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July 20, 2014     Exodus 32:15-29 

 

Aaron 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. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. 

 

The slide into hell is sometimes a very gradual one.   

 

The Israelites fall seems to be more of a straight down rollercoaster, breaking the very First 

Commandment even before the “ink was dry.” They grew tired of waiting for Moses to come from Mt. 

Sinai after 40 days.  Even though the fire was still burning on top of Mt. Sinai, they told Aaron to make 

them a god to worship.  They had probably been heavily influenced by their time in Egypt and the way 

the Egyptians worshiped.  Aaron tried to sugar coat their idolatry by saying this would still be a 

“festival to the LORD.”  This type of worship involved dancing in a circular motion and sexual 

touching.  (Go to almost any rock concert and you will see exactly what it involved.  The latest concert 

on TV with Miley Cyrus was a disgusting example of it.)  They also were not supposed to make any 

graven images; and God never prescribed this type of worship.   

 

This idol worship made the Israelites become a laughingstock to Israel’s enemies.  If you think what 

has become tolerable within Christian congregations today, and even what happens behind closed 

doors here at Trinity - the way that husbands and wives talk to each other - the things that you watch on 

TV and the Internet - do you not think Satan is laughing?  I wouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t 

thumbing his nose at God and saying, “This is the best your people can do?  These are the people you 

adopted?  I have plenty of my children behaving better than THAT!”  Here were the Israelites - those 

who were supposed to be different and exceptional in their morality and actions; and they were acting 

worse than the heathen nations around them.  Here we are in America doing the exact same thing that 

has happened in Europe!  Christianity is becoming a joke.   

 

Notice who Moses addresses first.  Aaron.  What was he thinking?  Maybe he thought that asking them 

to part with their golden earrings would deter them from doing it.  But when they handed them over 

freely, he certainly did nothing to stop them.  The word is very specific in verse 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.”  The word is specific 

about exactly what Aaron did, because Aaron later on claimed that he just threw the gold into the 

flames and “poof!” out came the golden calf.   

 

I think about that as a pastor; and quite frankly it terrifies me.  I don’t want to be an Aaron.  I don’t 

want to make excuses for my failures and I don’t want to find myself making excuses for God’s people 

here at Trinity either.   I don’t want Trinity to become a laughingstock to Satan.  Sometimes it takes 

great courage to stand up against evil; courage that I often times lack.  Sometimes it takes anger.  Look 

at Moses.   He was angry, and rightly so.  He burned the calf right up - ground it up into powder - threw 

the powder in the stream and more or less said to the people, “Here’s your god you were worshiping.  I 

just burned it up and ground it into powder.  Drink it!”  He didn’t tolerate their evil worship.  Neither 

should we.  
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Where is the anger?  We’ve become so used to seeing evil and been told time and time again by our 

society to be tolerant that I can’t help but think and know how it is effecting all of us; including me; in 

the way we approach evil.  So how do we respond?   It’s much easier just to complain to each other 

about how much better it was when we were kids.  It’s much easier to listen about how evil they are out 

there - but not what’s evil in here.  It’s much harder to lovingly call out your children and 

grandchildren and say, “That’s wrong.”  Sometimes I’d like to take the golden calf of sports worship or 

child worship or sex worship or entertainment worship or self worship; burn them up; grind them up; 

and make people drink it.  It angers me - not only at the behavior but especially at myself for not saying 

anything about it!  It’s as if I’m in the middle of the crowd encouraging the behavior; deserving to 

drink God’s wrath most of all.   

 

What about you?  After Moses initially addressed the sin and confronted Aaron, he then asked for help. 

 It wasn’t enough for him to burn up the golden calf and feed it to them.  The people still weren’t 

repenting.  So Moses called out, “Whoever is for the Lord, come to me.”    

 

The Levites then stepped up to the plate.   (Moses also happened to be a Levite. (Exodus 2:1-2)  Then 

Moses gave them a very difficult duty; which really relates to the theme of today; of putting God first. 

