
EXODUS 32:15–29. (EHV)
Moses turned and went down the mountain, with the two tablets of the Testimony 
in his hand—tablets that were written on both sides, written on one side and on 
the other. The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of 
God, engraved on the tablets. When Joshua heard the noise of the people as 
they shouted, he said to Moses, “There is the noise of war in the camp.” Moses 
said, “It is not the sound of people who shout for victory; neither is it the sound of 
people who cry because of defeat. But I do hear the sound of people who are 
celebrating.” As soon as Moses came near the camp, he saw the calf and the 
dancing, and Moses’ anger burned. So he threw the tablets out of his hands and 
broke them at the foot of the mountain. He took the calf that they had made, 
burned it with fire, ground it to powder, and scattered it on the water. Then he 
made the people of Israel drink it. Moses said to Aaron, “What did these people 
do to you, that you have brought such a great sin on them?” Aaron said, “Do not 
let the anger of my lord burn. You know these people. They are set on evil, so 
they said to me, ‘Make a god for us, who will go ahead of us, because this 
Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know 
what has become of him.’ So I said to them, ‘Whoever has any gold, pull it off.’ 
So they gave it to me. I threw it into the fire and out came this calf.” When Moses 
saw that the people were out of control (for Aaron had let them get so out of 
control that they were disgraced among their enemies), Moses stood in the gate 
of the camp and said, “Whoever is on the LORD’S side, come to me!” All the 
descendants of Levi gathered themselves together to Moses. He said to them, 
“This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says, ‘Every man is to strap his sword 
on his thigh and go back and forth throughout the camp, from one gate of the 
camp to the other, and every man is to kill his brother, and every man his friend, 
and every man his neighbor.’” The Levites did what Moses said, and that day 
about three thousand men from among the people fell. Moses said, “Begin your 
service of the LORD today. Yes, because every man among you took a stand 
against his son and against his brother, the LORD is bestowing a blessing on you 
today.”

Most of you are probably aware that there are many people who do not share our 
conviction that the God of the Bible is a merciful, compassionate, and gracious God. The 
founding father and brilliant statesman Thomas Jefferson once wrote to a friend that the God 
portrayed in the Old Testament was cruel, vindictive, temperamental, and remorseless. The 
Methodist bishop Garfield Bromley Oxnam, in a 1944 book, agreed with another author in 
calling the God who sent plagues upon the people and venomous serpents to punish them a “dirty 
bully.” 

We could easily imagine many people taking issue with God in this account, too. And if 
we’re honest, maybe we ourselves have reservations about a God who could make his people 
drink water laced with ground-up golden-calf powder and then tell the Levites to make a back-
and-forth run through camp killing anyone they happened to encounter, whether they were 
relatives, friends, or neighbors. 

-  -1

Pentecost 5, June 28, 2026



So let’s take a closer look at this account and see if we worship a merciless or a merciful 
God. 

The people of Israel were camped at the foot of Mt. Sinai. They had reached Mt. Sinai 
three months after leaving Egypt. There at Mt. Sinai God had already given them his Ten 
Commandments and the basics of their civil and ceremonial law. He then had Moses come up 
onto the mountain for forty days, where he gave him further instructions for the people and 
engraved two tablets for him with his law on them. They were called the tablets of the 
Testimony. 

But even though we know that Moses was on the mountain for forty days, Moses didn’t 
tell the people that he was going to be gone for that long before he went up onto the mountain, 
because the Lord didn’t tell him. So after he had been gone for close to forty days, the people 
grew bored and impatient and went to Aaron, Moses’s brother, and told him to make a god for 
them who would go up before them, because they didn’t know what had become of Moses. 

Now we don’t know what exactly was going through Aaron’s mind. He certainly knew 
better than to agree with the people’s request, but he didn’t refuse them. Perhaps he was afraid 
that, if he didn’t do what they said, he would have a riot on his hands and his life might be in 
danger. Whatever the case, he told the people to take off the gold earrings from their wives, sons, 
and daughters and to bring them to him. He then took their gold jewelry and, after melting it 
down, shaped it with an engraving tool and made it into the shape of a bull which, incidentally, 
had a been an animal considered sacred by many Egyptians. 

Aaron then told them that this bull was their god which had brought them up out of Egypt 
and he proclaimed that the next day would be a religious festival. But in order to make the 
festival not quite so idolatrous—in his mind anyway—he told them that it would be a festival to 
the LORD. So he was trying to combine the Egyptian religious rites with the worship of the one 
true God. So soon after receiving the Ten Commandments and solemnly vowing to obey 
everything the Lord had said, they were blatantly trampling all over the very First 
Commandment, not to have any other gods, which also involved not making and worshiping any 
image made to look like God. 

When the next day came, the people offered burnt offerings and brought fellowship 
offerings, which were offerings of food and drink offered up to a god but also enjoyed together 
by those offering them. So the people sat down to eat and to drink and then, we’re told, they got 
up to celebrate wildly. This celebration caused them to get so out of control that they were 
disgraced even among their enemies who worshiped false gods, so we can only imagine what it 
looked like. We know that there was unrestrained dancing, and there was no doubt abuse of 
alcohol and sex to go along with it—and all in the name of religion, all supposedly in the name 
of worshiping the Lord. 

