
Faith Reformed Church 
Stevensville, Ontario 
September 25, 2005 
Evening Service 

Exodus 32:15-35 
Sermon: Forced to Decide 



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

 We are in the section of Exodus that deals with the terrible sin of the 

Israelites in worshiping the golden calf.  We have seen the people at the foot 

of the mountain fashion not only an idol, but a whole new religion.  They 

made an idol; they made an altar; they developed worship rites and 

festivities; they even made a new confession of faith: “These are your gods, 

O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”  While the Israelites were doing 

this down below, God was watching from above.  As we saw last week, God 

grew angry at their disobedience.  His fury at their sin burned.  He told 

Moses to step aside so he could destroy the people and start over again with 

Moses as the first patriarch.  Moses wouldn’t budge.  As he had on 

numerous times before, he stood in the gap and pleaded for his people.  He 

asked for clemency.  Now he could not plead for them by pointing to 

anything they had done, for all they had done was sin.  He could not plead 

for them by standing upon their merit, for they had none.  They were 

spiritually bankrupt.  Instead he pleaded on the basis of God’s grace, God’s 

glory and God’s faithfulness.  He claimed the promise that God had sworn 

on oath to Abraham and his descendants and God relented and “did not bring 

on his people the disaster he had threatened.”   
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 In our lesson tonight Moses heads down the mountain to confront his 

people.  He had the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands—the Ten 

Commandments—etched in the rock by God’s own finger.  Part way down 

the mountain he met Joshua.  As you remember, he had taken Joshua, his 

aide, with him up the mountain—at least part of the way.  That Joshua is 

there waiting for him after forty days is a reminder that it wasn’t an 

impossible task for Israel to wait for Moses.  Joshua had done it.  He had 

waited faithfully while his leader had communed with God.   

 As they went down the mountain, the noise of the revelry rose up to 

meet them.  Joshua thought that his people must have been attacked by a 

marauding army while they were away.  The sound he was hearing was 

either the sound of victory or the sound of defeat.  At this point Joshua didn’t 

know what Moses knew.  It wasn’t the sound of war in the camp.   

It is not the sound of victory. 
It is not the sound of defeat. 

It is the sound of singing that I hear. 

Moses is saying, in effect, “Joshua, I wish it were the sound of war in the 

camp.  That would be better than the truth.  It is much worse than that.  You 

are listening to your people in the throes of a pagan orgy.”  Let’s turn to the 

lesson: 
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 When Moses approached the camp and saw the calf and the 
dancing, his anger burned and he threw the tablets out of his hands, 
breaking them to pieces at the foot of the mountain.  And he took the 
calf they had made and burned it in the fire; then he ground it to 
powder, scattered it on the water and made the Israelites drink it. 

In the lesson last week Moses pleaded with God for the life of his people.  

He asked for clemency.  He prayed that the mercy of God might be 

extended.  In the lesson this week we will find Moses furious with those 

same people, burning with the same kind of fury that had animated the Lord.  

Why the change?  You can think of it this way.  In the lesson last week 

Moses had taken on his role as mediator.  He spoke to God on behalf of his 

people.  In our lesson this week, however, Moses has taken on his role as 

God’s prophet.  He is speaking to his people on behalf of God.  He is seeing 

the Israelite’s sin from God’s perspective.  It is filling him with righteous 

indignation.  And realizing what they have done, he takes the tablets and 

smashes them on the ground. 

 Now when Moses did this he didn’t do it in a fit of pique.  He is not 

having a temper tantrum.  And everybody there would have understood 

exactly what he had done.  The tablets of the Law were visible symbol of the 

covenant relationship between God and his people.  When Moses destroyed 

them he did two things at once.  First, he showed Israel just what they had 

done when they worshipped the idol—they had broken their covenant 
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relationship with God.  Now you might say, “But they only broke two of the 

commandments and Moses smashed both tablets containing Ten 

Commandments.  That doesn’t seem fair.”  I would say to you, “Not only are 

you grasping at straws rather than bowing to the judgement of God, you are 

forgetting what James, the brother of the Lord noted: “Whoever keeps the 

whole law and yet stumbles at just on e point is guilty of breaking all of it.”  

Second, in smashing the tablets Moses demonstrated to Israel that God was 

in the right to bring about any of the sanctions threatened against covenant 

breakers.  If he wiped them out, they could have no complaint.  They had 

violated the covenant stipulations in the most fundamental way possible.  

Their destruction had been earned. 

 After Moses broke the tablets, though, he wasn’t through.  He next 

destroyed the idol they had made.  He burned it.  He ground it into powder.  

