Exodus 32:1-6

I.   Introduction

The Lutheran Catechism says of the 1st commandment that its intent is to require true faith and trust of the heart which settles upon . . . God and clings to him alone (and) . . . let not your heart cleave to or rest in any other.

II.  The nation commits idolatry.  

1.  Alas!  It is not so with the nation.  They never really settle in much less cleave to God.  The result is apostasy and idolatry.  There are two movements:  They rebel, and they celebrate their rebellion.

2.  While this event seems bizarre and overt in light of all that has gone before, it is worth noting that there can be a process to apostasy that has subtle beginnings.  Illus:  folk saying:  what is in the well will come up in the bucket.  Appl:  Proverbs 4:23.

3.  We can sense the beginnings of this in 14:11-12.  We see it again in 16:2-3, and again in 17:3.  Of course, we need to be reminded that we live in a fallen world, and that God never promised us escape from the vagaries of this life.  We also need to be reminded that God is enough for every circumstance and will see us through to our heavenly rest.  But the people are disaffected and dissatisfied.  We see it here.  Read 31:2a (saw that Moses delayed).  See Genesis 3:6, 6:2, and 13:10 (13).  We must be very careful about making spiritual appraisals based upon what we see because God commands us to walk by faith.  More importantly, the word delayed has as its basic idea to be ashamed.  Thus, Moses has brought shame on us; we are disappointed in him!  Appl:  God’s mediators may be slow but never late.

4.  The subtlety disappears into a deliberate rejection of revelation.  The people assembled (-).  See Numbers 16:3 and 20:2.  They command Aaron: come and make us Elohim (plural of majesty/probably a true plural because the verb is too [go before us]).  You can see the rejection and reversal of 20:2-3.  Their affirmation is that they did not know what had become of Moses.  They did know.  He had gone to the mountain to meet with God.    Moses is receiving revelation on how and where God will meet with his people.  Essentially, they are rejecting that revelation.  Regardless, they knew 20:2-4.  This is my simple definition of apostasy:  a deliberate rejection of an essential truth.  Appl:  God meets us in the incarnate Christ, word, and sacrament.  Illus:  Murray on Westminster Chapel (band set up where the pulpit used to be; thus, there is not pulpit which is symbolic of the fact that revelation is absent or displaced).  It is a road to ruin.

5.  The apostasy is idolatry as is evidenced when Aaron fashions a calf.  Their response:  these are your gods O Israel who brought you up from the land of Egypt.  The word calf is better translated “young bull.”  In Egyptian mythology, Apis was the bull-deity.  In life, he was the incarnation of Ptah the creator god who brought all things into being by thought and word.  Ptah was also the patron god of skilled craftsmen and architects.  This is ironic because this is exactly the nature of the revelation God is giving to Moses in the prototypical Temple of Mount Sinai.  Their actions are deconstructing who God is and where God meets with his people.  Thus, idolatry is a reversal and redefinition of redemption because it was God who brought them out of the land of slavery and not the gods.  This event is really the culmination of what we have suspected all along.  Israel left Egypt geographically but never spiritually (return to old haunts).  Idolatry is also a  substitution, exchange, or confusion of the visible with the invisible God.  Israel is either trying to see God in the idol or is replacing God with the gods of Egypt (unseen/seen).  Read Romans 1:23.  In our culture, it is a matter of the heart.  See Ezekiel 14:3-4, 7.  We worship self.  Illus:  Cherokee Casino (be self centered), Dentist (its all about you).   Lastly, Israel is relying on Egyptian gods to lead her (reliance on anything but God).  Appl:  State.

6.  The last movement of this text is that the people celebrate their new deity and devotion with sacrifices and a cultic meal.  Aaron builds an altar.  It is the same word used of that in the tabernacle.  It is interesting that he commissions a feast to the Lord.  The name here is the covenant name of God.  Previously, we have had the word Elohim.  It could be that Aaron is trying to soften the apostasy with the covenant name.  It is syncretistic and irrelevant as idolatry is not just the wrong god but the right God in the wrong way.  Illus:  Catholic Church in South America.  The movement here is twofold.  First, it is a reversal or deconstruction of the previous cultic meals.  See 24:11b.  Secondly, there is a reflection of pagan practices.  The word they “rose up to play” has a sexual nuance.  See Genesis 26:8 and 39:17.  Pagan temples were places of sexual immorality.  In a sense, they have made a pagan temple and are partaking of the practices associated with such; reflecting and imaging what is false.  Thus, the subtle process becomes overt and pronounced and perverted.  See I Corinthians 10:7, 14, 20.  The Corinthian Church was unwittingly engaging in idolatry when some went to the trade guilds to celebrate the patron saint of the guild.  Paul says they are in fellowship with the demonic world!  Appl:  replace God get demons!

7.  Apostasy and idolatry are a rejection of revelation, a redefinition and substitution of God and redemption, a reliance on what is not God, and conformity to evil.  But the Lutherans are right:  it is whatever the heart settles upon and clings to.  Let us resolve to cleave to Christ and to rely upon him as the anchor and Shepherd of the soul.

