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The Golden Calf (Exod. 32) 

Tonight, in our final session, we are going to finish our exploration of some key texts in 

the book of Exodus by looking at the well-known story of the golden calf. Having dis-

cussed a small selection of laws dealing with the issue of bodily injury last time, we are 

thus back on more familiar terrain as we look at yet another poignant story. But before 

we delve in, we need to once again orientate ourselves, as this text, just like any other, 

needs to be understood in connection with its context in the book of Exodus. 

The Context: Setting the Scene  

Two weeks ago, we noted the Israelites’ arrival at Mt Sinai, the place where they were 

going to spend the next eleven months. As we saw, this was to be a crucial time for them, 

and so this period is very well documented, if you like, by the biblical text. Not only more 

than half of the book of Exodus, i.e. from ch. 19 onwards, but also all of Leviticus and the 

opening chapters of Numbers, up to ch. 10, are devoted to these eleven months. The loca-

tion of the Israelites at this point of the story is therefore evident: the golden calf incident 

takes place at the foot of Mt Sinai, the very place where they’d had that terrifying encoun-

ter with God when God told Moses the Ten Commandments in the hearing of the people. 

This story is told in Exodus 19, and it ends in 20:18-21 with the people being utterly 

petrified and worried that another encounter with that fearsome deity would kill them. 

And so they merely stand at a distance and watch their leader approach that ‘thick dark-

ness where God was’ (20:21). Another look at Terence Fretheim’s outline of this part of 

the book of Exodus (1991, p. 202) helps us to see that Moses enters that thick darkness 

in order to receive the Book of the Covenant, which we looked at last time. 

 
The story then resumes in ch. 24 where Moses and Aaron and some of Israel’s elders are 

called to a meeting with God where they end up seeing an amazing vision, described in 

these words: ‘under his feet was something like a pavement made of sapphire, clear as 

the sky itself’ (v. 10). Perhaps even more importantly, in that chapter we learn that Moses 
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‘told the people all the LORD’s words and laws’ (v. 3), before writing them down (v. 4). 

Interestingly, we are then again told that Moses ‘took the Book of the Covenant and read 

it to the people’ (v. 7). Both times, when Moses tells the people God’s words and when he 

reads the Book of the Covenant to them, the Israelites respond and promise that they will 

do everything that God has said (vv. 3, 7). In v. 12 Moses is summoned to meet God again 

on the mountain in order to receive the tablets with the Ten Commandments, which, in 

contrast to the Book of the Covenant, God himself has written. And so Moses and Joshua 

who had only featured once before, in ch. 17, set out to meet God on Mt Sinai. The people 

are left behind with Aaron apparently in charge during Moses’ absence. Intriguingly, the 

meeting with God doesn’t take place straightaway, however (vv. 15-17): 

When Moses went up on the mountain, the cloud covered it, and the glory of the LORD settled 
on Mount Sinai. For six days the cloud covered the mountain, and on the seventh day the LORD 
called to Moses from within the cloud. To the Israelites the glory of the LORD looked like a 
consuming fire on top of the mountain. 

Sometimes, it appears, God is taking his time, and the Israelites are treated to another 

awe-inspiring sight. When the meeting with finally happens, it takes a long time, too, for 

Moses ends up spending ‘forty days and forty nights’ on Mt Sinai (v. 18). And that’s pre-

cisely the problem, but we’ll get to that in a moment when we pick up the story in ch. 32. 

First, with the help of Fretheim’s outline, we must take a quick look at what happens 

in the intervening chapters, chs 25–31, which cover the forty days that Moses spends on 

the mountain. Actually, nothing much happens at all. God simply speaks to Moses, given 

him excruciatingly detailed instructions for the construction of the tabernacle. We are 

going to skip these instructions, but I must admit to feeling rather guilty about that omis-

sion. Considering the fact that seven full chapters of the book of Exodus are devoted to 

these instructions, they clearly are of fundamental importance to the author. And that’s 

not all either. As Fretheim’s outline shows, the book ends with another six chapters de-

scribing, again in extraordinary, the building of the tabernacle in line with God’s earlier 

instructions. There is a lot of repetition here, because the author wishes to stress that 

God’s detailed instructions are followed to the letter, as it were. Almost a third of the book 

of Exodus is devoted to the issue of the tabernacle, and the episode of the golden calf is 

found precisely between the accounts of God’s instructions and the building of the taber-

nacle. 