In doing this he was following the command God had given in Exodus 

23:24.  Do not bow down before their gods or worship them or follow their 

practices.  You must demolish them and break their sacred stones to pieces.”  

After he ground it to powder, he mixed it with water and forced the people to 

drink it.  Now this seems a really strange thing to do and difficult to 

understand.  Why would Moses do this?  I think it can best be understood in 

the light of Numbers 5.  In that chapter we find a test given to a woman 
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accused of adultery.  She is to be taken before the priest and made to drink 

water mixed with dust from the floor of the sanctuary.  If she is guilty, God 

will bring his curse upon her.  Her thigh will wither and her belly will swell.  

If she is innocent, however, God will not bring such wasting; she will be 

declared innocent and will be blessed with children.  What Moses is doing in 

forcing the people to drink the contaminated water is declaring that Israel is 

an adulteress and has brought upon herself the curse of God.  Throughout 

the Bible time and time again we find that idolatry and adultery are used 

almost interchangeably.  In going after other gods Israel is said to be playing 

the harlot.  Hosea’s wife Gomer, the adulteress, is a symbol of Israel bowing 

down before other gods.  Moses is telling his people that they have violated 

their single most intimate relationship. 

 Now when Moses pleaded for his people’s life last week we saw that 

he did not try to make excuses for them.  He acknowledged the greatness of 

their sin in a straightforward manner.  The reaction of Aaron when 

confronted with his sin, however, was quite different. 

 He said to Aaron, “What did these people do to you, that you 
led them into such great sin?” 

Moses gives Aaron the benefit of the doubt.  He can’t at the moment bring 

himself to think that his own brother was willing complicit in this terrible 

sin.  He imagines that they must have threatened to torture him.  They must 
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have threatened to kill his family.  There must have been some sort of 

terrible action threatened to get Aaron to acquiesce to this blasphemy. 

 “Do not be angry, my lord,” Aaron answered.  “You know how 
prone these people are to evil.  They said to me, ‘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.’  So I told them, 
‘Whoever has any gold jewelry take it off.’  Then they gave me the 
gold, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!” 

 Aaron begins by telling the truth.  His people are prone to evil.  In the 

words of the Heidelberg Catechism, everybody is “prone to hate God and 

[his] neighbour.”  That is a profoundly important statement about the human 

heart.  It tells us that we are not sinners because we sin; instead, we sin 

because we are sinners.  But while it is true it is entirely beside the point.  

God gave Aaron to Israel to keep them from those sins they were prone to—

not to encourage and bless them in their natural inclinations to blaspheme 

the Lord.  Aaron should have given his life before consenting to this sort of 

desecration. 

 Aaron then begins to lie, arguing that what was done was not as 

wrong as it appeared.  Aaron’s implication is that the calf god they made was 

designed to take the place of Moses, not of Jehovah.  They didn’t know what 

had happened to Moses.  He had disappeared.  He had been gone for a long 
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time.  It was Moses who had to be replaced.  It was Moses they had lost 

confidence in—not the Lord.  Beloved, these are weasel words.  But bad as 

they are, they are not as bad as what comes next.  Aaron claims he threw the 

gold in the fire and the calf just came out.  It was, apparently some sort of 

divine self-generation.  Listen to the application that John Currid makes at 

this point in his commentary: 

 It is common in the southern United States for prisoners to help 
in the building of prisons.  That is ironic because every brick that they 
lay makes them more imprisoned, and every nail they hammer makes 
their escape more impossible.  In a sense sin is like that—each sin 
committed makes it easier to perform more sin, sin upon sin.  And so 
it was with Aaron.  After breaking the first two commandments 
through idolatry, he now compounds it with lying, a smashing of the 
ninth commandment.  And so his guilt and shame is much greater.  Is 
it not so with us? 

One last point before moving on.  If we refuse to confess and repent, think 

about how lame our excuses will sound before God on the last day.  “Lord, I 

really did care about you, but life was just so busy.  How was I supposed to 

fit prayer into my schedule?  How was I supposed to get to church?  You 

know who the kids love to play in hockey tournaments.  But Lord, you don’t 

know how hard she was to live with or how annoying her little habits were.  

I had to walk out.  What else could I do?”   
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 Let’s move on.  In answer to Aaron’s assertions Moses makes no 

reply.  What can he say?  He knows when he is being lied to.  So he turns 

and sees his people and finds they are out of control. 

