and will drive the 
people of the land out before them. They are not to make a covenant with them but are 
to tear down their altars, pillars, and Asherim because YHWH is a jealous God.  

• Obligations of the People: The people are not to make any gods of metal. They are to 
keep the feasts and Sabbaths that God has ordained. They are not to offer anything 
leavened with their sacrifices, offer the best of their firstfruits, and are not to boil a kid 
in its mother’s milk. Moses remained with YHWH for 40 days and nights and the 10 
commandments were rewritten on the tablets.  

• Moses’ Shining Face: Moses returned from Sinai with the two tablets and a shining 
face. The people were afraid to come near him and he began to cover his face with a veil 
whenever he had been speaking to YHWH.  

 
Discussion (if time allows): 

• How does Exodus fit into the whole of Scripture? What connections do you see (if any) 
to other portions of the Old Testament or to the New Testament? 

• What is (y)our relationship to these chapters? What is there to apply to your individual 
context, our context as an American church, and/or our context as the Church? 

• What can you learn from these chapters about how to live in a way that is pleasing and 
honoring to God? 

• Other notes/Comments  
 