Like the tablets with the Ten Commandments, the blueprint for the tabernacle came 

directly from God. This is what our text is stressing, and this is one of the reasons why 

Exodus is such an important book. The issue is God’s presence among his people, which 

dominates the second half of Exodus, a book that had begun with his felt absence. The 

tabernacle receives so much attention, because it was that sanctuary that would allow 

God to be permanently present among his people. And God’s presence is also at stake in 



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32) (Karl Möller) 

3 

the golden calf episode in Exodus 32–34. The key question in our story is: how can God 

be present among a people who so wilfully sin against him? 

At the end of God’s meeting with Moses on Mt Sinai, two things happen. One is that 

the Sabbath commandment is repeated in the strongest terms possible. ‘You must observe 

my Sabbaths’, God says (31:13), and again: ‘observe the Sabbath’ (v. 14), and a third time: 

‘the Israelites are to observe the Sabbath … as a lasting covenant’ (v. 16). The Sabbath is 

once again described as a day of rest, a day that is holy to the people (v. 14) and holy to 

God (v. 15), a God who makes the people holy (v. 13). Indeed, three times the death pen-

alty is threatened to those who desecrate that day. Not only is the Sabbath included in the 

Ten Commandment, no other commandment receives so much attention in Exodus. Does 

that not strike you as a trifle excessive? Why is this so important? Because it is a sign 

between God and the people. Our text stresses this twice (vv. 13, 17): it is a sign pointing 

to God creating the heavens and earth and ceasing from his work on the seventh day, and 

it is a sign reminding the Israelites that God is the LORD. By resting on the seventh day, the 

people are witnessing to God being God, to God being in control of their lives. That’s why 

this is such an important issue for our writer or indeed God, who is portrayed as giving 

these instructions. 

The second thing that happens at the end of Moses’ meeting with God is that he now 

receives ‘the two tablets of the Testimony, the tablets of stone inscribed by the finger of 

God’ (v. 18). This information is going to be important, because the tablets feature in our 

story of the golden calf. However, the introduction to that story also connects directly 

with the note in 24:18 about the forty days and forty nights that Moses spent on Mt Sinai. 

Again, Fretheim’s outline illustrates this well. It is ‘when the people saw that Moses de-

layed to come down from the mountain’ (32:1) that the events told in Exodus 32–34 begin 

to unfold. Thus it is Moses’ long absence or, if you like, God’s detailed instructions about 

the tabernacle that lead to the construction of the golden calf. 

An Idol Cast in the Shape of a Calf (Exod. 32:1-6) 

Let me point it out right at the beginning: this is another gem of a story, full of ironic 

touches. So let’s begin by considering some of them. First of all, why do the people de-

mand that Aaron make an idol for them (v. 1)? They want something tangible, something 

that can be seen and touched. Now that Moses is gone, ‘this fellow … who brought us up 

out of Egypt’, their leader who had been their means of staying in touch with God, and the 

people don’t know what’s happened to him, there’s a need for something tangible that 

can fill the vacuum. Ironically, while they were demanding an idol, God was busy talking 

to Moses about the tabernacle. So at the very moment when the people seek to create a 
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token of God’s presence in constructing this idol, God is about to give them a token him-

self. Indeed, the tabernacle would be more than just a token of God’s presence; it would 

be the place where God himself would be present among them. 

The second irony relates to the fact that the building of the tabernacle was going to 

be a painstaking process, a process that required elaborate preparations. Why? Because 

it was important to do justice to the holiness of Israel’s God. The golden calf, by contrast, 

and here lies the irony, was put together in an overnight rush job. Not only that though, 

while in the case of the tabernacle God’s holy presence was carefully guarded by restrict-

ing access (as we saw before, sinful human beings could not see God and live), the calf 

ironically was an open-air object that was immediately accessible to everyone. Of course, 

the construction of the calf turned the invisible God into a visible and tangible object. 

Ironically, however, it also turned Israel’s personal and active God into an artefact that 

cannot see, speak or act. As John Durham points out, ‘the calf represented Yahweh on their 

terms [but] Yahweh had made clear repeatedly that he would be received and wor-

shipped only on his terms’ (1987, p. 422). But the biggest irony of all was that in seeking 

to create a tangible manifestation of God’s presence the people were about to forfeit that 

presence altogether. 

