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7 The 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 worshipped 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 may burn hot 
against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.’  
11 But 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 I will give to your descendants, and they 
shall inherit it for ever.” ’ 14And the LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he 
planned to bring on his people.  
15 Then 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 he said, ‘It is not 
the sound made by victors, or the sound made by losers; it is the sound of revellers 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. 
 
 So I can identify with Moses in our scripture today. 

It’s amazing what mischief can happen when authority figures are absent. 

I remember one Fourth of July when my son Andy was in middle school 

and Ben had just started driving. The boys’ dad and I left for lunch with friends 

that day and both boys were watching TV. Want to grab some lunch with us, we 

asked. No, no, we’ll just hang around here, they replied. When we came back a 

few hours later, the house was empty, doors all unlocked, garage door up, a layer 
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of smoke hovered 12 inches above the carpet in the den, and three dime size 

holes burned in the carpet just inside the back door as if something had bounced. 

 Here’s the amazing part. When Ben came home from his friend Scott’s 

house and when Andy came home from his friend T.J.’s house they were 

completely mystified and had no clue what had happened to our house in their 

absence and were determined to help us get to the bottom of it. 

 By then with 16 years of parenting under our belts, we had established a 

relentless and highly effective interrogation routine. It began with the assumption 

that no one was telling the truth. Five hours later, in a room with a single light 

bulb hanging from the ceiling and nothing better than room temperature water to 

drink, here’s what we knew. 

 Within minutes of our departure for lunch, Ben and Scott went to the 

fireworks stand outside the city limits and used all the proceeds from both of 

their recent paychecks to fill Ben’s car with fireworks. They came home and 

found Andy and TJ playing in the backyard. That’s when Ben and Scott decided 

to chase T.J. and Andy around the outside of the house with lit cherry bombs. 

After about five laps around the house, Andy made a mad dash through the 

garage and into the house leaving the back door wide open and Ben in hot pursuit 

threw a cherry bomb into the house. 

 For three months, Moses has been alongside his people morning, noon and 

night without interruption. He had listened to every complaint and cared for 

every need like new parents tending to an infant. Then God interrupted that 

routine. 

 

 



3 

Exodus 24:12-18 (NRSV) 
12 The Lord said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there; 
and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, 
which I have written for their instruction.” 13 So Moses set out with his assistant 
Joshua, and Moses went up into the mountain of God. 14 To the elders he had 
said, “Wait here for us, until we come to you again; for Aaron and Hur are with 
you; whoever has a dispute may go to them.” 
15 Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. 16 
The glory of the Lord settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six 
days; on the seventh day the Lord called to Moses out of the cloud. 17 Now the 
appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the 
mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. 18 Moses entered the cloud, and 
went up on the mountain. Moses was on the mountain for forty days and forty 
nights. 
 
 What did the Lord and Moses talk about during that time? It’s all here--

pages and pages of detailed instructions for the design, purpose and construction 

of the tabernacle. 

 Meanwhile, back at the ranch, trouble is brewing. Here’s the opening verses 

of Chapter 32… 

32 When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, 
the people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, “Come, 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.” 2 Aaron 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.” 3 So all the people took off the gold rings 
from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 He 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!” 5 When Aaron saw 
this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, 
“Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord.” 6 They 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. 
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 Moses made it down the mountain just in time to see the lit cherry bombs 

thrown into his tent. 

 I have shared with you that during our time with the Israelites in the 

wilderness I have been relying on Douglas Stuart’s wonderful volume on Exodus 

that’s part of the New American Commentary series. It is a superb resource. 

Here’s how Stuart unpacks the rebellion scene in our reading for today. 

 He writes, “We should remember that just a few months prior to this 

incident, the Israelites were still living in Egypt, deeply influenced by its pagan 

culture, just as they had been for hundreds of years. They had all grown up in a 

society devoted to the religious system and way of life known as idolatry, and 

they were understandably though in no way excusably not yet used to the 

rigorous anti-idolatry demands of Yahweh.” 

