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Oct. 9, 2016 – (Pentecost 22, Luke) 

Sermon Text – Exodus 32:1-14 

 

- 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."…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!"…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!' " - 

 

This is Lillian. [Gestures toward lawn ornament statue of a cow.]  She’s a cow, not a 

golden one like in the story, but a bronze/coppery colored one.  That’s why I dressed 

her up with this “golden” colored quilt the ladies were willing to lend me for today.  

[Hold up the yellow quilt draped across the cow’s back.] And you should know, she’s 

not an idol.  She doesn’t even pretend to be one.  She’s actually an ornament, a 

decoration, if you will, something you might set out to fancy up your garden or your 

office.  Oh,…and you can call me Aaron.  I’m the brother of Moses.  I once made a 

statue of a golden calf, not so different from Lillian here really, and you already heard 

that story.  But,…let me tell you what really happened.  I know because I was there. 

 

 We had come out of Egypt, whole families of Hebrew slaves, freed from the 

oppression of the Egyptian Pharaoh.  God had freed us, we knew that.  And God was 

with us.  We saw God’s presence in the form of a great pillar of cloud during the day 

and a pillar of fire by night.  And God led us out from our captivity, across the sea and 

into the wilderness.  God protected us from the Egyptian army.  God fed us when we 

were hungry and God provided us with water when we were thirsty.  Everything was 

good.  Oh, there were complaints from time to time.  Some of the people didn’t like 

eating the same thing day after day and more than a few got sick when God 

occasionally supplied us with quail for dinner.  And all the constant travel made for 

some sore feet and some tired muscles; but, all in all, everything was going well.  Then 

we came to the mountain – Mt. Sinai – the mountain of God.  We camped there at the 

foot of the mountain and God made a covenant with us, giving us 10 commandments, 

10 simple rules, by which we were to live our lives.  The people were happy to accept 

them.  Life needs some kind of order and certain aspects of it need to be protected or 
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things don’t go so well.  So: “You shall have no other gods.  Make no graven images.  

Don’t misuse God’s name.  Remember the Sabbath.  Honor your father and your 

mother.  You shall not…”  Ah, but what am I doing?  You know all that frontwards and 

backwards.  I don’t need to repeat it all again.  Let’s just get on with the story. 

 

 Moses went up on the mountain to talk to God.  We could still see God’s 

presence in the cloud and the fire at the top of the mountain.  And we could hear their 

conversation in the rolls of thunder and the flashes of lightening.  Moses and God were 

talking, but they talked for a very long time.  They talked and they talked and they 

talked until it seemed like Moses might never come back.  They talked for “forty days 

and forty nights.”  Now, all of you know that that’s biblical language for “a really long 

time.”  It could have been longer.  I don’t really remember.  I just know that it was long 

enough that the people started to get nervous.  They were anxious.  They were 

impatient.  They came to me asking, “When will Moses be back?”  Well, how did I 

know?  Nobody ever had an extended audience with God on God’s mountain like this 

before.  Moses talked to God in a burning bush once, but now he was leading a whole 

people.  How was anyone to know how long it might take to get all of God’s 

instructions? 

 

 Some people say this is where I should have put my foot down.  This is where I 

should have been a stronger leader.  This is where I could have put a stop to all the 

foolishness.  I don’t know.  The people were pretty agitated.  They were afraid.  They 

didn’t have any direction.  They were just camping, eating manna and wondering 

about what was going to happen to them.  They wanted something that would make 

them feel safe and secure.  So, when they came to me asking me to make a god for 

them, something that seemed more real, that they could lay their hands on and which 

they could carry about before them, well, I gave in.  I said, “See how much gold you 

can find.”  I thought maybe that would stop them.  I mean, who wants to part with their 

most precious possessions?  But, apparently I was wrong.  The people were that 

desperate, that they were willing to do anything to feel better about their future.  But I 

wondered, “What part of ‘You shall have no other gods’ and ‘Make no graven images’ 

don’t you understand?”  But they insisted; and, they gathered all their gold and we 

melted it down in a fire and molded it into a ridiculous representation of a cow, like 

Lillian here, [Gestures toward the cow.] and set it up on a pedestal, as if it were really 

something!   

 

 And I told them, “Tomorrow we will have a festival to the Lord!”  Maybe that 

would get this out of their system.  A little ritual, a little praying, a little singing, a little 

worshipping, a little feasting – what could it hurt?  Give the people a focus for their 
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anxiety and then go back to the way things were before.  Of course, once again, little 

did I know how pent up were the emotions of the people.  They were more than ready 

for the festival.  They went wild!  They were singing and dancing around the calf and 

bowing down it [Acts out the dancing and bowing in front of the cow statue.] and 

worshipping in a way that I hadn’t ever imagined!  It was just crazy!  Who would have 

imagined that things would get so out of control?  Not me!  Maybe God did.  Maybe 

that’s why “You shall have no other gods” and “make no graven images,” I don’t 

know.  It seems like God might have been on to something.  Give the people a rule 

and they’re going to break it.  It reminds me of the story way back in the beginning.  

When God tells Adam and Eve not to eat from one tree in the garden, the first thing 

they want to do is eat the fruit from that one tree.  God punishes them by banishing 

them from the garden.  If it weren’t for Moses, God would have put an end to our 

disobedience in a really big way; but, Moses talked God out of bringing punishment 

upon the people.   

 

 When Moses got back down from the mountain, was he ever mad!  He came to 

me and he said, “Aaron, how could you let the people do something like this?”  Well, 

now I was afraid!  I said, “The people made me do this.  They insisted.  I had nothing to 

do with this.  All I did was melt some gold on the fire and this thing jumped out. [He 

gestures again to the cow.]  When the people saw it, they went wild!  Fortunately for 

me, Moses really does believe in mercy.  Of course, the question for all of us to 

consider is “How do we respond when we get nervous, impatient and fearful about the 

future?”  Do we keep faith in the one, true God?  Or do we grasp for something more 

tangible, more immediate, more substantial, something we can see, and hold and 

touch, something that somehow seems more real?  It’s probably not going to be a 

statue of a cow, like this one; [Gesture again.] but, it might be a bank account or a job 

or a home or a family or a person or a possession, something that gives life meaning 

and helps us to feel safe.  That’s a god.  You may not have to fashion a graven image 

like I did; but, it’ll be a god just the same.  And the effect will be no different.  It’ll take 

you away from faith in the God who can really do something about your future.  We 

had to learn that the hard way.  You can learn it from us. 

           Amen. 


