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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 I have been away for a few weeks, and so before looking at our 

evening text I want to spend a moment to recap and put things into 

perspective.  Three months after having escaped from Egypt, the children of 

Israel encamped at the base of Mount Sinai.  There God told them to sanctify 

themselves by washing their clothes and abstaining from marital relations, 

because he was going to meet with them on the Mountain in three days.  It 

was a remarkable meeting.  The Bible describes it this way: 

 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and 
lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud 
trumpet blast.  Everyone in the camp trembled. 

Moses was then called up into the Mountain where he received the Ten 

Commandments.  After this he returned and gave the Law to the Israelites 

and they committed themselves to obedience, saying, “Everything the Lord 

has said we will do.”  Moses ratified this commitment in a solemn way.  

“Moses then took… blood and sprinkled it on the people and said, ‘This is 

the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance 

with all these words.’”  Now, after this had taken place, the Lord called 

Moses to come up into the Mountain again.  Moses set out with Joshua after 

telling the elders of Israel to wait for their return.  Aaron and Hur were put in 

charge of settling any disputes while Moses was gone.  And with that Moses 
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“entered the cloud as he went up on the mountain.  And he stayed on the 

mountain forty days and forty nights.”   

 For the past several months we have been studying what was 

happening while Moses was on the mountain with God.  We discovered that 

God was been detailing the way in which his people could come before him 

and worship him.  He gave Moses what we called the “Laws of the 

Sanctuary.”  He gave an intricately detailed plan of the sanctuary his people 

were to build for his presence—its materials, its dimensions, and its 

construction, from the inmost veil and curtains of the Holy of Holies to the 

outer coverings of the outside walls.  He gave the same sort of intricate and 

detailed plans for the furnishings and utensils to be used in the Tabernacle, 

from the Ark of the Covenant to the Mercy Seat, from the golden lampstand 

to the Table of Shewbread to the Altar for Burnt Offerings.  And finally God 

gave what can be called the Laws of the Priesthood.  He gave detailed 

instructions about how the priests were to be consecrated, how they were to 

approach him in the Tabernacle, how they were to dress, what they were to 

sacrifice, how they were to sacrifice it, how they were to mix incense and so 

on and so on.   

In all this—in this mass of detail covering a full seven chapters—God  

made it abundantly clear that he takes very seriously the way in which he is 
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to be approached.  It is not a matter of indifference to him; it is the matter of 

the utmost importance.  He is very particular about it.  He is particular 

because he is holy and worthy of all reverence, praise and obedience.  He is 

particular because it is fitting for the sovereign God of the universe to be 

taken seriously.  And if one thing stands out above all others regarding the 

way he is to be approached it is this: blood must be shed and blood must be 

applied.  It must be poured out upon the altars to propitiate the wrath of God 

and satisfy the requirements of his perfect justice.  It must be sprinkled upon 

the priests and the people to signify that the sacrifice has been made for 

them by a substitute.   

God is making it plain to us; if we are to appear before him we must 

come by way of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God.  His blood 

has been shed.  His resurrection testifies to the truth that God has accepted 

his sacrifice and found it sufficient to make atonement for sin.  The only 

question is this: has that sacrifice been applied to you?  Are you washed in 

the blood of Jesus Christ?  How does that happen?  How does the blood get 

applied?  Through faith.  It works this way.  First, you recognize that you are 

a sinner—that by your actions, words and thoughts you have offended a 

pure, righteous and perfectly holy God and that because of your sins you 

deserve condemnation.  Second, you see that there is no way you can 
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yourself make amends for what you have done.  You can’t take back a word 

that you have said; once spoken, it is spoken forever.  You can’t make 

something you have done not to have happened.  You are trapped.  Third, 

you must recognized that God is a merciful God, slow to anger and 

abounding in love and that it is his delight to save a people for himself.  

Fourth, you must trust that what you cannot do, Christ has done for you.  He 

not only has made amends—he has made amends for you.  Because of what 

Christ has done at Calvary, your sinful deeds are cast behind God’s back and 

he remembers them no more.  He looks at you—washed by Christ’s sacrifice 

because you believe on Jesus—as a being perfectly clean, true, righteous and 

perfect.  That is what the tabernacle teaches.  You must come into the 

Father’s presence through faith in Christ or you cannot c0me at all.   