 He said to them, ‘Each man strap a sword to his side. Go back and forth through the camp from 

one end to the other, each killing his brother and friend and neighbor.’ (32:27)   Notice how 

Moses gave this command.  Listen carefully again - each killing his BROTHER and FRIEND and 

NEIGHBOR.  What a difficult thing!  They were to put the LORD first!  A similar instance of this 

happened later on in Numbers 25 when the Israelites were on the brink of entering the Promised Land. 

 It says,  

 

While Israel was staying in Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with 

Moabite women, 2 who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. . .  The LORD said to 

Moses, “Take all the leaders of these people, kill them and expose them in broad daylight 

before the LORD, so that the LORD’s fierce anger may turn away from Israel.”  . . .  Then 

an Israelite man brought to his family a Midianite woman right before the eyes of Moses 

and the whole assembly of Israel while they were weeping at the entrance to the Tent of 

Meeting. 7 When Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest, saw this, he left the 

assembly, took a spear in his hand 8 and followed the Israelite into the tent. He drove the 

spear through both of them—through the Israelite and into the woman’s body. Then the 

plague against the Israelites was stopped; 9 but those who died in the plague numbered 

24,000.  

 

Imagine the courage it would take to do that.  The worst part would be that he would die in his 

impenitence and end up in hell right on the spot!  But the evil needed to be stopped in a graphic and 

visible manner to send message to the rest of the Israelites, “There is only one LORD who does not 

accept idol worship and licentious living.  Repent and turn to the only true LORD.”  The Levites 

stepped up to the plate.    

 

This all happened under the government of the Old Testament Israelites.  It was a command for that 

time and that people alone.  We are Gentiles who live in a different time, so that God will not call on us 

to physically kill any of our friends or family if they become idolatrous.  Yet God does give us a 

different sword that He wants us all of us to use - not just pastors.  Hebrews 4:12 says, “The word of 
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God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing 

soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”   

 

Have you become afraid of using this sword; afraid of hurting people; scaring people; offending 

people?  Would you much rather use the Word more as a mild abrasive at worst that might rub down 

some calluses or as a hand lotion to make life a little more comfortable.  Are you afraid of trying to kill 

someone’s evil behavior?  As a result, some of our friends and family are seemingly safely resting 

under the banner of “Lutheran” or “Christian” or “member, ”  but in reality they are far from it and they 

are headed straight for hell; and Satan is laughing.  This should make us angry at what the devil is 

doing and how it is effecting us.    

 

Imagine how much time and effort it took for Moses to grind that Golden Calf down to nothing. 

 Imagine the anger that he felt as he put it in the fire.  How disgusted he was with the Israelites and 

with Aaron!  Imagine the look on the Israelites’ faces as they had to drink this water mixed with burnt 

gold.  Imagine the Levites returning to Moses with blood dripping from their hands and running 

through the sheaths of their swords that day.  3,000 out of about 2 million were put to death.  That’s 

about the same amount that died in New York on 9-11.  It might not seem like a lot in comparison - but 

just like 9-11 caught our attention - so would this.   

 

Imagine then a much more terrifying thing.  Imagine those you love and are afraid to confront ending 

up in hell.  Imagine the devil finding inroads to your soul; finding ways to lead you away from Christ; 

so  you too end up in hell; all because of your fear of using the sword of the Word.  

 

There was one man who went into the crowd of idolaters without a sword.  One man who only used the 

Word to confront sin; just as God called Him to.  Unlike the Levites, He only spoke.  And what did the 

idolatrous mass do to Him?  They hung Him on a cross and crucified Him for speaking the truth and 

confronting their sin.   

 

Imagine being the Son of God going to the cross.  A child of Judah went to the cross knowing that all 

of the wrath of God would come on Him; blame Him; punish Him; for you and for me.  For years and 

years God held back His anger and wrath at the death of a lamb or a bull.  All of the while this 

Almighty God waited and waited for that one golden day when Jesus would step up to the plate; not 

with a knife in His hand; but with His hands stretched out; nails piercing them and holding them to the 

cross.  The knife - it was in God’s hand.  Is it any wonder that Jesus sweat drops of blood in the 

Garden?  Is it any wonder that Jesus asked for some other way to take us to heaven?  God held nothing 

back.  He used the full forces of His wrath; blamed Jesus for all of what was done against Him by 

Aaron, Moses; the Israelites; everyone; swung a mighty stroke with His sword; and Jesus died under 

that wrath.  The sword that pierced Jesus side proved that the death had been completed when water 

and blood came flowing forth. 