In the meantime, the Lord sent Moses back down the mountain because of what was 
happening. And we heard about Moses’s reaction—his breaking of the tablets at the foot of the 
mountain, grinding the calf to powder and scattering it on the water and making the people drink 
it, and instructing whoever was on the Lord’s side (which ended up being the Levites) to take a 
sword and go back and forth through the camp and to kill whomever they happened to encounter, 
whether relative, friend, or neighbor, so that three thousand men from among the people died. 
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And then the Lord blessed the Levites for doing so. In the verses following, we find out that the 
Lord also struck many of the people who were still alive with a plague. 

At first glance, it could look like God is merciless. Who could have his prophet do such 
inhumane things to the people, we might ask? 

But it is important for us remember, first, the nature of God’s law. We now live in the 
New Testament era and no longer live under a theocracy, that is, we do not live under an earthly 
government with God himself as the ruler, as the people did on this journey. God upholds our 
government’s distinction between Church and State, and so we cannot be punished with fines or 
prison time or worse for breaking any of the first three commandments, having to do with our 
relationship with the one true God. But we still recognize that severe punishment is sometimes 
appropriate when people disobey the other commandments. For instance, we have little to no 
problem with a life sentence in prison or even the death penalty for a trafficker, child molester, 
rapist, or cold-blooded murderer. 

Well, even though the distinction between Church and State was still there in theory, 
since God was not only the Israelites’ Redeemer but also their King, that means there was little 
distinction in effect. Since God was their King, he could enforce his law not just for the later 
commandments or Second Table but also for the first three commandments or First Table. And 
there is a reason that the first three commandments came first. They are much more important 
than honoring your parents, respecting your neighbor’s life and possessions, upholding marriage, 
and so on. In fact, you cannot properly keep any of those later commandments without keeping 
the first three. 

So when we are revolted by God’s response to the Israelites’ idolatry, the problem is not 
with God’s attitude and actions. The problem is with our attitude and actions. The problem is that 
we are not as revolted by worship of a false god and misuse of the Lord’s name and not making 
worship of the true God a priority in our lives as much as we are by rioting, rape, trafficking, 
perjury, molestation, and murder. 

So God needs to show us, and he does so here: He hates idolatry. This is what idolatry 
and misuse of his name and abuse of his worship deserves: It deserves being forced to drink 
polluted water. It deserves suffering from plague. It deserves violent death. 

And actually, violent death is really all it deserves. When Moses was still with the Lord 
on Mt. Sinai, the Lord told Moses that he had seen how stiff-necked the people were, and so he 
told Moses to leave him alone, so that he could consume all of them in his anger, except for 
Moses. 

But he did not end up doing that. Which brings us to the second important thing to 
remember, which is this: Why does the Lord take idolatry so seriously? Why does misuse of his 
name and failure to worship him anger him so much? It’s because there is no one who shows 
mercy like he does, and so he alone is worthy of such exclusive, dedicated reverence and 
worship. 

We see the Levites striking down three thousand of their own countrymen, and we are 
tempted to shake our heads. But that number was only one-half of one percent of the total 
population, all of whom deserved to die. The reason he told Moses that he wanted to be left alone 
so that he could consume the people was to give Moses an opportunity to intercede for the 
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people on the basis of the Lord’s own promises. And Moses did, and the Lord heard and relented. 
Just two chapters later he says why: He is “the Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious 
God, slow to anger, and overflowing with mercy and truth, maintaining mercy for thousands, 
forgiving guilt and rebellion and sin” (Exod. 34:6–7). 

The reason he is so zealous for people to worship him, the reason he is so zealous for us 
to love him even more than our relatives, friends, and neighbors, is not because he is so arrogant 
and narcissistic. It’s not because it does anything for him. It’s because such worship benefits us 
and fulfills the purpose for which the Lord created us. When we wholeheartedly follow the Lord, 
we experience his tremendous blessings in time and in eternity. When we wholeheartedly follow 
the Lord, we escape eternal death. 

So he takes the lives of one-half of one percent of the population, because if he never 
showed us what our idolatry deserved, we would think it was no big deal. If he never punished, 
we would just keep going our way to eternal destruction. But he only takes the lives of one-half 
of one percent of the population, because he does not live to strike us down. He lives to forgive. 
He lives to save. He only takes the lives of one-half of one percent of the population, because 
even though all of them deserved violent death, he does not treat us as our sins deserve (Psalm 
103:10). He only takes the lives one-half of one percent of the population, because he does not 
want us ultimately to serve and worship him out of fear but out of love. He only takes the lives of 
one-half of one percent of the population, because many years later he would send his Son to 
take the full brunt of his wrath over our idolatry for us, and his Son would thereby create true 
fellowship among his people, fellowship not based on the enjoyment of food and drink and 
sensuality, but based on the forgiveness of sins and eternal peace and joy. 

A merciless God? Hardly. A just God, yes. A God serious about his law, yes. But a God 
whose justice is exercised in mercy. A God whose justice is satisfied by his mercy. A God who 
gives wakeup calls when he needs to, but who wants more than anything for us to freely, 
willingly, and joyfully fear, love, and trust in him above all things and all people—to our own 
eternal good. Amen.
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