The need for such a tangible sign of God’s presence had arisen because of a leadership 

vacuum. It was because Moses hadn’t come back down from the mountain and the people 

were uncertain about the whereabouts of their leader that they demand that Aaron make 

an image of a god to ‘go before’ them. They need someone else now to go before them. As 

I said, the problem was a leadership vacuum. It is interesting in that context that it is 

Moses, rather than God, who is given credit for the exodus. The people think of him as ‘the 

man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt’ (v. 1). These words are rather significant, 

as we shall see as we move on through the story. What is easily missed because of all the 

intervening material in Exodus 25–31 is that the Israelites’ demand ‘come make a god for 

us’ are their first words since Exodus 24:7. And what was the last thing they had said on 

that occasion? They had made a solemn promise to ‘do everything the LORD has said’ and 

to obey God. 

Rather poignantly, what God had said in the Ten Commandments was that they were 

not to have any other gods or idols: ‘You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not 

make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath 

or in the waters below’ (20:3-4), including calves, of course, however appealing they may 

have been. However, far from being obedient, the people all too quickly violate these pro-

hibitions when they demand that Aaron make a god for them. Interestingly and again ra-

ther ironically, Aaron uses their Egyptian gold, which Fretheim very fittingly calls ‘the 

status symbol of their deliverance’ (1991, p. 281), to construct, apparently without any 
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hesitation, the image of a god in the shape of a calf, which was a ubiquitous symbol of 

deity in the ancient Near East. 

But what exactly is the nature of the people’s sin? What does the calf represent? There 

are two possibilities here. Either the problem lies in the worship of other, foreign gods. 

The people’s words in vv. 1 and 4 would seem to suggest this: ‘come, make us gods’, and 

again ‘these are our gods’. Alternatively, the calf may be thought to be an idol representing 

Yahweh, the God of Israel. After all, having built an altar in front of it, Aaron proclaims a 

‘festival to the LORD’ (v. 5). Commentators are divided over this, the difficulty being that 

the Hebrew term ‘Elohim’, which is regularly used when the Old Testament talks about 

Israel’s God, is grammatically a plural noun that can also refer to several gods. This is how 

the NIV and also the NRSV understand it. However, apart from the fact that Aaron clearly 

calls for a festival to Yahweh, the text speaks of a single calf. This suggests that it is pref-

erable to translate Elohim in the singular as ‘God’ rather than ‘gods’. The people’s sin is 

not the worship of foreign gods but rather turning God into an idol (for a different inter-

pretation, see Durham, 1987, p. 419). This is confirmed by their own words when they 

think of the calf as the God (rather than the gods) who brought them up out of Egypt. Once 

again, note those words. While in v. 1 Moses had been credited with bringing the Israelites 

out of Egypt, the same is now said of the calf (v. 4). 

And then the people were having a bit of a party (v. 6). Having brought their sacrifices 

and shared their communion meal, they ‘got up to indulge in revelry’ (v. 6). The Hebrew 

text has only one word here (ָצַחק tsachaq), which is often translated ‘play’ (e.g. ASV, ESV, 

KJV, RSV). NJB has ‘amuse themselves’, while TNK says ‘dance’, which is also how Nicolas 

Poussin seems to have understood the text, as his painting ‘The Adoration of the Golden 

Calf’ (1633) indicates. The Hebrew word often means ‘laugh’ (it is the term that gave Isaac 

his name), but it can also refer to ‘conjugal caresses’, as one Hebrew–English dictionary 

(BDB) puts it, or to the fondling of women. Translations such as ‘play’ or ‘amuse them-

selves’ may thus very well be euphemisms for something else. 

Then the LORD Relented (Exod. 32:7-14) 

The key to the next part of the text in vv. 7-14 and indeed to much of what happens in 

Exodus 32–34 is to understand that God and Moses appear to be searching for the right 

response to the Israelites’ behaviour. In fact, scholars have pointed out that there is more 

than one response by both God and Moses, and also that Moses intercedes for the Israel-

ites more than once. In other words, God and Moses, in consultation with each other, are 

struggling to figure out what to do. 

In vv. 7-10 we get quite an outburst from God who, of course, is well aware of what’s 

been going on in the Israelite camp in Moses’ absence. There are a lot of verbs in God’s 

little speech to Moses as he first summarises what the people have done, only to go on 
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and present Moses with what he, God, is now going to do in response. So what, from God’s 

perspective, is it that the Israelites have done? They ‘have become corrupt’, God says, 

‘they have been quick to turn away’, they ‘have made themselves an idol’, ‘they have 

bowed down to it’, they have ‘sacrificed to it’, they ‘have said, “this is your god”’ (not ‘gods’, 

as NIV keeps insisting) (vv. 7-8). OK, so where then does that leave God? What is he going 

to do? As I said, this is the start of God and Moses figuring out how to respond. So here’s 

God’s first attempt. ‘I have seen’, God says, ‘leave me alone’, ‘my anger burns hot’, ‘I will 

destroy them’, ‘I will make you (Moses) into a great nation’ (again, I have made some 

slight modifications to the translation of the NIV) (vv. 9-10). All this is said in staccato-like 

fashion, which is clearer in the Hebrew, which uses fewer words. God is angry, very angry, 

so much so, in fact, that Moses feels it necessary to calm God down (‘O LORD, why should 

your anger burn against your people?’ v. 11). But let’s stay with God’s words a little longer. 

