
 

 

 

   

 

Dear Reader, 

I didn’t watch a lot of inappropriate movies when I was growing up. My parents 
were strict about that stuff. But it seems like any time there was a kissing* 
scene, they would walk in. While blushing, I’d scramble, “No! No! This is 
the only bad part of the movie!” I’m not sure they ever believed me. 

This week in Exodus, Aaron and the Israelites are going to get busted, when 
Moses walks in during the equivalent of the kissing scene. How will Moses 
respond? And what about God? Will it ruin the chapters and chapters of 
promises to care for and bless Israel that we’ve just read through? 

With only two weeks left in our Exodus reading plan, the plot thickens, and 
we’re brought to the edge of our seats.  

Happy Reading! 

 



 

 

 
Hannah Buchanan 
Pastor to Adults 
  

*kissing is a euphemism. In case you didn’t catch that. 

 

About the Reading: 
God wraps up His building instructions for the Tabernacle in Chapter 31 by 
appointing two artists to oversee the project: Bezalel and Oholiab. This is the 
first time we meet these guys, and God says of Bezalel, “I have filled him with 
the Spirit of God, with ability and intelligence, with knowledge and all 
craftsmanship, to devise artistic designs…” (31:2). He is the Lord’s partner, 
bringing to life God’s vision for His dwelling place. 



Reader, if you are an artist, you bear God’s image as creator in the world. He 
has filled you with His Spirit to make. I wonder, is what you are making inspired 
by Him? Does it lead people closer to the Divine Presence? 

The whole episode on the mountaintop concludes with very serious 
instructions reiterating the importance of keeping the Sabbath.  

“You are to speak to the people of Israel and say, ‘Above all you shall keep my 
Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, 
that you may know that I, the Lord, sanctify you. You shall keep the Sabbath, 
because it is holy for you. Everyone who profanes it shall be put to death. 
Whoever does any work on it, that should shall be cut off from among his 
people…” (31:12-14) 

The death penalty? Really? Why is this so important? 

Before you label this backward or barbaric, remember what the Sabbath is: a 
day of rest. It’s a gift designed to liberate their insides from slavery. This gentle 
rhythm is what God says defines the community of Israel above all else. To 
violate the Sabbath at this point would be to consciously break their agreement 
with God. It would be outright defiance.  

Why does this command come right after all these chapters of building 
instructions though? Is it intentional? I think so. 

Remember what these slaves were doing in Egypt?  

Building things. Monuments to Pharaoh.  

By reinstating the Sabbath right here, God is setting Himself apart from 
Pharaoh. He is not a slave driver. The Israelites are worth far more to Him than 
what they produce. So they can (and must) rest.  

I also think it’d be pretty easy for the Bezalel, Oholiab, and the gang to receive 
these instructions for such an important project and start the hustle, working 
their way toward burnout, high on their own achievement, forgetting this whole 
thing is about making space for the Lord to move in their midst. I would bet 
money that pastors are some of the worst at observing the Sabbath. It’s just 



too easy to start thinking we’re indispensable to God, and rest is a luxury 
reserved for others. According to this section, we’re dead wrong.  

“But still, the death penalty? Isn’t that excessive?” 

Other than one reference in Numbers (15:32-36), we have no evidence of this 
punishment actually being carried out. And the rabbinic tradition has added so 
many constraints to this that it’s virtually impossible to carry out. But if we are 
to take the text at face value, here’s one interpretation I find compelling: 

“One can learn something important about a people by trying to understand 
what they regard as higher than life itself and what they will destroy a life in 
order to uphold...For the Bible, human life -- every human life -- is precious, 
and generally speaking, its violation is a great evil. Even so, it is not the highest 
good, for there are things more precious than life, things for which life may be 
sacrificed. Readers for whom nothing is higher than human life will of course 
not be able to accept any capital punishment or the ultimate sacrfiice, never 
mind for safeguarding the Sabbath.” (Kass, 523) 

I wonder: Is there anything you consider higher than life itself? What does 
this command reveal that God values higher than human life? 

Meanwhile, down below… 

The people of Israel have been waiting for Moses for about 40 days. With no 
sign of his return by Chapter 32, they’re left to wonder what happened. So 
they say to Aaron: 

“Up, make us gods 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.” So Aaron said to them, “Take off the rings of gold that are in the ears of 
your wives, your sons, and your daughters and bring them to me.” So all the 
people took off the rings of gold that were in their ears and brought them to 
Aaron. And he received the gold from their hand and fashioned it with a 
graving tool and made a golden calf. And they said, “These are your gods, 
O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” When Aaron saw 
this, he built an altar before it. And Aaron made a proclamation and said, 
“Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD.” And they rose up early the next 



day and offered burnt offerings and brought peace offerings. And the people 
sat down to eat and drink and rose up to play.” 

Okay, let’s what through what’s happening here: 

• make us gods who shall go before us: This is a military term. The 
people are demanding protection from gods (plural). They are making 
this decision from fear. Have you ever made a bad decision because you 
were afraid or impatient? 

