Reflection on Exodus 32:1-14 – What kind of God?
This study can be used by a small group, a household or an individual.
Begin with an opening prayer
We come to worship you, Lord, 
not a god of stone or gold who cannot listen to our prayers, 
but a God who draws close to us as we draw near to you. 
Through Jesus, you forgive our half-heartedness 
and offer us your gracious love. 
Thank you for who you are. 
Amen. 
 
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
Exodus 32: 1-14
32 When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered round Aaron and said, ‘Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.’
2 Aaron answered them, ‘Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.’ 3 So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, ‘These are your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’
5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, ‘Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD.’ 6 So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterwards they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.
7 Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. 8 They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, “These are your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”
9 ‘I have seen these people,’ the LORD said to Moses, ‘and they are a stiff-necked people. 10 Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation.’
11 But Moses sought the favour of the LORD his God. ‘LORD,’ he said, ‘why should your anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and 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 wipe them off the face of the earth”? Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people. 13 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.”’ 14 Then the LORD relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.
Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once, or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

On Mount Sinai Moses entered God’s glory, heard the Law for 40 days, and received ‘the two tablets of the covenant, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God’ (31:18).
We now hear that, unknown to Moses, the people have given up on him, perhaps fearing that he has come to harm in the enveloping smoke. In all their previous complaining they turned to Moses, but it is his brother Aaron (who has been less prominent in his leadership) whom they now look to. Seizing his opportunity to substitute for the missing Moses and the invisible God, Aaron casts their Egyptian gold (see 12:35) into the image of a calf, recalling the cult of Apis the Egyptian bull deity that they absurdly acclaim as having brought them out of Egypt!
The Lord tells Moses, ‘Go down at once!’ and ‘Now let me alone’. But hearing the Lord’s intention to destroy everyone, Moses protests. In contrast to Aaron’s acceptance of the people’s invitation to lead them, Moses rejects God’s extraordinary invitation – ‘Of you I will make a great nation’ (32:10) – and reminds God that this promise was to ‘Abraham, Isaac, and Israel’ (v.13). Moses prevails: ‘The Lord changed his mind’ (v.14).
Seeing the people dancing before the calf, as they had danced for the God of the Exodus (15:20-21), Moses breaks the tablets and destroys the image (32:19-20). The tablets will be replaced, but the second set is cut by Moses himself, and the commandments are written not with the finger of God but by Moses’ hand (34:4,28). The loss of the tablets inscribed by the finger of God perhaps reminds us not to make an idol of the written word. It is the intercession for others that leads to a deeper understanding of ‘a God merciful and gracious’ (34:6).
 
 
Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
Our consumer culture points to the many ways we idolise people and things. There are celebrities whom we want to be like – whose lives we emulate by buying their products or following their advice. There are huge industries built around the desire for a beautiful home, the right physical image, financial success, or a flourishing career. These things might not seem wrong in and of themselves, but have they become idols in our lives? The Israelites’ journey through the desert was all about learning to trust in God. Do we put our trust in God or in the physical things in our lives? Do we experience the awesomeness of God in comparison to all these other things? 
 
Questions for reflection
You may wish to use these questions and the picture to help you think about or discuss issues arising from this week’s Bible passage.
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Questions
· How do we form a picture/understanding of God? How do our own ideas/culture/background play into this?
· Do we tend to ignore the more complex aspects of God’s character that don’t fit as easily with the idea of a loving God?
· God is merciful in today’s passage. Have you experienced this yourself?
 
 A prayer to end 
Lord, help us to acknowledge you in everything we do.
May we honour you in what we do and what we say,
as people who put you first, middle and last,
everywhere and always.
Amen.
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