Earlier on, in v. 1, the Israelites referred to Moses as ‘this fellow who brought us up 

out of Egypt’. Now, in his conversation with Moses, God ironically and somewhat omi-

nously takes a similar view. ‘Go down’, he says, ‘because your people, whom you brought 

up out of Egypt, have become corrupt’ (v. 7). ‘They are your people now’, God appears to 

be saying, ‘I don’t want anything to do with them anymore’. This language is hardly acci-

dental. Our storyteller clearly wishes to make a point, because elsewhere in the book of 

Exodus the Israelites are always God’s people and God is referred to as the one who has 

brought them out of Egypt. 

So, as we just saw, in v. 10, God asks Moses to leave him alone so he can give vent to 

his anger. But Moses is having none of it. It’s an extraordinary story, don’t you think, and 

yet another great conversation between these two fascinating characters. Earlier on, they 

had argued about Moses’ role, an argument that Moses lost, which is why he ended up in 

charge of the people. But he’s clearly grown into that role, and so he now pleads with God 

to reconsider his immediate response to destroy the people. ‘Think about it’, he says, and 

then goes on to give God three reasons why that wouldn’t be such a good idea. Reason no. 

1 is, well, that it would just be a daft thing to do (v. 11): ‘why should your anger burn 

against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty 

hand?’ Come on, God, you only just rescued these people from Egypt, using all your pyro-

technics and stuff, you can’t snuff ‘em out now, can you? Don’t be daft! By the way, have 

you noticed that Moses is the only one who gets the confession right: ‘why should your 

anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt’? Say what you will, God, 

but they are your people and the exodus is to your credit, not mine. 

Reason no. 2 has to do with God’s reputation (v. 12). ‘Come on’, says Moses, ‘what 

would the neighbours say?’ (thus Fretheim, p. 285). ‘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”?’ ‘That wouldn’t do any good to your reputation, would it? 
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So then, let go of your anger, give in and don’t harm your people’. As I said, this is quite 

an extraordinary conversation. Reason no. 3 then: ‘you promised’, says Moses, ‘remem-

ber?’ ‘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 for ever”’ 

(v. 13). 

Amazing stuff, and it works, too, because God relents and backs down (v. 14). But did 

God really need Moses to point these things out to him? Surely not! Surely God would 

have been aware of all these issues. So what is the point of these verses? What they do is 

to present God as someone who takes his relationship with Moses completely seriously. 

This is a God who is open to what Moses has to say, who allows Moses’ objections to in-

fluence his decisions and actions. This is a God who is open to change. Fretheim applies 

this to prayer and concludes that ‘human prayer … is honored by God as a contribution to 

a conversation that has the capacity to change future directions for God, people, and 

world’ (1991, p. 287). 

Moses’ Anger Burned (Exod. 32:15-29) 

Having been informed by God of the events in the camp – he hasn’t as yet seen things for 

himself, Moses now descends from the mountain with the tablets of the covenant in his 

hands. Because of their importance, the tablets receive a fair amount of attention by our 

storyteller (see vv. 15-16), even though they had already been described in 31:18. We 

also hear of Joshua, who appears to be re-joining Moses here, having been left behind by 

him in 24:13. Indeed, it is Joshua who first becomes aware of the goings on at the foot of 

Mt Sinai, which lead him to utter the breathless phrase: ‘there is the sound of war in the 

camp’ (v. 17). But Moses corrects him, because he realises that what they are hearing is 

not the sound of victors or losers in a battle but the noise made by people who are in a 

party mood (v. 18). The last line of v. 18 is difficult to translate – NIV talks about ‘singing’, 

while NRSV thinks of revellers – but whatever is going on here needs to be understood in 

connection with the revelry mentioned in v. 6. The people were having what is colloqui-

ally called ‘a good time’. What exactly that involved is anyone’s guess. 

