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Sunday School Lesson 

“The Golden Calf” 

Exodus 32:1-14 

Introduction 

The story is simple enough: Middle class parents go out of town for an overnight trip—leaving 

their mild-mannered teenage child home alone for the weekend. As the parents leave the house, 

they turn around and say “Take care of things this weekend and no parties!” Of course, a house 

party is thrown and things get terribly out of control. Chaos ensues and the house is turned into a 

disaster area. The child tries to cover-up evidence of the party, but it is too late. The parents 

return and everything is discovered.  

Thus goes the plot to many a teen-themed movie. Once their parents are gone, the teenagers in 

those movies seem unable to control themselves. When the cat is away, the mice will play, as the 

saying goes. A very similar incident occurs in our lesson today. Moses, who has bravely led the 

Israelites out of Egypt, seems to have disappeared, gone up on the mountain never to return. The 

Israelite people grow restless in his long absence. Finally giving into the demands of the people, 

Aaron throws a house party and lets the people run wild.  

The Israelites seem a lot like these teenagers. Set free from the control of their Egyptian slave-

masters and in the absence of Moses’ godly authority and leadership, they lose all control, 

indulging in sin and betraying God. It is a slippery slope from slavery to complete moral 

abandon. God desires us to grow up and mature, to develop the internal discipline of self-control 

that can keep our faith on track even when other authority figures are unavailable or 

irresponsible. 

This biblical passage deals with important issues: the fear and pain of abandonment, the results 

of acting rashly, and the deep forgiveness and mercy that God extends to us. Let’s explore these 

themes together. 

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. 

Crisis of Leadership: Presence 

At the beginning of the passage, the Israelites are experiencing a crisis of leadership:  Moses is 

missing in action. In verse 1, the Israelites say “We do not know what has become of him.”  

(For Further Study: Where was Moses and what was he doing? Read more about this in 

Exodus 24.)  
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So the people turn to Aaron, Moses’ brother and leader in his absence. We will look at Aaron’s 

leadership later in the passage, but first there is a lesson here about the importance of presence.  

Presence is simply “being there” for others.  An important part of a faithful life, and an important 

part of church life, is “being there.” Like Moses in the passage, in our absence, people feel 

abandoned. And when people feel abandoned, everything falls apart. We see the price of 

abandonment everywhere: from the rundown buildings that dot our communities, to all the 

lonely people carrying their burdens of grief, to the children who grow up without parents to love 

and care for them and as a result struggle in life. So much of the hurt in the world exists because 

we are not present for each other.  

Christ understood that presence is important. “I will never leave or forsake you,” he says in 

Hebrews 13:5. As followers of Christ, we too must learn to be present to those in need.  

Of course, the sad reality is that Moses has not abandoned them. He is coming back, like all 

those parents in the movies. The crisis of leadership is REALLY a test of faith. Can we stay 

faithful when our authority figures are not looking, when we are left without a guiding presence, 

and when those around us abandon their faith and commitments for indulgence and sin? 

Discuss: Have you ever felt abandoned, when those who you relied on for care seem 

unavailable? How did you respond to that situation? How did God help you through that 

experience? 

God’s Mission 

What was happening in the lives of the Israelites was nothing short of a revolution. In quick 

order, they had moved: 

• from subjugation to freedom;   

• from a leaderless populace to being led by the powerful and charismatic figure of Moses; 

• from the land of slavery to the promise of their own land;  

• from a concrete reality (walking by sight) to living on a hope and a promise (walking by 

faith);  

• from the idols of their Egyptian overlords to the mysterious presence of the invisible 

living God.  

This kind of conversion, a complete change of lifestyle and goals, is hard to sustain on our own. 

We need help. We need community and leadership. So when the leader seemed to vanish into 

thin air up the mountain, the people looked for something to fill it. They demanded an idol. 

“Come on, make us some gods who can lead us  . . . “ they asked of Aaron. On the face of it, this 

seems horrible, turning their backs on the LORD. But not so fast – the people did not see 

themselves as abandoning God and his project.  In fact, they wanted to hasten it, to complete it. 

They wanted to get on with it, to move on, to fulfill what God had said. To move on toward the 
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Promised Land. In fact, from their perspective, maybe Moses has disappeared and abandoned the 

project. “If we continue to wait for him,” they think, “we will never get to the Promised Land.”  

