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EXODUS 32:1-6,11-14

What is one thing that would devastate you if you lost it? What is one 
thing that you think would bring you contentment if you gained it? 

Essentially, anything other than God that we seek to give us security 
and significance is an idol. For some, it is romantic relationships. For 
others, it is approval. For many people, it is financial security or a 
comfortable lifestyle. The list goes on and on. While these can be good 
things, they are not ultimate things. They fail to deliver the deep and 

Rebellion
Worshiping anyone or anything other than the one true God is rebellion 
against Him.
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lasting joy that we long for. We were created for God. Augustine said, 
“Our hearts are restless until they rest in Him.” The good news of 
the gospel is that, in Christ, we have more than we need to meet our 
hearts’ deepest desires. The only way to destroy our idols is to set our 
affections on Him and enjoy Him above all else. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
EXODUS 32:1–34:35
In Exodus 32–34 the Israelites were camped at the foot of Mount 
Sinai. It was from this encampment that Moses made the long 
climb up Mount Sinai to meet with God and receive the law. But 
as Moses was on the mountaintop, God’s people become impatient 
and rebellious. Chapter 32 records perhaps the most flagrant act of 
idolatrous rebellion in all of Scripture. How sad it is when we so easily 
abandon the God who continually delivers us.   

This infamous incident of idolatry that we encounter in Exodus 32 
was central to Israel’s journey of faith. In their impatience with Moses 
(and thus with God), Israel created a golden idol for worship. What 
this passage reveals about them—and about us—is that we are all 
created to worship. As we will see in the study, the perpetual trap of 
idolatry blinds the eyes, closes the ears, and stiffens the neck to the 
voice of God. Thankfully, there is more grace in God than there is sin 
in us. When Israel was unfaithful, God was faithful to His promises. 

Read Exodus 32:1–34:35 in your Bible. Notice the different requests made 
in this passage. Identify who made the requests, to whom they were 
made, and the purpose of the requests. How is each request unique based 
on the one to whom it was made?  

KEY DOCTRINE:  God 

There is one and only one living and true God. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT 
REBELLION (EX. 32:1-4) 
1 And when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down 
out of the mount, the people gathered themselves together unto 
Aaron, and said unto him, Up, make us gods, which shall go before 
us; for as for this Moses, the man that brought us up out of the 
land of Egypt, we wot not what is become of him. 2 And Aaron said 
unto them, Break off the golden earrings, which are in the ears of 
your wives, of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them 
unto me. 3 And all the people brake off the golden earrings which 
were in their ears, and brought them unto Aaron. 4 And he received 
them at their hand, and fashioned it with a graving tool, after 
he had made it a molten calf: and they said, These be thy gods, O 
Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt. 

VERSES 1-4

Moses was on the mountain receiving instruction from God about 
the tabernacle. Verse 1 tells us that Moses delayed to come down 
out of the mount. It seems that Israel doubted whether he would 
return: we wot not what is become of him. Thus, shortly after being 
delivered out of Egypt, Israel was now falling away from God after 
becoming impatient and restless. Even though the people had gotten 
out of Egypt, Egypt had not gotten out of them. 

The people gathered themselves together around Aaron, calling 
on him to make … gods who would go before them. In response to 
their request, Aaron instructed the people to bring him their gold 
jewelry so that he might fashion this false god. This jewelry had been 
a gift from God taken out of Egypt to be used in the building of the 
tabernacle. Yet, here they were, willing to use it to blaspheme the very 
God who provided it to them. 

Even though the people had gotten out of Egypt, Egypt had 
not gotten out of them.

Aaron collected the golden earrings and fashioned them into a 
molten calf for the people to worship. This reveals how easily we can 
be lured into the foolishness of idolatry. 
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KEY DOCTRINE:  God 

There is one and only one living and true God. 
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It is no coincidence that Israel made a golden calf. Most likely, 
they chose a calf because cows were worshiped in Egypt and were 
used to represent the Egyptians’ creator god. The true God of creation 
delivered His people out of Egypt; now they were creating and bowing 
to the false Egyptian god of creation.

