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 “When the Covenant Breaks” Ex. 32-34  8/19/12 

The dictator of a small country was bitterly disappointed that nobody 

was using the newly-issued postage stamps bearing his portrait.  He 

questioned his postmaster, who explained that the stamps were not 

sticking.  Seizing a stamp, the dictator licked it and stuck it onto an 

envelope.  “Look!” he shouted.  “It sticks perfectly!”  The postmaster 

faltered for a moment, and then explained, “Well, sir, the truth is that the 

people have been spitting on the other side!” 

Leadership, whether dictatorial or truly for the benefit of the people, is 

a tricky thing.  Today’s Scripture lesson shows just how tricky it can be in 

real life.  Last week we left the Israelites at a high point in their history.  

They had re-affirmed their covenant with God and committed themselves to 

following God’s ways as outlined in the Ten Commandments.  They said, 

“All the words that the Lord has spoken, we will do.”  (Ex. 24:3b)  Sounds 

like they were all in to me!  They were looking forward to their permanent 

home in the promised land of Canaan, accompanied by Yahweh, who 

promised to be their God.  It was a time filled with promises and hope.  

Meanwhile, Moses went back up the mountain a couple times to continue 

his conversations with God.  During one of those conversations, things 

began to fall apart. 

When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the 

mountain, the people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, “Come, 



 2
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.” 2Aaron 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.” 3So all 

the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to 

Aaron. 4He 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!” 5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before 

it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to 

the LORD.” 6They 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. (Ex. 32:1-6) 

 Uh oh.  The people were ready to move on to Canaan, but their 

leader, Moses, was nowhere to be found.  Perhaps he died up there with 

God.  Anyway, they wanted new leadership to take them to Canaan, and 

they wanted it NOW!  So they asked Aaron to make them some gods to 

lead them.  Aaron, Moses’ brother and partner in leadership, caved very 

quickly, collecting gold from the people, and fashioning a golden bull calf, a 

common image of deity in that region.  Soon an entire cult for worshiping 

this idol developed with liturgical responses, sacrifices, and festivals filled 

with drunkenness and orgies.  Yet, they also tried to retain a link to the 

Lord, saying that in spite of the presence of the golden calf, this would be a 
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festival to the Lord!  It was a vain attempt to blend pagan idol worship with 

worship of the true God to whom they had pledged their sole allegiance 

and obedience. 

 A couple notes before we move on.  First, once again we find anxiety 

and impatience behind their terrible moral failure.  When people are 

anxious, they want action NOW, whether that action is moral or wise or not.  

Unfortunately, Aaron’s leadership was not up to the challenge and he 

quickly gave in to the anxiety-driven desires of the people.  Second, this 

was a complete betrayal of the covenant between the people and the Lord.  

In fact, they broke the first two commands of the covenant: You shall have 

no other gods before me, and you shall make no graven images or idols.  

They may have rationalized their actions by linking them to the worship of 

the Lord, but in reality it was horrible disloyalty to God.  Then things got 

worse.  

7The LORD said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you 

brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8they 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! 9The LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this 

people, how stiff-necked they are. 10Now let me alone, so that my wrath 
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may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will 

make a great nation.” (Ex. 32:7-10) 

 Wow.  God sees what they’re up to and sees it for what it is, a 

rejection of their covenant relationship with him.  Their action was like a 

marriage partner committing adultery, and God wants a divorce!  You’ll 

notice that God is not portrayed as some kind of far-removed, unfeeling 

deity.  This is not the personality-free Force of the Star Wars series.  This is 

a personal God who is directly involved with his people.  He calls them 

“stiff-necked,” a reference to horses or cattle that pull against the rope.  He 

becomes very angry with them.  He sees little hope for a successful 

relationship with them, so he contemplates abandoning them and starting 

over with Moses’ descendants!  But, once again, Moses plays an important 

role as a mediator between God and the people. 

11But 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? 12Why 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. 13Remember 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 
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I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’“ 14And the 

LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his 

people. (Exodus 34:11-14) 

 There are enough questions raised in these verses for a whole series 

of sermons.  How could a mere mortal like Moses have sufficient wisdom to 

influence Almighty God’s opinion?  Would God really have destroyed his 

people if Moses hadn’t intervened?  How can an omniscient God really 

change his mind?  

A couple weeks ago we held a “Question and Answer” session during 

the 9AM worship service.  After the service, one of our elders, Julio Suarez, 

commented, “Well, Dave I knew you could play the piano, but now I know 

you can tap dance, too!”  Well, Julio, I’m going to do it again!  I don’t know 

the final answers to any of those questions, so we’ll just have to take the 

text as it is.  Moses made a three-part appeal to God.  First, he asked why 

God should destroy what he had earlier gone to so much trouble to save.  