 

Jesus did that so you and I would not have to face the terror of God’s wrath on Judgment Day.  I have 

nowhere else to flee.  Neither do you.  Thankfully, it’s a big enough place for all of us; and Jesus 

invites us to come there freely.  

 

In anger Moses made the Israelites drink their false god to show them the weakness of their god and to 

vividly show them their sin.  What a contrast we have in our Supper!  The resurrected Christ spreads 
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His body and blood to us through bread and wine to eat and drink through the rest of time; not to show 

us His weakness or to judge us in anger but to give us the strength of His death and to give us His 

forgiveness.  When we eat and drink our God we know that He is not dead and defeated but alive and 

well; knowing that our sins have been completely been paid for.  Instead of making us feel guilty and 

sick, it can make us feel loved and strong.  Through faith in Christ there is no sweeter drink and no 

better food on this side of heaven.   

 

And what of the Levites?  They were rewarded for their faithfulness.  They were allowed to camp 

closest to the Ark of the Covenant and carry the sacred things on behalf of the priests.  As time went on 

they were also designated to be the judges and the teachers of the Word.  Even though they had no 

territory of their own, they were spread throughout Israel in 48 different cities of refuge.  When 

someone was thought to commit a crime they could go to their cities to receive a proper trial.  

 

It’s really interesting if you think about it.  Levi, one of the 12 sons of Jacob, was infamous for 

slaughtering men of a city of whom one man had raped their sister.  Jacob told Levi that his 

descendants would never have a territory of their own because of that violent act.  Yet as a result of this 

faithful act of violence, because of their willingness to be violent on behalf of God and His honor; they 

were rewarded with teaching the Word and judging the people as they were spread out through Israel. 

 This incident proved them willing to put God over their friends and family even.  There was even a 

temporal reward for their faithfulness.  The Levites, who were renowned for their violence, were now 

renowned for a Godly type of violence.   

 

So it is good for us to remember that there are temporal rewards for faithfulness.  The greatest reward 

is that God just keeps us close to Him; no matter where we are spread out or what the results of our sins 

are.  God is able to work through the results of our sin or our fathers’ sins to still work it out for our 

good.  He can still use you.  Think of Peter, who was renowned for confessing his faith; then denied his 

Savior.  But when Jesus reinstated him to service; Peter didn’t decide to stop using his tongue because 

of his sinful use of it.  He didn’t say, “I’m never going to try to speak for Christ again.”  He kept using 

it to the glory of God; clinging to Christ all the more.   

 

This isn’t a matter of just determining and saying to yourself, “Now I’m going to step up.”  God 

worked through Moses’ anger and his call to rally the troops and stand up for the LORD.  What is our 

rallying cry?  Is it not the cross of Christ?  Is it not His resurrection?  Here we have God’s voice to us; 

“I didn’t die for nothing.  I died for you!  I died for you to take courage and comfort when you fail that 

your sins are paid for.  Come to me all you sinners!  Come to me all you weak!  Your sins are paid for! 

 Your salvation is sure!  What are you so afraid of?  I am on your side!”   

 

So what will it be?  What is in our future?  When the Israelites became restless Aaron gave in to the 

people.  He didn’t even try to battle them.  As a result they quickly became guilty of great sin against 

the LORD and earned God’s wrath.  Moses confronted their sin.  He threw down the Ten 

Commandments.  He prayed for the people.  God blessed His efforts with the efforts of the Levites and 

a plague to bring the people to repentance; to get them looking to the LORD alone and the Messiah that 

would come.  God grant us such courage and boldness to use His sword and fight against sin in 

ourselves and in others; to stop the gradual slide into hell so that at least here at Trinity we do not end 

up like what has happened in the rest of America and Europe and beyond; to keep you clinging to 

Christ with all your might; so that you are strong and firm when He comes in the clouds.  Amen.  


