City on a Hill October 12, 2025 Session 82: Exodus 32:15-35
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THE GOD WHO RESCUES

SESSION OBJECTIVE: EXODUS 32:15-35
To understand more about idolatry.

Read the Text:

Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand, tablets that were written on both
sides; on the front and on the back they were written. 16 The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God,
engraved on the tablets. 17 When Joshua heard the noise of the people as they shouted, he said to Moses, “There is a noise of war in the
camp.” 18 But he said, “It is not the sound of shouting for victory, or the sound of the cry of defeat, but the sound of singing that | hear.”
19 And as soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, Moses’ anger burned hot, and he threw the tablets out of his
hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. 20 He took the calf that they had made and burned it with fire and ground it to powder
and scattered it on the water and made the people of Israel drink it. 21 And Moses said to Aaron, “What did this people do to you that you
have brought such a great sin upon them?” 22 And Aaron said, “Let not the anger of my lord burn hot. You know the people, that they are
set on evil. 23 For they said to me, ‘Make us gods 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.” 24 So | said to them, ‘Let any who have gold take it off.” So they gave it to me, and |
threw it into the fire, and out came this calf.” 25 And when Moses saw that the people had broken loose (for Aaron had let them break
loose, to the derision of their enemies), 26 then Moses stood in the gate of the camp and said, “Who is on the LORD’S side? Come to
me.” And all the sons of Levi gathered around him. 27 And he said to them, “Thus says the LORD God of Israel, ‘Put your sword on your
side each of you, and go to and fro from gate to gate throughout the camp, and each of you kill his brother and his companion and his
neighbor.’” 28 And the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses. And that day about three thousand men of the people fell. 29 And
Moses said, “Today you have been ordained for the service of the LORD, each one at the cost of his son and of his brother, so that he
might bestow a blessing upon you this day.” 30 The next day Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. And now I will go up
to the LORD; perhaps | can make atonement for your sin.” 31 So Moses returned to the LORD and said, “Alas, this people has sinned a
great sin. They have made for themselves gods of gold. 32 But now, if you will forgive their sin—but if not, please blot me out of your book
that you have written.” 33 But the LORD said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against me, | will blot out of my book. 34 But now go, lead
the people to the place about which | have spoken to you; behold, my angel shall go before you. Nevertheless, in the day when | visit, | will
visit their sin upon them.” 35 Then the LORD sent a plague on the people, because they made the calf, the one that Aaron made.

(Exodus 32:15-35, ESV)

Study the Text:

The Golden Calf, Pt. 2

Verses 15 through 35 continue the narrative of the golden calf in Exodus 32 with even more details about the
consequences that Israel would face, along with the shattering of the two tablets and further confrontation.
Below is a breakdown of some of the key details.

THE TWO TABLETS
Bear in mind that Moses was still on Sinai after receiving the Ten Commandments. After being sent down the

mountain, verse 15 confirms that he came down “with the two tablets of testimony in his hand,” which were
“the work of God” (Ex. 32:15-16). Recall that the two tablets were likely copies of the same thing, one for God
and one for the people, according to the suzeraine-vassal treaties common for that day in the ancient Near
East. These tablets, however, were destroyed upon discovering the idolatrous worship service being
conducted on the ground (Ex. 32:19). They will eventually be rewritten in Exodus 34.
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NOISE OF WAR
When Moses meets Joshua after coming down the mountain, Joshua mistakes the sound of the idolatrous

worship for “war in the camp” (Ex. 32:17). The people’s worship was so loud and so passionate that it
sounded like the cries of battle. But Moses responded: “It is not the sound of shouting for victory, or the
sound of the cry of defeat, but the sound of singing that | hear” (Ex. 32:18). This indicates the passion with
which idolatry is sometimes expressed. God Himself demands passion in our worship of Him. We are to
“make a joyful noise to the LORD” (Ps. 100:1). We are to “sing aloud to God our strength; shout for joy to the
God of Jacob” (Ps. 81:1). Psalm 150:1-6 includes the command to “praise him with trumpet sound; praise him
with lute and harp! Praise him with tambourine and dance; praise him with strings and pipe! Praise him with
sounding cymbals; praise him with loud clashing cymbals!” Worship is not intended to be quiet and restrained
but loud, joyful, and magnificent. That the people were doing this with a false god indicates that they were not
merely playing around with idolatry, but were fully engaged in it.

A DESTROYED IDOL
Verse 20 reveals that, given the description of how the bull idol was destroyed, it was almost certainly made of

wood with a golden overlay. It would not have been possible for Moses to “burn it with fire” and “ground it to
powder” if it were made entirely of solid gold. Verse 20 also reveals that Moses did everything he could to
ensure that the idol could not be reassembled.

BLAMESHIFTING
Verses 21 through 24 include a number of (lame) excuses from Aaron in defense of himself. Moses lays the

blame squarely at the feet of Aaron: “What did this people do to you that you have brought such a great sin
upon them” (Ex. 32:21). Instead of owning it, Aaron attempts to shift the blame to other sources. In verse 22,
he blames the people: “You know the people, that they are set on evil” (Ex. 32:22). In verse 23, he attempts to
even indict Moses by mentioning that no one knew what had become of him because of how long he had
been gone. And then, most absurdly, he blames either chance or some evil spirit for the actual construction of
the idol in verse 24: “So | said to them, ‘Let any who have gold take it off.” So they gave it to me, and | threw it
into the fire, and out came this calf.”” Of course, we know that this is not true. Aaron fashioned it himself (Ex.
32:4). Aaron was willing to blame anyone but himself for this grave offense.