 Even though God had been faithful to demonstrate his presence with them 

again and again, living in a covenant was new and old habits die hard. 

 “Add to that Moses’ prolonged absence—their primary spokesperson, 

representative and delegated leader of the movement seems to have disappeared.” 

They had been given no information about the length of his absence. Moses 

simply told them that Aaron was in charge while he was gone. 

 Stuart believes our translation is a bit flawed on how the people approached 

Aaron. Our translation of Exodus 32:1 reads “the people gathered around Aaron” 

but Stuart says it is more accurately “the people gathered against Aaron.” In the 

absence of Moses who represented the unseen God, the people demanded the 

creation of gods they could see, who would go before them in the absence of the 

pillar of cloud and smoke that had represented the one true God. 
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 Listen to these words from C.S. Lewis… 

Nearly all that we call human history…[is] the long terrible story of man trying 
to find something other than God which will make him happy. 
 
 Now we can pat ourselves on the back today because so far we have refused 

to melt down our jewelry into idols, but not so fast. Let’s update our 

understanding of idolatry. In her book Finding Truth, Nancy Pearcey (currently 

professor of apologetics and scholar in residence at Houston Baptist University) 

suggests humans in modern times have an unlimited supply of God substitutes. 

 “Enlightenment rationalists made a god of reason, Romantics deified the 

imagination, and nationalists idealize the nation.” Pearcey continues: “When 

people commit themselves to a certain vision of reality, it becomes their ultimate 

explainer. That chosen reality serves then to interpret the universe for them, to 

guide their moral decisions, to give meaning and purpose to their lives.” 

 Pearcey suggests that the prevailing view today among many in the 

academic world is scientific materialism. What is ultimately real is matter—

molecules in motion. Materialism is committed to the dogma that physics 

explains all of chemistry, chemistry explains all of biology, and biology explains 

the human mind, with nothing left over. Physics is the ultimate explainer. 

Perhaps you remember Carl Sagan’s voice at the beginning of his television 

series Cosmos: “The Cosmos is all there is, or ever was, or ever will be.” 

 Another widely held idol today is empiricism, the claim that the only valid 

form of knowledge consists of empirically verified facts—what we can see, feel, 

weigh, and measure. For the empiricist, everything else is relegated to the realm 

of personal opinion or preference. 
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 To be sure, Pearcey writes, there is some good in every one of the God 

substitutes we have mentioned. 

 Materialism is partly right because God did create a material universe. He 

even pronounced it “very good” (Gen. 1:31). So we should not be surprised that 

scientists who embrace materialism can tell us a great deal about the physical 

universe. 

 Rationalism gets something right because God did create the world with a 

rationally knowable structure. He also created the human mind with a 

corresponding structure. Empiricism gets some things right because God did 

create a world with a sensory dimension, and he equipped humans with their five 

senses to function in that world. 

 Jesus confirmed his identity by giving empirical evidence that was 

available to any seeking person. When the apostles proclaimed the gospel, they 

treated their message as public truth, based on eyewitness testimony, open to 

cross-examination and testing—that “which we have heard, which we have seen 

with our eyes, which we have looked upon and have touched with our hands” (1 

John 1:1). The writer of Luke in the opening of the book of Acts points to “many 

convincing proofs” of Christ’s resurrection from the dead (Acts 1:3 NIV). 

 Romanticism was right to assert human freedom and creativity. Because 

we are made in the image of a Creator, Christians should be more committed 

than anyone else to supporting the creative arts. The imagination should soar. 