And what about God’s reputation?  What would the Egyptians think about 

God’s character if he destroyed the Hebrews?  Finally, what about God’s 

promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?  Would a great God go back on 

such promises?  Apparently, God was convinced, because he chose to 

spare the people.  But there would be consequences for their actions.  

(SLIDE #4)  
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15Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain, carrying the two 

tablets of the covenant in his hands, tablets that were written on both sides, 

written on the front and on the back. 16The tablets were the work of God, 

and the writing was the writing of God, engraved upon the tablets. 17When 

Joshua heard the noise of the people as they shouted, he said to Moses, 

“There is a noise of war in the camp.” 18But Moses said, “It is not the sound 

made by victors, or the sound made by losers; it is the sound of revelers 

that I hear.” 19As soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf and the 

dancing, Moses’ anger burned hot, and he threw the tablets from his hands 

and broke them at the foot of the mountain. 20He took the calf that they had 

made, burned it with fire, ground it to powder, scattered it on the water, and 

made the Israelites drink it.  

21Moses said to Aaron, “What did this people do to you that you have 

brought so great a sin upon them?” 22And Aaron said, “Do not let the anger 

of my lord burn hot; you know the people, that they are bent on evil. 23They 

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.’ 24So I said to them, ‘Whoever has gold, take it off’; so they 

gave it to me, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!” (Ex. 32:15-

24) 

 Apparently, Moses was able to settle God’s anger down, but he 

wasn’t as successful with his own.  Moses, the leader of the nation, was 
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enraged, chapped, hot under the collar, steamed, ticked off, and had his 

knickers in a knot!  He threw down the tablets and shattered them 

symbolizing the break in the covenant.  He destroyed the idol, pulverized it, 

mixed it with water and made the people drink it.  Moses was very angry!  

And the anger was certainly deserved.  And Moses took further action.  He 

held people accountable.  He directly asked Aaron what the heck was 

going on!  Aaron’s response is so weak that it is comical.  “Uh, you know 

how bad those people are, Moses.  They are just determined to do evil.  It 

was impossible to stand against them.  So I threw their gold into a fire and 

this calf popped right out.  Don’t blame me.  It wasn’t my fault!” 

 Leadership demands accountability and that’s exactly what Moses 

did here.  Further punishment followed and then we read this. (SLIDE #5) 

30On the next day Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. 

But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your 

sin.” 31So Moses returned to the LORD and said, “Alas, this people has 

sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. 32But now, 

if you will only forgive their sin—but if not, blot me out of the book that you 

have written.” 33But the LORD said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against 

me I will blot out of my book. 34But now go, lead the people to the place 

about which I have spoken to you; see, my angel shall go in front of you. 

Nevertheless, when the day comes for punishment, I will punish them for 

their sin.” (Ex. 32:30-34) 
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 Moses goes back to his role as mediator and intercedes for the 

people.  I think the true greatness of Moses’ nature comes through when 

he offers to be punished along with his people if that’s what God chooses 

to do to them.  God relents from wiping them out and promises to send his 

angel with them to lead and protect them.  And yet there will be punishment 

for their sin sometime in the future.  In fact, none of this generation would 

be permitted to enter the promised land. 

 Good leaders have important roles to play in the midst of anxiety, sin, 

and rebellion.  Here, Moses refuses to participate in evil and won’t allow the 

community to do so either.  He holds people to account.  He intervenes 

with God on behalf of the people, even offering to take the fall for their 

failures.  Moses genuinely cares for these people, in spite of their many 

failings.  He sticks by them and continues to do the work God has called 

him to do. 

 Lou Whittaker led an expedition to the summit of Mount Everest in 

1984.  After months of preparation, the team of five climbers ascended to 

27,000 feet, needing only 2000 feet more to reach their goal.  

Unfortunately, they discovered that they did not have enough oxygen left to 

reach the summit and safely return to their base camp.  Whittaker sent the 

two strongest climbers back to get oxygen, including his own son, Peter.  

When they returned with the oxygen, he sent the two weakest climbers on 

to the top of Mount Everest.  All five climbers had dreams of reaching the 
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peak of Everest.  Only two did so, but all five succeeded.  In Whitaker’s 

own words, “My job was to put other people on top…If one person on our 

team makes it to the summit, then we have achieved our mission:  We 

have all been to the top!” 

 Leadership in the church is a lot like that.  Whether we’re talking 

about pastors, other church staff, elders, deacons, teachers, or other 

leaders, we measure our success in the same way Lou Whitaker did.  Our 

mission is to make disciples, to help others get to the top.  How are we 

doing?  Keep your eyes open and look for evidence of people living and 

growing as disciples of Jesus Christ!  That’s how we evaluate our success 

as leaders in church. 