LEVI AND THE SWORD
Moses eventually makes the call for anyone who is “on the LORD’s side,” which prompts the Levites to join

him (Ex. 32:25-26). Moses then said to them: “Thus says the LORD God of Israel, ‘Put your sword on your
side each of you, and go to and fro from gate to gate throughout the camp, and each of you kill his brother
and his companion and his neighbor.”” (Ex. 32:27). The Levites did as was commanded of them and “about
three thousand men fell that day” (Ex. 32:28). This is a fascinating detail. The Levites were the priests of Israel.
They are the least likely we would expect to take up the sword and exact justice for the LORD. They were the
ones who would cut apart animals to make atonement for sin, and yet here they cut apart the sinners for
whom they usually made sacrifices. That only three thousand died was actually an act of mercy, considering
God initially wanted to wipe all of them out (Ex. 32:10).

SENT OUT
After this punishment, Moses went to make atonement for the people. The LORD promised to “blot out” from

His book anyone who sinned against them. He also sent them away to an undisclosed place with the promise
of his angel to lead them. However, verse 34 ends with a harrowing reminder: “Nevertheless, in the day when |
visit, | will visit their sin upon them.”

Life Bible Study 2



City on a Hill October 12, 2025 Session 82: Exodus 32:15-35

A PLAGUE
Verse 35 concludes the chapter with a final detail of a plague being sent upon the people because “they made

the calf, the one that Aaron made.” Though Aaron was ultimately responsible for making the calf, the reality is
that all in Israel who participated in the idolatrous worship of it were equally complicit. The plague was not a
full-scale judgment, but more than likely a taste of God’s wrath and a reminder of their position of guilt before
Him. Chapter 33 will continue to reveal the way the LORD would chastise them for their grievous sin.

What About Now?

One takeaway is a reminder that we often look to blame anyone other than ourselves when we are guilty of
sin. Aaron blamed the people, Moses, and either chance or demonic force, but did not take responsibility for
the construction of the idol himself. How easy is it for us to do the same? This tendency goes all the way back
to the first sin in the garden. Adam, after being questioned by God for his rebellion, answered God: “The
woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and | ate” (Gen. 3:12). Adam was willing
to blame the woman, and even inferred that God was partly to blame since He is the One who gave her to
him, but he was not willing to take responsibility for it in fear of consequences, just like Aaron. And yet, the
consequences befell him and Aaron just the same. This story is a great reminder that it is better to live with
honesty and face the consequences with integrity than to lie, lose integrity, and face the consequences all the
same. Another takeaway is the reality that idolatry is not fake worship but rather real worship of a fake god.
Idolatry looks and sounds as genuine as real worship because it often is. That means the way in which we
evaluate worship should have nothing to do with what the act itself looks or sounds like, but rather the object
to which the worship is pointed. Actions do not make worship; the heart does. You cannot “accidentally”
worship something (i.e., yoga poses, tattoos, etc.). Worship is always an act of the will.

Study Questions
Day One
1. Read Exodus 32:15-16. What did Moses have with him as he came down the mountain? How are the
tablets described? Who wrote them?

2. Read Exodus 32:17-18. What did Joshua think the noise of the people was? What did Moses say?

Day Two
1. Read Exodus 32:19-20. How did Moses respond when he saw the Israelites worshipping the calf? What

did he do with the tablets? What did he do with the idol?

2. Read Exodus 32:21-24. What did Moses say to Aaron? What three entities did Aaron blame for the
construction of the calf?
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Day Three
Read Exodus 32:25-27. What did Moses do next? Who responded and joined him? What did he

command them to do?

2. Read Exodus 32:28-29. How many people were killed that day? What did Moses say to the Levites?
Day Four
1. Read Exodus 32:30-32. What did Moses say to the people? What did Moses do in response to their
actions? What did Moses say to the LORD?
2. Read Exodus 32:33-35. How did the LORD respond to Moses? What did He command them? What did

He send upon the people as they departed?

Discuss the Text!

Week 82 Discussion: Taking Responsibility for Sin

In Exodus 32:21-24, Aaron gives us a great example of how not to act when being confronted in sin. He
blames the people, Moses, and either chance or some demonic spirit. Talk as a group about the importance
of owning your sin and what you need to do to avoid blame-shifting.

Icebreaker: How does it make you feel when you see someone you know is guilty shift the blame to
others?

2. What’s the most recent sin over which you’ve been confronted? Did you own it or not?

3. Why is taking responsibility for our sins necessary as a Christian?

4. How do you respond to someone who shifts the blame when being confronted?

5. How does fear of consequences motivate blame-shifting?

6. Kid Talk (For Home): Talk to your child about Aaron’s story. Explain to them that the consequences he
faced were not going to change, regardless of whether or not he was honest. And then ask: “Is it better to
receive consequences knowing you were honest, or to receive them knowing you lied?”

Takeaways:

1. Moses breaks the tablets upon finding the Israelites worshipping the golden calf, and then subsequently
destroys the calf as well.

2. Aaron denies responsibility for his part in the construction of the calf.

3. God punishes the people by having the Levites kill about three thousand men, followed by a plague.

4. The people are sent away with further judgment pending.
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