Now that was the lesson that God was drumming into Moses on the 

top of the Mountain.  You must come to me by faith through the shed blood 

of a Mediator.  But while God was teaching this lesson to his prophet on the 

Mountain a different lesson was being lifted up down below.  Let’s turn to it 

now: 

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down 
from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, 
make us gods who will go before us.  As for this fellow Moses who 
brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to 
him.” 
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The people “gathered around Aaron.”  We don’t get a sense of it in English, 

but the word used for gathering around in the Hebrew indicates a sinister 

intent.  These people are of a rebellious spirit.  They want to be in charge.  

When they say, “Come, make us gods…” it is in the form of a command.  

They are threatening Aaron to do what they demand—or else.  And note this.  

They do not do this because Moses has been to their way of thinking long 

delayed.  They do not do it because their revered leader has gone missing 

and they are desperate.  They do not do it because they are confused and 

frightened.  They do it because “in their hearts [they] turned back to 

Egypt” (Acts 7:39).  They cast Jehovah from their hearts because they did 

not want him to rule over them.  They wanted to be in charge of their own 

lives.  They did not want to submit.  Moses was, at this point, only an 

afterthought to them.  And what they did think of him as an afterthought was 

entirely dismissive: As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of 

Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.”  Moses, their great leader, 

is, to their minds, “this fellow.”  It is a term of disrespect and contempt.   

Let me make an application here.  As you know, Moses is a type of 

Christ.  There are certain things about him that foreshadow the Lord Jesus 

and point unmistakably to what he would do.  Think of this.  Moses is gone 
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from his people, up away on a mountain, communing with God.  Jesus is 

away from the earth too.  He ascended to his Father to sit at his right side.  

Now, with Moses gone, the people were quick to turn back to their old ways.  

They set their hearts on Egypt.  Jesus is gone in one sense too.  He is no 

longer here with us physically.  We cannot see him.  We cannot touch him.  

There is a danger that our hearts might wander back to their old ways.  So 

we must remember that before the Lord ascended, he said to his disciples, 

“Believe in God, believe also in me.”  If we are to do that—if we are to be 

steadfast in the faith, we must keep in daily communion with him through 

prayer, Bible reading, Christian fellowship and all the other means of grace 

that he has provided.  It is only as our hearts are fixed upon Jesus that our 

hearts will be kept safe from idols of our own making.  The key to resisting 

the idols that plague us is to keep our relationship with Christ in good repair.   

Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your 
wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to 
me.”  So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to 
Aaron.  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, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”  When 
Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, 
“Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.”   

Aaron commands the people to bring their gold earrings to him.  The 

earrings probably had some sort of pagan religious significance.  Back in 
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Genesis 35 Jacob commanded that all the foreign gods be banished from his 

family.  This is how the Bible records it: 

 So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, 
“Get rid of the foreign gods you have with you and purify yourselves 
and change your clothes.  Then come, let us go up to Bethel, where I 
will build an altar to God, who answered me in the day of my distress 
and who has been with me wherever I have gone.”  So they have 
Jacob all the foreign gods they had and the rings in their ears, and 
Jacob buried them under the oak at Shechem.   

Think of this too.  When God calls for offerings to be made it is clear these 

offerings are to be voluntary.  There is to be no compulsion.  Not so with this 

new religion Aaron and the Israelites are inventing.  Aaron compels the 

people to offer up their gold.   

Aaron fashioned the gold into the image of a calf.  Back in Egypt 

there were a number of gods who took this shape.  Apis was the sacred bull 

god of Egypt.  Isis, the queen of the gods, has cow horns on her head.  

Hathor was another Egyptian god with a bull’s head.  The Canaanites also 

had a number of bull, cow and calf gods and goddesses.  Now notice this 

carefully.  After Aaron had finished this idol—a single calf—the people said, 

“These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you out of Egypt.”  There was 

one calf, yet the people used the word “gods”.  Why?  Because what we are 

seeing is an instance of syncretism.  Now, what is syncretism?  When things 

are synchronized they are brought together.  When gears in a car are 
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synchronized they mesh together.  When people say in war movies, 

“Synchronize watches,” they make sure all their watches read the same.  