• he received the gold from their hand: First of all, I’m fascinated by 
Aaron’s lack of resistance. I mean, it seems like he just caves under 
pressure. He takes up the offering of gold. Do you remember what this 
gold was supposed to be used for? Yep. The Tabernacle. Bye bye, gold. 

• fashioned it with a graving tool and made a golden calf: This is going 
to be super important when we get to verse 24. When Moses confronts 
Aaron, Aaron totally deflects responsibility, claiming, “So they gave it to 
me, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!” Clearly, Aaron 
took an active role in crafting the idol. He’s lying to Moses. 

• “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land 
of Egypt!”: This is what the Israelites cry out to each other, in worship of 
the idol. Does it sound familiar? Go back to 20:1-6. Read it. These 
words are straight from God, as he gives the Ten Commandments. “I am 
the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the 
house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not 
make for yourself a carved image…” They’ve just violated the first three 
terms of God’s covenant. 

• Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD”: It’s almost as if Aaron sees 
this worship of the calf and tries to backpedal, repurposing the idol as a 
tribute to Yahweh. He says that the next day they will hold a feast in 
honor of Yahweh. He’s playing both sides. 

• rose up to play: This line should make you blush. They eat, drink, and 
have an orgy.  



Up on the mountain, God tells Moses what’s happening. Read 32:7-14. God is 
prepared to destroy the Israelites and start over with Moses (sound like the 
story of Noah, anyone?). He even says to Moses, “Go down for your people, 
whom you brought up…” creating distance between Himself and Israel.  

Moses leans in. He reminds God of his promises to Israel and insists God’s 
reputation is at stake with the watching world. He holds God to his word, and 
God relents. But when Moses sees what’s happening with his own two eyes, 
he rages. What he witnessed must have been even worse than what he’d 
imagined, standing before God on the mountain. 

Moses throws the tablets on the ground, effectively shattering the Covenant 
the Israelites had ratified with Yahweh just a month before. He takes the calf 
and burns it, grinds it up into fine powder, mixes it with water, and makes the 
people drink their debauchery.  

After confronting Aaron, Moses stands at the gate of the camp and shouts, 
“Who is on the LORD’s side? Come to me.” And then unleashes the Levites, 
the only volunteers, with their swords to kill people by “going to and fro.” Three 
thousand men lie dead at the end of the day. To put this in context, there were 
approximately 600,000 men in total. This was serious, but not a genocide, by 
any means.  

This is one of those stories that’s hard to swallow. Before we judge Moses or 
the Israelites, it’s helpful to imagine what’s happening when Moses returns. 
Total anarchy has taken over the camp. We’re told, “Aaron had let them break 
loose, to the derision of their enemies” (32:26). Their enemies were looking on 
and saw their division, unruliness — and ultimately — weakness. The Israelites 
were sitting (drunken, orgiastic) ducks.  

What would you have done if you were Moses, responsible for these people? 

Whatever you think about his decision, the result is effective. As Kass writes, 
“Moses’s action...is a most impressive and successful — albeit horrifying — 
act of leadership in perilous times. By dividing and purging the people via a 
small civil war, he reunites them, all in the name of the Lord. He clearly 



establishes the sin of idolatry and makes visible its terrible consequences.” 
(Kass, 548) 

After the temperature drops, Moses returns level-headed and suggests that he 
might approach Yahweh and atone for Israel’s sin. He is offering to stand in the 
gap and pay the price for this offense. In fact, he offers his own life. (32:33) 

The calf episode ends with a plague on the people and God’s pronouncement 
that Israel has to leave Sinai, but they will not enter the Promised Land. If they 
try to, God will not be with them. Instead, their sons and daughters will receive 
the promise. They are devastated, remove their ornaments as an act of 
mourning and humility, and wander on into the wilderness. 

Before going much further into Chapter 33, we should pause and wonder: 
What on Earth do we do with Aaron after his ridiculous leadership failure? Do 
you remember why Aaron is even leading in the first place? 
Because FIVE times at the burning bush, Moses said NO to God. Over and 
over, Moses urged God to choose someone else for his mission, so in his 
tender mercy, God offered a plan B: Aaron. This reading makes me wonder 
what could have been different if Moses had given God a yes after the first go 
around. 

Are there places in your life where you are resisting God?  

He may offer you a Plan B, but there will likely be casualties along the 
way.  

Alright, let’s regroup. At Mt. Sinai, God made a covenant with Israel. He gave 
them the law, and they agreed to His terms. They celebrate and worship. 
Moses goes up to the mountain to be in the presence of the Lord and receives 
detailed instructions for a building project for a sanctuary where God can dwell 
among His people. But then the bottom falls out. Israel has committed total 
adultery and broken their vows. God almost gives up. Moses intercedes on 
their behalf. Will the Tabernacle ever be built? Is it over with God? 

Here at rock bottom, we’re let in on a powerful dialogue between Moses and 
God in the Tent of Meeting, a temporary structure pitched outside the camp 
where Moses would speak to God as to a friend. Read 33:12-23. You can 



almost hear the anguish and exhaustion in Moses’s voice. Here’s what stands 
out to me: 

• God reassures Moses, saying, “My presence will go with you, and I will 
give you rest.” Isn’t that a beautiful promise? I want to experience 
God’s presence and His rest. 

