
 B A C K S T O R Y

 
     The Israelites had been slaves in Egypt. God called upon Moses, to bring his 
message to Pharaoh and demand their freedom. In this time God performed a 
miraculous rescue of his people out from under their cruel masters, including 10 
plagues, the parting of the Red Sea, and being lead by God through fire at night, and a 
cloud in the day. He had provided them at every step with miraculous food and water, 
and defeat of their enemies along the way. You would think this would have caused 
Israel to be faithful and full of trust, but instead they were quick to panic, complain and 
give up on God.
     God had called Moses to go up to Him on Mt. Sinai, where God spoke to him. He 
promised to be the God of the Israelites, and they promised to be faithful to God. The 
Lord then spent 40 days with Moses, on the mountain, giving him instructions for how 
His people should live. 
     The golden calf, that you will read about in this story, was not an unknown object of 
worship. All the nations around them worshiped idols in the form of animals or people. 
Egyptians worshiped Apis, a bull-calf and counterpart to a goddess of fertility.
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Exodus 32:1-21

     32 When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the 
mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us gods who will go 
before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know 
what has happened to him.”
     2 Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and 
your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.” 3 So all the people took off their 
earrings and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took what they handed him and made it into 
an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, “These are 
your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”
     5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, 
“Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.” 6 So the next day the people rose early 
and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat 
down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.
     7 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, whom you brought 
up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. 8 They have been quick to turn away from what 
I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. 
They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, 
Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’
     9 “I have seen these people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-necked 
people. 10 Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may 
destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation.”
     11 But Moses sought the favor of the Lord his God. “Lord,” he said, “why should your 
anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and 
a mighty hand? 12 Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought 
them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth’? Turn 
from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people. 
13 Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore by your 
own self: ‘I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and I will 
give your descendants all this land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance 
forever.’” 14 Then the Lord relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had 
threatened.
     15 Moses turned and went down the mountain with the two tablets of the covenant 
law in his hands. They were inscribed on both sides, front and back. 16 The tablets 
were the work of God; the writing was the writing of God, engraved on the tablets.



  D I S C U S S I O N

     17 When Joshua heard the noise of the people shouting, he said to Moses, “There is 
the sound of war in the camp.”
     18 Moses replied:
 “It is not the sound of victory,
     it is not the sound of defeat;
     it is the sound of singing that I hear.”
     19 When Moses approached the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, his 
anger burned and he threw the tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at 
the foot of the mountain. 20 And he took the calf the people had made and burned it in 
the fire; then he ground it to powder,scattered it on the water and made the 
Israelites drink it.
     21 He said to Aaron, “What did these people do to you, that you led them into such 
great sin?”

 D I S C U S S I O N
 
 
     What were they thinking?
     That was my first response to this story. God had been so faithful, merciful and 
good to them. They knew who brought them out of Egypt, how could they lie to 
themselves? Why would they want to?
     The Bible tells us that Moses had been on the mountain 40 days. The people were 
becoming restless, their faith was stretched, and their leader was absent, at least in 
their minds. Have you ever been there? Have you ever been in a situation where the 
leader was gone, and after a while the people began to act differently; The teacher or 
parent leaves the room,  your boss is out of town, your spouse isn’t there. What about 
a time when you had to wait on God, when you needed to make a decision or a move, 
and the answer wasn’t clear? Did you wait, or did you become restless, assume God 
had abandoned you, and give into your own whims and urges?
     Maybe you even decided to trust in something else, something you could see like 
money, or a new job, or a health routine, or another person, instead of God. The more 
I thought about myself, the more I realized I have behaved in similar ways to the Israel-
ites, in my own life. 
     Moses then acts as a mediator between God and the Israelites. Notice that he does 
not ignore their sin or ask God to do that. Rather, he appeals to God’s goodness and 
glory, reminding Him of His promises and the other nations watching Israel,  and asks 
for mercy.
     Then there is Joshua (verse 17). He is with Moses after he descends the mountain, 
and had set out with Moses when God called.  He did not have the privilege of talking 



 to God as Moses did. Somewhere below that special meeting area, Joshua waited 
in the wings. Of all the people, why didn’t he become restless? The others had their 
friends, family,  and tasks to keep them busy. Joshua was alone and somehow waited. 
The question is answered later in his life, when men are sent to spy out the land God 
has promised his people. Only Joshua, and another man, trust in the Lord’s power to 
take the land - the others resort to the familiar panic, complain and mistrust of God. 
On the mountain, Joshua remembered what God had done, and trusted him while he 
waited, whether it made sense at the time or not. This is the kind of faith God should 
be shown from His people.
     Finally, Moses arrives at camp and sees with his own eyes what the people have 
done. It is one thing to hear about a disaster, it is another things to see it in person. 
Notice what he says to Aaron because there is a lot we can learn from this 
encounter. Moses is direct with Aaron. He acknowledges that Aaron was left in charge, 
and the result is not ok. He also assumes the best. He can’t conceive of Aaron 
instigating the problem. He asks him, “What did they do to you…”  Meaning, how did it 
get to this point? What were you facing that allowed this to be your choice? 
When we come upon a disaster, or error, it is best to be honest with our friends, family 
or employees, but assume the best until told otherwise. 

