
Freed to Live in the Presence of God: 
A Study of the Book of Exodus



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32)
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Jean-Léon Gérôme, Moses on Mount Sinai (1895-1900)

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.

(Exod. 24:15-17)
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Vincent van Gogh, Noon – Rest from Work (1890)

You must 
observe my 
Sabbaths (31:13)

Observe the 
Sabbath (31:14)

The Israelites 
are to observe 
the Sabbath … 
as a lasting 
covenant (31:16)



Moses receives 
‘the two tablets 
of the Testimo-
ny, the tablets 
of stone 
inscribed by 
the finger of 
God.’

(Exod. 31:18)
Marc Chagall, Moses Received the 

Tablets of Law (1931)



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32)



• people demand idol 
as token of God’s 
presence

• building of tabernacle 
painstaking process 
due to God’s holiness

• tabernacle guards 
God’s holy presence 
by restricting access

• God makes plans for 
tabernacle where he 
would dwell

• golden calf was put 
together in overnight 
rush job

• golden calf, an open-
air object, accessible 
to everyone



• calf turned invisible 
God into visible and 
tangible object

• it turned Israel’s 
personal and active 
God into artefact that 
can’t see, speak or act

• seeking to create a 
tangible manifesta-
tion of God’s presence 
they were about to 
forfeit that presence 
altogether



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.

(Exod. 20:3-4)

Rembrandt, Moses with the 
Tablets of the Law (1659)



Nicolas Poussin, The Adoration of the Golden Calf (1633)

‘gods’? – i.e. 
the worship of 
foreign gods

‘a god’? – i.e. 
idolatry

note Aaron’s call 
for a festival to 
Yahweh



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32)



• they ‘have become 
corrupt’

• ‘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”’

• ‘I have seen’

• ‘leave me alone’

• ‘my anger burns hot’

• ‘I will destroy them’

• ‘I will make you (Moses) 
into a great nation’ 



1. it would be a daft thing to 
do (v. 11)

2. what would the neighbours 
say? (v. 12)

3. you promised (v. 13)



‘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.’

Terence E. Fretheim



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32)



James Tissot, The Golden Calf (before 1903)

The people ‘gave 
me the gold, and 
I threw it into 
the fire, and out 
came this calf’

(Exod. 32: 24)



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32)



‘Moses cannot atone 
by the sacrifice of 
himself for a 
disobedience of which 
he is not guilty.’



The Golden Calf (Exod. 32)



‘The LORD, the LORD, a God 
merciful and gracious, slow to 
anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and 
faithfulness.’

(see Num. 14:18; Neh. 9:17; Ps. 103:8, 17; 
145:8; Jer. 32:18-19; Nah. 1:3; Jon. 4:2)