Sometimes, even in pursuit of a good thing, we do it in the wrong way. We hurry, we rush, we 

do it in our own timing and according to our own plan. As a young boy, I enjoyed making 

models—the kind where each plastic piece was numbered and had to be assembled carefully in 

order and glued together. One birthday, I received the biggest, best model yet—a large replica of 

the Space Shuttle. I was so excited. My dad said, “On the weekend you and I will put the model 

together.” But I looked at the model each day and my excitement grew until I finally couldn’t 

wait any longer. I opened the box and took each of the many pieces out until I had a jumbled pile 

of pieces in front of me. What a mess! When my dad came home and saw what I had done, I still 

remember his disappointment. Now it would take time-consuming effort to go through each 

piece, match it up with the model instructions and make things right again so the model could be 

properly assembled. In my excitement for a good thing, I had acted rashly and made a mess. 

While this was a small thing in retrospect, I learned a lesson about patience and promises that I 

have never forgotten. By not waiting and acting on their own, the Israelites bring disaster and 

disappointment, making a mess of their relationship with God. 

Discuss: Has there been a time when you failed to listen to God, pursued a good thing in the 

wrong way, and ended up with a mess? Describe a time when you learned to wait patiently on 

God’s timing. 

2 Aaron said to them, “Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, 

and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3 So all the people took off the gold rings from 

their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 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!” 5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made 

proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord.” 6 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. 

Crisis of Leadership: Faithfulness  

While Moses is away, his brother Aaron was to stand in his place and lead the people. But when 

Aaron is faced with the challenge of leadership, he acts irresponsibly. Instead of being faithful to 

God and to his calling, he gives in to the people’s request. He actually makes it worse, 

facilitating their slide into idolatry and immorality. Instead of drawing them back to the worship 

of God, he abandons God’s instructions and joins the people in their mistake.  

We are all leaders in one way or another. We lead ourselves and our own lives; we lead a family 

or a staff, a classroom or a shift at work, a business or a little league team. As leaders, our calling 

is to help ourselves and others become what God desires us to be. When that is in tension with 

what we want, the leader’s job is to help us see what is best and guide us toward that. When the 
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people around us feel anxiety, stress, and doubt, the leaders are there to help them work through 

those feelings. Leadership is challenging. It tests our commitment, our inner strength, our sense 

of vision and purpose. We don’t always ask for leadership, but when it falls upon us we need to 

be faithful.  

Discuss: Has there ever been a time when someone talked you out of a making a bad or harmful 

decision? How do we encourage one another to act faithfully without “butting in” or appearing to 

demean them? 

Idolatry 

Aaron and the people melt down their jewelry to form a golden calf, an idol. Aaron declares a 

day of worship, a festival to the LORD. But what LORD? Instead of the mysterious, invisible, 

living and powerful God, their worship is focused on the golden calf, an image that falls short of 

the LORD. Idolatry reverses the pattern God has established. In our passage, the people made 

their own image of God. They dictate for themselves who and what God is and deny God’s right 

to define himself. And in doing so they diminish God. Like the Israelites, we often rush to make 

our own images of God: a God who never challenges me, a God who supports my political 

positions, a God who loves me but not my enemies. Instead of knowing God, we end up with a 

distorted and diminished view. Let’s turn away from these paltry gods of our own making. It is 

God who reveals himself us. If we really want to know God, the Living God who called the 

worlds into being, who pours His great love into the world, we must learn to receive God as he 

reveals himself. Remember that God is the Maker, not us.  

Discuss: In what ways might we have diminished God, put God in a box, or made God in our 

own image?  

7 The Lord said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the 

land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8 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!’” 9 The Lord said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. 10 Now 

let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of 

you I will make a great nation.”  

God’s response to the people’s actions shows his deep disappointment. The LORD distances 

himself from the people saying to Moses, they are “your people, whom you brought out of 

Egypt.” In other words, the LORD is saying they are no longer “my people.” The LORD 

renounces them and denies their relationship with him.   

(For further study: What was the way God had commanded them to live (verse 8)? Read more 

about this in Exodus 20:1-4.) 
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The LORD says “They have turned away.” The people have broken the covenant, the agreement 

with God, therefore God will destroy them. Here God brings out the conditional aspect of the 

covenant—the relationship between God and human beings requires that both sides act in faith. 

It requires obedience and loyalty, only through faithful obedience can the relationship be 

maintained. When the people break the covenant through their disobedience and faithless acts, 

God is angered, betrayed, and reaches out to destroy. 

11 But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, “O Lord, why does your wrath burn hot 

against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with 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 consume them from the face of the earth’? Turn 

from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your 

people. 13 Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by 

your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and 

all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it 

forever.’”  

Moses responds by reinforcing the bond between the LORD and the people. Moses uses the 

exact same wording found in verse 7 above, saying to God, they are “Your people, whom You 

brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a might hand,” (verse 11) Even their 

wrong-doing and their idolatry cannot erase God’s commitment to his people. 