 Moses saw that the people were running wild and that Aaron 
had let them get out of control and so become a laughing stock to their 
enemies.  So he stood at the entrance to the camp and said, “Whoever 
is for the Lord, come to me.”  And all the Levites rallied to him. 

Moses takes his stand at the main gate of the camp.  It was the most 

important part of the camp, because in those days much it was at the gate 

that most of the social, economic and political business took place.  And at 

the gate Moses called for a separation.  Now matter how Aaron had tried to 

minimize and justify things, what was going on was not the true worship of 

God.  A decision had to be made.  Those who were on the Lord’s side were 

to rally to Moses.  Those who were on the calf’s side were to stay where 

they were.  It was the Levites—the people form Moses’ own tribe—that 

rallied to him and to the Lord.  It was the Levites who would later be 

rewarded for this by being set apart to care for the Tabernacle and the 

Temple. 

 Then he said to them, “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel 
says: ‘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 neighbour.’  The Levites did as Moses commanded, and that day 
about three thousand of the people died.  Then Moses said, “You have 
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been set apart to the Lord today, for you were against you own sons 
and brothers, and he has blessed you this day.” 

There is in the economy of the Lord a time to plant and a time to uproot, a 

time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear and a time to mend, a time for 

war and a time for peace.  This was a time to strap on a sword.  This was a 

time for the judgement of God to fall.  Now we are not to think that the 

Levites went into the camp and slaughtered people indiscriminately.  We 

don’t quite know how, because we are not told, but it seems as if the 

unrepentant idolaters could be identified.  Perhaps they were the known 

ringleaders.  Perhaps the drinking of the ground up idol was used of God to 

identify idolaters even as the water and the dust were used to identify 

adulterers.  In any even, judgement fell and 3,000 men perished. 

A. W. Pink has this to say. 

 Natural inclinations might well shrink from compliance with 
such a command.  Sentiment would say, “Not so, let us be gentle and 
gracious; we shall accomplish more by kindness than severity.”  
Reason would argue, “We can do no good by slaying people: there is 
far more power in love than in the sword; let us seek to woo and win 
them back to God.”  Such arguments sound very plausible, but the call 
was distinct and decisive.  “Put every man his sword by his side.”  
There was nothing else for it in view of that calf.  So in preaching to 
idolaters today it is the wrath of a holy God and not his love…which 
needs pressing upon them. 

 Now in this work of judgement the Levites were blessed.  They were 

blessed for their loyalty to God.  You see, their loyalty to God was greater 

than their loyalty to son, brother, friend or neighbour.  The men of Levi were 
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willing to part with kith and kin out of loyalty to God.  Now we aren’t given 

the sword today.  It is not ours to mete out this sort of judgement upon 

anyone.  The sword has been given to the state.  As the Apostle Paul says in 

Romans 13 of the governing authorities, “He is God’s servant to do you 

good.  But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for 

nothing.”  But while the sword is not given to the church physically, there is 

a spiritual sword that we are to wield.  It is the sword of the Spirit, which is 

the word of God.  And when it is used at God’s behest it divides just as 

surely as the swords in the day of the Levite judgement.  This is what it says 

in Hebrews 4: 

 For the word of 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.  
Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.  Everything is 
uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give 
account. 

 The word of God divides.  It divides families. Mothers and fathers, 

husbands and wives, sons and daughters, brothers and sisters.  The word of 

God is proclaimed and a decision is called for.  What will it be?  Will you be 

on the side of the idols or will you be on the side of the Lord.  It will be one 

or the other.  There is the service and worship of the true and living God and 

there is the side of evil and wickedness.  And not only are there just two 
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sides, when it comes to the word of God there is no possibility of neutrality. 

Refusing to make a choice for the Lord is itself to make a choice, for all 

those who are not for him are against him.  And not only is there no 

possibility of neutrality, there is no possibility of syncretism—of having a bit 

of God and a bit of the world.  Jesus says it plainly.  You cannot serve both 

God and mammon.  One way or another everyone must face the fact that a 

decisive and dividing decision is required.  There is no escaping it.  It is 

inevitable.   

 Years later Joshua, who was a witness to this scene, made the same 

point.  In the intervening years he had accomplished much.  He had brought 

his people into the Promised Land.  He had allotted the tribes of Israel the 

due portion of their inheritance.  And he had grown old.  The last thing he 

did was renew the covenant.  He used these words to express his 

commitment: 

 Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness.  Throw 
away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in 
Egypt, and serve the Lord.  But if serving the Lord seems undesirable 
to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, 
whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River of the gods 
of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.  But as for me and my 
house, we will serve the Lord. 

Choose ye this day.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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