Well, in building this golden calf the Israelites were not drawing up a new 

religion from whole cloth.  They were borrowing elements of the true 

worship of God and trying to draw the Holy One of Israel into partnership 

with the pagan idol they had made.  They were putting another god 

alongside Jehovah because they didn’t think that Jehovah was up to the job 

by himself.  He needed help.  So we have a great irony here.  While Moses 

in on the mountain learning God’s way of entering into the divine presence, 

his people are down below making up their own rules, mixing things 

together in an unholy mess.  They make their own god in the shape of a calf.  

They make their own altar.  They have their own priesthood.  They have 

their own feast day with its particular offerings, feasts.  And in doing all of 

this they think they are doing right; they think that what they are doing is 

acceptable to God.   

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. 

They had their worship service.  When it says they “got up to indulge 

in revelry” it means they finished off their worship service with an orgy.  It 

always works that way.  False worship leads to false living, just as right 
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worship leads to right living.  In Romans 1 Paul says this.  “The wrath of 

God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and 

wickedness of men.”  Beloved, that is always the order.  It is first 

godlessness and then wickedness.  In the same way it is always godliness 

that comes before righteousness.  If you have a right relationship with God 

you will have a right relationship with others.  If you have a wrong 

relationship with God you will have a wrong relationship with others.  False 

worship can only lead to false and disastrous living. 

Let me summarize things by pointing out a number of differences 

between the worship that God had commanded and the feeble attempts at 

worship that Aaron and the Israelites tried to invent.  First, the Israelites tried 

to create something that God has already provided.  God had already 

provided a way to fellowship with him, a way to worship him, a way to 

delight in him.  From the very start the Israelites efforts were a futile attempt 

to reinvent the wheel.   

Second, God stresses time and time again he is the one that takes the 

initiative in coming to his people.  The Ten Commandments do not begin, 

“You shall have no other gods before me.”  They begin, “I am the Lord your 

God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.”  Time and 
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time again God shows himself to be gracious and merciful in seeking out his 

people.  But now, we find the Israelites rejecting his grace and instead trying 

to make their way to Him on their own terms.  They do not find the grace of 

God to be sufficient.  They think that something else must be added.  It 

makes me think of Namaan the Syrian, the leader who was struck with 

leprosy.  When told that all he needed to do was wash in the Jordan he got 

angry.  It wasn’t difficult enough a task.  Sometimes people think the same 

thing is true of the gospel.  How can it be that we are saved simply by 

believing truly on the Lord Jesus Christ?  How can it be that we don’t have 

to do great deeds or give great gifts to be saved?  Beloved, the work was all 

Christ’s; believe on the Lord and you shall be saved. 

Third, as I mentioned earlier, Aaron demands that the gold be given 

rather than offered willingly.  When the tabernacle is built, the message is 

“Come and freely give what you will for the building of God’s tabernacle.”  

We have seen the same thing over and over again in the Acts of the Apostles, 

haven’t we?  God wants worship from a willing, cheerful and giving heart.  

Worship that is compelled and begrudging isn’t worship at all. 

Fourth, the elaborate preparations for worship that are found in 

Exodus 25-31, including the tabernacle itself, the tabernacle furnishings, the 

priestly garments, the ordination service that lasted seven days, the formulas 
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for the preparation of oil and incense—all these are missing in the religion 

the Israelites substituted for the worship of God.  Moses was given forty 

days to listen to God and to learn how he was to be worshipped.  We find 

nothing of that in the preparations of Aaron and the Israelites.  It is clear they 

were mounting a slipshod operation.  From the quick work to make the idol 

(and they were not gifted by the Holy Spirit in this work) to the lack of 

thought in making preparations for the feast that took place the very next 

day, it is clear that a rush job is going on.   

Last of all we find that the invisible, intangible God becomes a 

visible, tangible image—a living, personal and active God is replaced by an 

impersonal object that cannot see or speak or act.  And so the people, 

through their disobedience to the commandments of God, forfeit the divine 

presence they had hoped to bind themselves to even more closely.  They 

bring judgement upon themselves rather than God’s blessing.   

Beloved, to approach God we must approach him in his way and no 

other.  We must approach him in a spirit of humility and contrition through 

the shed blood of the Lord Jesus.  We must approach him with an obedient 

heart, willing to obey his commandments in all things.  Above all we must 
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approach him saying in our hearts, “Thy will, O Lord, be done.  Not mine.”  

In Christ’s name.  AMEN.  
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