Moses emphasizes the unconditional aspect of the covenant. He reminds God that his promises 

are everlasting, “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel . . . how you swore to them by your own 

self” to multiply their descendants and give them the land. These relationships that God formed 

and the promises he made are ongoing and unconditional. 

(For Further Study: This promise is one of several that the LORD made as part of His covenant 

with Abraham. Read more about this promise in Genesis 15. See Genesis 12 and 17 for more 

about the covenant between God and Abraham.)  

Here we see the complexity of the covenant, the complexity of relating to God. On one hand, it is 

a relationship that continually calls us to live up to the ideals and expectations that God sets for 

us. It is a relationship in which every act, every word, every decision matters—in which we can 

live for God or against Him. Every action matters to God and affects our relationship with Him. 

It is in this aspect of the relationship that we strive, evaluate, prune, and refine. 

At the same time, we live in God’s complete love and acceptance, and our relationship with him 

is completely a matter of grace. There is no condemnation, no fear, no wrath or judgment for 

those who are in Christ—it is only God’s unconditional love and acceptance, on-going and 

everlasting. We live in God’s long-term unconditional promise that nothing “will be able to 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord,” (Romans 8:39). 
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One of the challenges of the Christian life is to live in the tension of these two positions. If I only 

live in the unconditional aspect of God’s covenant, then I grow complacent and lax, allowing sin 

to slip in unnoticed. However, if I only live in the conditional aspect of God’s covenant, then I 

grow anxious, worried, lose my peace, fearful that any slip or mistake will leave me cut off from 

God.  

We need to keep both in mind. At times I need to be reminded to grow, mature, and leave sin 

behind. At others I need to be reassured that God’s abundant love covers a multitude of sins. Part 

of wisdom is knowing when to apply these to my life and the lives of others.  

Discuss: Describe a time or an event in which you needed either God’s warning or Moses’ 

reassurance.  

14 And the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people. 

In the end, God relents. God does the three things that Moses asks in verse 12: He turns from his 

anger, changes his mind, and does not bring disaster against his people. Does God really change 

his mind? Well, that’s debatable. The real point is this: these three phrases describe something 

amazing—the completeness of God’s mercy. God’s mercy overcomes all the anger, judgment, 

and wrath that is the natural and just response to sin and betrayal. God completely forgives and 

holds nothing against us. Often times, we might turn from our immediate anger, but hold a 

simmering resentment. We might strike out in anger, and only later change our mind. Or say we 

forgive while still relishing thoughts of retaliation and revenge. The point is that, for us, 

forgiveness is often partial. We find it difficult to forgive AND forget. But that is not the case 

with God. As Psalm 103:12 tells us, “He has removed our sins as far from us as the east is from 

the west.” God is a merciful God and when he forgives, his forgiveness is complete. This is good 

news for us.  

Discuss: What are your struggles with forgiveness? What does it feel like to be only partially 

forgiven for something you did? Why is it important that God completely forgives? 

 

Application 

Like the teenager whose parents go out of town, what we do with our freedom matters. To live 

faithfully in a world where abandonment and faithlessness is the norm, we need to grow in 

discipline and character. God desires us to become mature, not to be tossed about by every wave 

that comes our way. And we need a strong Christian community be a part of, to provide the 

presence and leadership that we all need.  

Like the Israelites, we all sin, make mistakes, and fall short. Many times we are tempted to cover 

our short-comings and failures. We construct an attractive exterior, while inside never really 

dealing with sin. Christ asks us to choose a different way. Instead of pretending to be perfect, we 
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are to admit our wrong-doing and chose to embrace God’s mercy and forgiveness. This is part of 

our reconciliation with God. But it is also an essential part of our reconciliation with each other. 

Right now our nation and our world need people who will admit our wrong-doing and forgive 

others, put down our stones and live in love.  

At the end of our passage, Moses implores God on the people’s behalf. Even though they have 

sinned, he asks God to have mercy. “Turn from your burning anger,” Moses says in verse 12, 

“and relent from this disaster against your people.” Because of Moses and his relationship with 

God, God does relent and the people are spared. We must never forget that we also have a 

redeemer. Christ pleads our case, on our behalf, interceding with God to forgive rather than 

punish. God’s great mercy is something we can give thanks for every day.  

Final Questions 

1) What can we be doing to grow and mature in the fruits of the Spirit, especially the internal 

self-control that is necessary for a faithful life? 

2) As Christian leaders in our family, church, and community, how can we be better about being 

present and faithful to those in need? 

3) How can First Baptist of Corbin be a place where the fullness of God’s forgiveness and mercy 

can be experienced by people? 

 