• Moses understands something powerful: It is only God’s presence and 
blessing on Israel that makes them different from any other nation in the 
world. It’s all grace, not anything they have done to earn it. I wonder 
if this is actually what sets Moses apart from the others and why God 
gives him favor.  

• Moses utters a hungry request: “Show me your glory.” He desires 
to see and know God. God protects him and explains that man cannot 
see his face and live. What would happen if this became our prayer? 
“Lord, show us your glory?” 

• I think 33:21-23 is probably meant to be read literally. But I think the 
principle applies to our lives. How many times have you been unaware 
of God’s presence, except when you look in the rearview mirror? There 
are so many times I have not been confident God is with me, until I look 
behind me and see the wake of his goodness.  

After this moment of intense connection, the Lord instructs Moses to start 
again. What you’ll read in Chapter 34 may sound like deja vu. That’s because 
you’ve read them before. This is Take Two. It’s like the renewal of the wedding 
vows, after one partner has gone astray.  

Read 34:6. How does God describe Himself? How have you experienced 
God in this way?  

I don’t like the idea of God “visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children 
and the children’s children, to the third and fourth generation.” It makes me 
uncomfortable. But it’s obvious how that plays out — we all suffer from 
something because of choices made by the generations who have gone before 
us. But then there’s this great moment from Moses. He says to God: 



“If I have now found favor in your sight, O Lord, please let the Lord go in the 
midst of us, for it is a stiff-necked people, and pardon our iniquity and our sin, 
and take us for your inheritance.” (34:8) 

Would God really overlook the sin of a whole group of people because of the 
righteousness of ONE? 

This is what Moses is asking for as he intercedes. Lord, if you 
find me acceptable, forgive them. Let me represent them to you. Be with us. 
Take us as your inheritance. Moses will ultimately fail at finding favor with God. 
But where Moses fails, Jesus succeeds. Jesus is the ultimate Moses, who will 
intercede on behalf of...well, us. We are stiff-necked people who God should 
have tossed out a long time ago. But because of Jesus, we are welcomed 
home with open arms.  

Read 34:28. Again, Moses is on the mountain for 40 days and 40 nights. This 
time, when he returns, there is no gold statue and no orgy. Israel is being 
transformed, as is Moses.  

When Moses comes down from Mount Sinai, again with tablets in hand, he’s 
unaware that he is beaming. His face is radiant from the presence of God. And 
the others around him cannot behold his face, so Moses must veil his face. 
Pause for a moment and reflect on Moses’ transformation from Egyptian 
fugitive/nomadic shepherd at the burning bush — to this moment, where he 
shines so brightly from being in conference with God. 

What happens to your countenance when you are connected with God? 
Can the people around you tell a difference? 

Chapter 35 leads us into the home stretch of the story. Moses gives Israel 
the commands God has issued. And this time, Israel obeys. The plane is 
lifting off the ground. The freewill offerings are collected to build the 
Tabernacle. Bezalel and Oholiab are finally appointed as master 
craftsmen. The artisans pick up their hammers and get to work.  



 

Next week, we’ll wrap up our study of Exodus. The question we’re asking until 
then is, “Will this work?” Will God actually dwell among these rascally people? 
And why? 

 

Dig Deeper 
Reflection Questions 

Chapter 31: 

1. How does reading this section on the importance of Sabbath-keeping 
affect how you think about practicing the Sabbath in your own life? 

2. Is there anything you consider higher than life itself? What does this 
command reveal that God values higher than human life? 

Chapter 32: 

1. Imagine you’re Moses, watching the events unfolding below, after 40 
days spent in the presence of God. What would you be feeling and 
thinking? 

2. Aaron uses the gold that would have been for the Tabernacle 
construction to build the Golden Calf. In other words, the material that 
should have been used to worship God helped construct the symbol of 
rebellion and disloyalty to Yahweh. While it’s easy to look at this story 
thousands of years later and shake our heads, we’re not so different 
from the ancient Israelites. In what ways are we also guilty of using the 
gifts God has given us to create idols for ourselves? How might God be 
calling us to use these gifts in worship to Him instead?   

3. What things bother you, stand out to you, or encourage you in this 
chapter? What questions are you left asking? 

Chapter 33: 



 

1. How would you describe Moses’ relationship with God at this point in 
the story? What things have contributed to making it that way? How 
does this compare with your relationship with God?  

Chapter 34: 

1. Read 34:6. How does God describe Himself? How have you 
experienced God in this way?  

Chapter 35:  

1. You read all of these instructions last week. What feels different, reading 
them this time around after the Golden Calf incident?  

2. As the covenant is reinstated, only the willing are called upon to join the 
work of constructing the Tabernacle. Why do you think God requires a 
willing heart for this task? What are the tasks God might be calling you 
to do with a willing heart?  

Resources 

• Listen to this podcast episode about the Golden Calf from the Bible 
Project while you’re out on a walk or in your car this week. 

 

 



 