When Moses hears and sees for himself what is going on, he is livid. You thought God 

was angry? Just wait for Moses’ reaction! While God merely stated his intention to let his 

anger ‘burn hot’ (this, by the way, is how the Hebrew literally puts it), but was persuaded 

by Moses not to lose it (v. 10), Moses’ anger did ‘burn hot’ (v. 19). And so he throws down 

those priceless tablets, breaking them to pieces. It’s not too difficult to find some poignant 

symbolism in that action – after all, in creating the golden calf, the Israelites had effec-

tively just broken the newly-ratified covenant – but Moses appears to be acting impul-

sively, without thinking about implications and symbolism and suchlike. 



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32) (Karl Möller) 

8 

Having destroyed the tablets, he then also deals quite decisively with the golden calf. 

He burns it with fire, grinds it to a powder and scatters it on the water, which he then 

gives the Israelites to drink (v. 20). What on earth is going on here? Why is Moses doing 

all this? To be honest, we don’t really know. This is one of those moments when the sto-

ryteller assumes that the people he is writing for know what he’s talking about. The orig-

inal readers would have understood. Unfortunately, we don’t share their knowledge, but 

based on an ancient Near Eastern parallel, Durham suggests that these were the actions 

that were required for destroying an idol (1987, p. 431). Fretheim makes another inter-

esting observation when he points out that, in contrast to God, Moses consults with no 

one and offers no explanation for his actions (1991, p. 288). Just note that for now! 

Next, Moses calls Aaron to account (vv. 21-24) whom he holds directly responsible 

for the events: ‘what did these people do to you, that you led them into such great sin?’ 

(v. 21). Interestingly, in v. 25 we get one of those relatively rare moments when the sto-

ryteller steps in to pass some explicit judgement of his own. His words, ‘for Aaron had let 

them get out of control and so become a laughing-stock to their enemies’, indicate that he 

fully agrees with Moses in blaming Aaron for what’s happened. It appears that Aaron had 

not been such a great choice as a leader, and you may recall that God had not been keen 

to have him involved in the first place. It was only when Moses, during their encounter at 

the burning bush, would not take on the job on his own that God consented to run with 

Plan B. 

But there’s a great line in these verses. I wonder whether you noticed it. Aaron, in all 

his wonderful humanity, is desperate to minimise his own role and duck the blame that’s 

coming his way. He kind of tries to talk his way out of it. Don’t we all do that at times? And 

so he says something that’s just utterly bizarre and absurd. Once again though, who hasn’t 

done this at one time or another? But what Aaron says is truly priceless. It’s easily my 

favourite line in this text and possibly one of my favourites in the Bible. ‘The people gave 

me the gold’, he says, ‘so I threw it into the fire and guess what happened – out came this 

calf’ (v. 24). A miracle! Except of course, that that’s not really what happened. We know 

this, because we’ve been told in v. 4 that Aaron ‘took what [the people] handed him and 

made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool’. Nice try though! 

Then Moses enacts the punishment, which is the most difficult part of our text, as it 

involves the killing of about 3,000 people (v. 28). What can we possibly say about it? Well, 

let’s take it one step at a time. ‘The people were running wild’, we’re told (v. 25). Again, 

it’s not entirely clear what that means, but after the reference to the revelry in v. 6, which 

may have some sexual implications, and the partying in v. 18, this is yet another hint that 

the people were seriously out of control. That’s the first point to note. The second is that 

Moses gives everyone the opportunity to show their loyalty to God (v. 26). The issue then 

is not anymore whether they had participated in the idolatry – they apparently all had – 
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but whether they were willing to turn back to God. The punishment could have been 

avoided, but the majority of the people remain unmoved. Fretheim comments that ‘the 

silent indifference to the call is deafening’ and reveals ‘deep levels of disloyalty’ (1991, p. 

289). 

The Levites, however, respond and thus become the ones to carry out the punishment 

(vv. 26-28). Despite what I have just said about the people, I still find the killing of three 

thousand Israelites in vv. 27-28 disturbing, and so does Fretheim, who offers some intri-

guing comments and observations. I want to share them with you, but you may well de-

cide not to accept Fretheim’s interpretation. He notes (1991, p. 288) that in v. 27 Moses 

relates a word from God – ‘This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: “Each man strap 

a sword to his side. Go back and forth through the camp from one end to the other, each 

killing his brother and friend and neighbour”’ – a word that has no basis in Moses’ previ-

ous conversation with God. This observation leads Fretheim to ask whether Moses is per-

haps a little too zealous on behalf of God. 