 So how do we as modern people of faith approach all of these world views 

without being tempted by substitutes for God? 
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 Here’s the advice of Professor Pearcey:   

We can approach every viewpoint with a free and respectful attitude, we can 
glean what is good wherever we find it, and we can enjoy the best works of any 
culture. We can delight in the artistry and beauty found in classic works of art 
and literature. We can learn from the insights found in science and philosophy. 
We should refuse to allow good words like empirical and rational to be taken 
over by secular worldviews. All the while, we should be making the case that 
whatever is genuinely good and true finds its true home within Christianity. 
Every ism isolates one strand from the rich fabric of truth. Christianity alone 
provides what the greatest philosophers and sages have sought all along: a 
coherent and transcendent framework that encompasses all of human knowledge. 
 
 

Signs and Wonders:  Two Stories from Kris about God’s presence 

Example 1:  In late April of 1992, I was preparing to take a group of 6 students to 
the National DECA competition in Anaheim, California. There had been a minor 
earthquake a few weeks before our departure, and most of the parents were 
nervous about our trip. The students had worked long and hard and had won at 
the district and state level so this was a really special opportunity to compete at 
the national level. We flew to California and arrived mid-morning. Renting a van 
for the day with a group from Paris, TX, we headed south to Laguna Beach to 
enjoy the coast before the beginning of the conference that evening. When we 
arrived back at the hotel, we all went to our rooms and I flipped on the TV in 
mine. A scene of pandemonium spewed out of my TV – people running, 
wounded people, fires – a riot. I watched for a few minutes to figure out where 
this was happening, and realized that it was just a few miles away in South Los 
Angeles. I was pretty shocked, but I had 6 students to keep calm and we went to 
the opening session. There were 10,000 students there and it was a huge, 
wonderful beginning to our conference, until the announcement was made that 
we should stay together and only leave our hotels when necessary and in groups. 
The airport had been shut down and we were not sure how we would be able to 
come home. The riot was raging and expected to spread over several days and 
nights. We had no vehicle. We walked back to the hotel and talked about what 
we would do if our hotel was involved in the fray. We were all on different floors 
of a huge hotel and this was before cell phones. We could smell the smoke and 
see the red glow of the fires. I was the only adult with these 6 precious children 



8 

entrusted to me! I was so afraid. That night as I finally started to fall asleep, I 
prayed to God that he would watch over us and help me to know what to do to 
take care of my 6. I stretched my arm out across my large empty bed, and as sure 
as anything I have ever felt, I felt God take my hand and squeeze it tight. The 
message was clear. Fear not. I fell asleep holding his hand, and the next day, we 
made our own evacuation plan for the 7 of us and proceeded to have a wonderful 
time at the competition and come safely home. 
 

Example 2:  When W. and I were first married, we had a lot of adjusting to do. It 
was not a first marriage for either of us, his wife had recently died, and we had 4 
children involved. Not to mention that we were both quite used to getting our 
own way and running our households. One summer day, things had been 
unusually difficult, and I was beginning to question my decision to marry him. I 
seriously thought that my sons and I would be better off alone and I should take 
steps to move out. I had volunteered to stuff envelopes at Faith Mission and I 
reluctantly went down there. I felt that I needed to be at home to sort out all my 
negative feelings, but I had agreed to do this so I went. Sharen, the co-director of 
the Mission sat me down in her office and gave me my supplies. I did not know 
her well, but we did attend the same church so we were not strangers. We talked 
a little as we worked, but under it all, I was playing and replaying my problems. 
Finally, completely out of the blue, Sharen says, “Pete (her husband) and I have 
so many conflicts. We never seem to see things in the same way but I think that 
is God’s plan for us. Living with him is so frustrating, but I have learned to stop 
and look at things through the eyes of others and it has made me such a better 
person”. Then she laughed and said, “But that doesn’t mean I don’t think about 
leaving him about once a week!” What? Where did that come from? Was she 
reading my mind? Everything changed right there in her office. God sent me 
there to stuff those envelopes and he spoke to me through her. 
 When I actually sit down and think about God’s signs and symbols for me, I 
believe I could fill a book with them. How blessed I am to have such a 
relationship with my God. 