How did this happen? Didn’t the Israelites just declare in Exodus 
24:3 that they would do everything the Lord had commanded them? 
Didn’t God command them to have no other gods before Him (20:3)? 
Didn’t God demand that they make no idols (20:4)? The psalmist 
declared that they had already forgotten God their Savior, the one 
who did great things in Egypt (Ps. 106:19-22). 

The reality is that it is very easy to be drawn away from God 
toward idols. For us, the idols may not be golden calves, but they are 
ten thousand other things. We were made to worship. If what we 
worship is anything or anyone other than God, it is an idol. Idolatry, 
because it is rooted in the heart, is the elusive and silent killer of 
vibrant Christian faith. As Christians, we understand that in Christ 
we find joy, security, peace, identity, and salvation that nothing else in 
this world can give.  

What role does a person’s impatience play in idolatry? What would you 
consider the greater influence—impatience, or the desire for a leader? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Compare, contrast, and correlate Bible passages.

Review the following New Testament passages about idolatry or 
idols: Acts 17:29; Romans 1:23; 1 Corinthians 10:7; Galatians 4:8; and 
Colossians 3:5. How do these verses inform us about Exodus 32? What 
lessons about idols and idolatry are common in all these verses? 
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SIN COMMITTED (EX. 32:5-6)
5 And when Aaron saw it, he built an altar before it; and Aaron 
made proclamation, and said, To morrow is a feast to the Lord. 
6 And they rose up early on the morrow, and offered burnt 
offerings, and brought peace offerings; and the people sat down to 
eat and to drink, and rose up to play. 

VERSES 5-6

Having made the golden calf, Aaron built an altar and announced a 
day of celebration. Early on the morrow the people offered sacrifices 
to the idol, followed by a full festival. This text makes it abundantly 
clear that Israel had turned its back on God. Verses 5-6 provide a clear 
example of what Paul condemned in Romans 1:22-25, namely, that 
people become fools when they exchange the image of God for idols. 
Israel had exchanged the truth of God for a lie. They worshiped a 
creation, rather than the Creator, and they were in all-out celebration 
of their idolatry. 

One might wonder how Israel became so foolish. Verse 8 says that 
they quickly turned aside from God’s ways. In verse 9 we receive a clue 
that provides clarity into why Israel so quickly moved into idolatrous 
celebration. Moses declared that they were “a stiffnecked people.” 

We become like what we worship. We resemble what 
we revere.

One of the Old Testament principles for understanding the 
effects of sin, especially idolatry, is that we become like what we 
worship. We resemble what we revere. Israel’s cow idol had eyes but 
could not see. It had ears but could not hear. It had legs but could 
not move. In Psalm 115:8, the psalmist declared, “They that make 
them [idols] are like unto them; so is every one that trusteth in them.”

In Exodus 32, Israel had become stiff-necked, like a wild or 
untrained cow—they would not obey. Consider Hosea 4:16, which 
declares, “For Israel slideth back as a backsliding heifer.” 

The idea is that when a people are fully engaged in—and, in 
the case of Israel, celebrating—their idolatry, they become blind to 
their sin. In a sense, they receive their just reward. The Israelites had 
stubbornly turned from God, and now, by their own power, they were 
unable to see the effects of their idolatry. Any attempt to worship any 
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Review the following New Testament passages about idolatry or 
idols: Acts 17:29; Romans 1:23; 1 Corinthians 10:7; Galatians 4:8; and 
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person or object other than the one true God will lead to foolishness. 
Sometimes the scariest judgment of God in this life is to give us 
exactly what we want. How would they break away? How would 
they see? 

Sometimes the scariest judgment of God in this life is to give 
us exactly what we want.

What is the relationship between idolatry and foolishness? Why is it so 
hard for people who trust in idols to see the foolishness of their actions?

The Foolishness of Idolatry

Idols are …
• worthless (Jer. 2:5,8,11)
• traps (Ps. 106:36)
• made by human hands (Ps. 135:15; Acts 7:41)
• temporary (Isa. 2:18)
• unable to save (Isa. 45:20)
• unable to speak (Jer. 10:5; 1 Cor. 12:2)
• unable to walk (Jer. 10:5)
• liars (Zech. 10:2)
• nothing (1 Cor. 8:4)

APPEAL FOR GRACE (EX. 32:11-14)
11 And Moses besought the Lord his God, and said, Lord, why 
doth thy wrath wax hot against thy people, which thou hast 
brought forth out of the land of Egypt with great power, and 
with a mighty hand? 12 Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, 
and say, For mischief did he bring them out, to slay them in the 
mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth? 
Turn from thy fierce wrath, and repent of this evil against thy 
people. 13 Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, thy servants, 
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to whom thou swarest by thine own self, and saidst unto them, 
I will multiply your seed as the stars of heaven, and all this land 
that I have spoken of will I give unto your seed, and they shall 
inherit it for ever. 14 And the Lord repented of the evil which he 
thought to do unto his people. 