 A P P L I C A T I O N

     Aaron had made a terrible choice, and the worship of the calf would haunt Israel in 
their later years. One of the kings after King David would actually make a cult out of it. 
Aaron had not led the people as he should’ve when they were grumbling to him, he 
had given in. If you are in a position of leadership, be very careful not to model or, give 
into panic, complaining, and distrusting God.  What should he have said to the people?
     How can you answer those in your life who are struggling to trust God, and 
questioning His goodness and love for them, or complaining about their leaders?
     Take a moment to recount who God is. Concentrate on the characteristics of His 
goodness, sovereignty, mercy, justice, and love, so that when you are waiting, you will 
be like Joshua and maintain confidence in God’s character, not your circumstances.
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     The first scripture is from the book of Exodus. Only a few months into their lives as 
freed people, the Israelites were already wining about the good old days. These good 
old days, by the way, included harsh treatment in bitter slavery, from which they had 
cried out to God to rescue them. They had been specially chosen by the one true God, 
and yet wanted to have handmade trinket gods like the places around them.
In the previous devotion, we discussed the golden calf that Aaron made for the 
Israelites to worship, while Moses was on the mountain with the Lord. Moses was 
horrified at what he found when he returned to camp. He called out from the edge of 
camp, asking who was on the Lord’s side. Only the Levites joined Him, and they rid the 
camp of many who had worshipped the idol. 
     The Second Scripture comes from the Book of Luke. Luke was the physician who 
carefully documented and comprised all of the information he could into his writing on 
the life of Jesus. He talked to eye-witnesses and read other materials and accounts 
in order to carefully relay the amazing story to a friend, Theophilus. This part of Luke’s 
account comes from the crucifixion of Jesus. 



 S C R I P T U R E

Exodus 32:30-35
     30 The next day Moses said to the people, “You have committed a great sin. But 
now I will go up to the Lord; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.”
31 So Moses went back to the Lord and said, “Oh, what a great sin these people have 
committed! They have made themselves gods of gold. 32 But now, please forgive their 
sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written.”
33 The Lord replied to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my 
book. 34 Now go, lead the people to the place I spoke of, and my angel will go before 
you. However, when the time comes for me to punish, I will punish them for their sin.”
35 And the Lord struck the people with a plague because of what they did with the 
calf Aaron had made.

Luke 23:32-34
     32 Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with him to be executed. 
33 When they came to the place called the Skull, they crucified him there, along with 
the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left. 34 Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, 
for they do not know what they are doing.” And they divided up his clothes by casting 
lots.

 
 D I S C U S S I O N

 
     Only a few weeks ago evangelist Billy Graham went home to be with the Lord. He 
had spent his life telling the world that Jesus had died for them, to take away their sin, 
and that they must repent and believe in him, and be saved. Billy is famous for saying, 
“It is the Holy Spirit’s job to convict, God’s job to judge, and my job to love.” So often, 
we try to do the first two, and leave the last for someone else. 
     Look at how Moses loved the Israelites. They were not very lovable, if we’re 
honest. They were grumbling, difficult to lead, and chose despair over hope every 
time. Yet when they had sinned so greatly, Moses pleads with God to forgive them. He 
even goes as far as to put his own life on the line. That is exceptional love. However, 
God wasn’t just full of anger that could be taken out on anyone. His was a righteous 
anger in direct response to sin, and had to be paid for. Moses was just a man, he 
himself had sinned and fallen short of the glory of God; he could not stand in the place 
of the Israelites.

  D I S C U S S I O N  
   



     Jesus was a man, but Jesus was also fully God. He was the Son of God. Just as the 
Israelites had expressed faithfulness to God in one minute, and then rejected Him the 
next, Jesus had been welcomed into Jerusalem one Sunday, only to have the same 
crowds screaming “Crucify him!” only five days later. Like those with Moses, these 
people were not lovable. They were sinful, fickle, and lost. Yet look how Jesus loves 
them. They have whipped him, beaten him, mocked him, spit at him, and now they 
are gambling for the clothes they have stripped off of him. Yet he says, “Father forgive 
them, they do not know what they are doing.” What kind of love responds to complete 
rejection and hatred with forgiveness? Then Jesus does what Moses could not do, He 
takes their place. The wrath of God, a correct and righteous response to sin, is poured 
out on Jesus. Jesus takes the punishment for everyone; even the ones who had just 
landed painful blows on His body and spit in His face, even the one who had just won 
His clothing in a game. 

 A P P L I C A T I O N

     Sin must be judged. Let us remember that is God’s job. He will not let it go 
unpunished because he is just. Yet in His amazing love, grace and wisdom, He made a 
way for Himself to take the punishment. It is our job to share this news. When we look 
at the sadness and wreckage of sin in this world, we must recognize as Jesus did, they 
don’t know what they are doing. As we share the news of Jesus, the Holy Spirit will 
convict others of wrong. Then it is their choice to be under God’s judgement or 
receive the sacrifice of Jesus on their behalf. It is our job to love them, and pray for 
them as Jesus modeled.

 
  R E F L E C T I O N