I think this is an intriguing question, especially since our storyteller frequently uses 

repetition to indicate that God’s words are being obeyed to the letter. We saw that, for 

instance, in the Passover episode where God gives his instructions to Moses, who then 

passes them on to the people. Similarly, in the chapters that frame our story, the instruc-

tions for the construction of the tabernacle (Exod. 25–31) are repeated meticulously in 

Exod. 35–40 in order to emphasise that the Israelites did exactly what God had com-

manded. So is Moses’ reaction perhaps a bit over the top? After all, God, we’ve been told 

in v. 14, had relented from his anger. And, as careful readers of the book of Exodus, we 

also know that Moses had overreacted before when he killed that Egyptian whom he saw 

beating an Israelite (2:11-12). 

Please Forgive Their Sin (Exod. 32:30-35) 

Whatever we may make of Moses’ zeal, he certainly assumes responsibility as Israel’s 

leader. In another conversation with God, Moses therefore confesses the people’s sin (vv. 

30-31) – again, it’s better to read ‘a god of gold’ rather than ‘gods of gold’ – and seeks to 

obtain forgiveness for it. If that’s not possible, then he is willing to offer up his own place 

among the elect for the sake of the people’s future (v. 32). Moses’ actions here contrast 

starkly with Aaron’s behaviour, who only sought the blame with others. By the way, the 

book that God has written (v. 32) is understood by some commentators as a kind of reg-

ister of those loyal to him, thus deserving of his special blessing (thus e.g. Durham, 1987, 

p. 432). 

But God won’t have any of it. He categorically refuses to accept Moses’ offer. As 

Durham points out: ‘Moses cannot atone by the sacrifice of himself for a disobedience of 

which he is not guilty’ (1987, p. 432). It is the sinners, not Moses, who will be blotted out 
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of the book (v. 33). This, by the way, is not a reversal of God’s relenting in v. 14. Initially, 

God had wanted to destroy the people straightaway but was talked out of it by Moses. 

Here, the blotting out of the book, which will affect everyone, because they had all partic-

ipated in the idolatry, indicates that the present generation of Israelites will cease to be 

the community of the elect, even though Moses is still to lead them to the promised land 

(v. 34). Moreover, some further unspecified punishment is in store for them (v. 34), and 

God’s immediate reaction is to send an equally unspecified plague (v. 35), the outcomes 

of which are also not mentioned. 

What Now (Exod. 33–34)? 

What are we to make of all this? Well, the key to the interpretation of Exodus 32 is to 

realise that we haven’t yet reached the end of the story. This isn’t in fact God’s final deci-

sion. As Durham notes, ‘at the end of chap. 32, we have no answers, only questions: what 

will Yahweh do? what is to become of Israel? Moses? the Covenant-Promises?’ (1987, p. 

433). There are some further developments, as the dialogue between God and Moses con-

tinues throughout chs 33–34. As Fretheim puts it: ‘Moses is not yet done interceding and 

God is not yet done responding’ (1991, p. 291). At this point in the story, we are merely 

dealing with the realm of possibility. It’s very important that we see this, because it 

means, for instance, that we can’t take v. 33 to mean that there is no forgiveness available 

to sinners. God is here presented as one who is still sorting out possibilities with Moses. 

In order to find out how the story ends you will need to read on and look at Exodus 

33–34. But if you really want to know, here’s what happens. As already said, the conver-

sation between God and Moses is set to continue for some time. Most importantly, Moses 

wants to know whether God will still be present among his people and, if so, how that 

would work (33:1-17). Eventually, the two manage to reach an agreement, and so God 

reveals himself again on Mt Sinai, showing himself to be gracious and merciful (33:18–

34:9). Some of the words spoken by God on that occasion were deemed so important that 

they took on a creed-like status in Old Testament times. These words, which appear in 

34:6-7, profess God to be ‘merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 

love’ (NRSV). They are quoted many times in the Old Testament (see e.g. Num. 14:18; Neh. 

9:17; Ps. 103:8, 17; 145:8; Jer. 32:18-19; Nah. 1:3) and are also found on the lips of Jonah 

(Jon. 4:2), who cites them as his reason for fleeing from God, because he doesn’t want 

God’s mercy and forgiveness to extend to the hated Ninevites. But that’s another story for 

another time. 

Coming back to the developments in Exodus 33–34, we find God and the people mak-

ing up again, which leads to the covenant relationship being renewed (34:10-28). And the 

text ends with Moses’ authority as God’s representative being confirmed (34:29-35), 

which, as we know, had been an important concern of God before. 
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