VERSES 11-13

God’s wrath burned hot against His people. We must remember that 
these were the people He had saved from Egypt. God is jealous for 
His people’s worship. He is also just and holy. Israel was in absolute 
defiance and rebellion. We must also remember the truth that God’s 
jealousy for His people’s worship does not make Him power-hungry. 
God is the only, all-powerful God of creation. Therefore, He alone 
is worthy of worship. This was a situation prime for God to destroy 
the entire nation of sinners, and He would be just in giving them 
what they deserved, since they were not rendering to Him what 
He deserves. 

However, God is faithful to His word. This is where we see Moses 
functioning as a mediator between God and Israel. Moses asked God, 
Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, and say, For mischief did 
he bring them out, to slay them in the mountains, and to consume 
them from the face of the earth? Moses called on God to remember 
His promise made to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel. 

VERSE 14

Note the word repented used in verse 14. Because of His promise to 
His people, God repented from the disaster of destroying the people. 
The word repent has the idea of God’s being moved to pity and having 
compassion. God, in His longsuffering, takes upon Himself the evil 
that has been done against Him. God’s relenting here reveals His 
desire to be true to His own character and promise but also to show 
His steadfast love for His people. Moses’ conversation with God did 
not remind God of something the Lord had forgotten. It does not 
mean that Moses swayed God, as if this whole event had taken Him 
by surprise. 

Moses’ prayer on behalf of the people accomplished two things. 
First, it verbalized (or revealed) the reality that God is moved to 
burning wrath because of His people’s rebellion. Second, it revealed 
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God’s promise to His people. This is what held back the Lord’s 
judgment—His promise. Despite the people’s rebellion, the promise 
of God is the controlling factor in this narrative. In the end, God 
turned His wrath away from His people and showed them grace. 

Moses, as the mediator between God and the people, 
communicated this reality to the people. Moses stood in the gap, 
speaking on behalf of both sides. He spoke on behalf of God to the 
people. He also spoke on behalf of the people to God. This should 
strike all of us as familiar. Jesus stands in the gap between sinful 
people and a holy God. What makes Jesus greater than Moses is that 
Jesus consumed God’s wrath upon Himself. Thus, He satisfied the 
wrath of God against sin and demonstrated the love of God toward 
sinners. 

The good news of this story, and the good news of the 
gospel, is that there is more grace in God than sin in us.

In this incident, the Israelites did not get what they deserved. The 
justice of God was upheld in the fact that thousands of years later, 
Jesus Christ consumed the wrath of God against all rebellion, thus 
fulfilling the promises of God. For our salvation, Christ interceded 
on our behalf. Now, in Christ, the church is called to intercede on 
behalf of others, asking God to open their eyes to their sin and their 
need for repentance. The good news of this story, and the good news 
of the gospel, is that there is more grace in God than sin in us.

How does God’s being faithful to His promises give us comfort today? 
What do we learn about God’s mercy in this passage?  
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IN MY CONTEXT
• Believers must stand against any acts that are in rebellion 

against God. 
• Any attempt to worship any person or object other than the one 

true God will lead to foolishness. 
• Believers can intercede on behalf of the disobedient, asking for 

God to give them an opportunity to repent. 

What are some practical ways that we as a group of believers can help 
one another in guarding against idolatry and placing our trust or finding 
joy in things other than God?

Why is it critical that we intercede for people who are blinded by their 
own idolatry? What is our role in pointing out their foolishness? How can 
we approach them with both truth and love? 

Reflect on Exodus 33:14 and how the promise of God’s presence should 
discourage us from seeking joy, meaning, or peace from any source other 
than God. Memorize this verse. 

Prayer Needs
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