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BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES 

"I am the bread of life. He who comes to me shall never hunger …” John 6:35 

  

 

EXODUS 32  

Golden Calf Incident 

1. Now when the people saw that Moses delayed coming down from the mountain, the people 
gathered together to Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make us gods that shall go before us; for 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.” 

The Golden Calf episode is a critical point in the God/Israel relationship. While Moses is up on the 
mountain, his absence in the camp below (an absence perhaps far too long for a people desperate 
for firm leadership) creates a void that is unhappily filled.  The people did not know how long Moses 
would be away, but anticipated an early return. Moses was on the mountain 40 days and 40 nights.1 

Look carefully at the sentence in quotation marks and discuss what you see there. 

Read verses 2-6 

Back in Exodus 24:18 we read the words of Moses to the elders: “Wait for us until we return to you’ 
Behold! Aaron & Hur are with you; whoever has a grievance, let him approach them.”   

Aaron’s response to the people’s disquiet certainly raises questions for us. Why does he seem to give 
in so easily to the illicit demands of the people?   

The people gathered around Aaron – One can only imagine the impatience, murmuring and unrest 
that had built to this point.  And what has happened to Hur, who was left alongside Aaron to hear 
the grievances of the people? (24:14) In fact, we never hear of Hur again. Midrash says he was killed 
by the people when he stood up against their murmurings: “Hur demonstrated zeal when he 
defended the honour of Hashem and fiercely opposed the worship of the Golden Calf. Aaron , who 
loved and pursued peace, used other methods when the unruly crowd placed a demand on him 
saying, Rise up, make for us gods that will go before us” .2  

The people were accustomed to having visual representations of their gods, so the solution of 
merging this pagan practice they were familiar with, and the worship of the God they were just 
beginning to be acquainted with, by making an idol and calling it by God's name, made sense to 
them.  

v.4 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 
(molten) calf. They said, “This is your god, O Israel, which brought you up from the land of Egypt”.     

                                                           
1 See Ex. 24:18. Forty is the number related to testing. The number 40 represents transition or change; the concept of 
renewal; a new beginning. The number 40 has the power to lift a spiritual state.”  
2 The name Hur means white linen. Recall that it was Aaron & Hur who held up Moses’ arms in the battle with the 
Amalekites. Both were necessary to defeat the Amalekites (fleshly nature). 
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32:5 “When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before him. And Aaron made a proclamation and said, 
“Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD.” (YHVH)  

Notice he uses the holy Name of God here. Was Aaron trying desperately to re-direct their attention 
back to the true God who brought them out of the land of Egypt, by means of syncretism?   

And they rose up early the next day and offered burnt offerings and brought peace offerings. 
Q. Where have we read these words before?  (Read Ex. 24:4-5 and note the similarities.) 

This type of repetition thematically links the two events. In Exodus 24 they were sealing a Covenant 
with the LORD, promising to hear and obey everything He said; now they were essentially reversing 
that Covenant. Not only did they sit down ‘to eat and drink’, but they ‘rose up to play’ (laugh/mock). 

This account seems to be contradicted later, when Moses asks Aaron, “What did this people do to 
you that you have brought such a great sin upon them?”  to which Aaron replied: “ . . .  I said to 
them, ‘Let any who have gold take it off.’  So they gave it to me, and I threw it into the fire, and out 
came this calf.” (32:21-24). 

Q. How do you respond to this apparent contradiction? 

At the end of Moses’ life, when he gave an account of past events, Moses recalled this incident with 
these words: The LORD became very angry with Aaron to destroy him, so I prayed also for Aaron at 
that time. (Deut. 9:20) 

God’s Response - Read the dialogue that ensues between God and Moses in 32:7-10.  Let’s look 
at these words from the LORD carefully:  

 “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted 
perversely.”   Your people! —is God about to wipe his hands of the very people he has rescued out of 
Egypt, and entered into a covenant with?  Surely not!  Verse nine only accentuates the grave 
disappointment God has with Israel: “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are”—not “my 
people,” but “this people”. What we are hearing is not just disappointment, it is utter estrangement!    

Q. What thoughts emerge from your own reading?   

“Now, let me alone,” says God (v.10) He tells Moses to let Him alone, even though there is no 
mention of Moses speaking up for them at this point. On the one hand, the LORD was restraining His 
anger that demanded release according to His holiness and justice—on the other hand He was 
opening the door for Moses, letting him know that the matter depended on him. If he interceded for 
them, the LORD would not destroy them.     

“But Moses implored the LORD his God and said, Oh Lord, why does your wrath burn hot against 
your people, who you brought out of the land of Egypt” (32:11-13).        

In other words, amidst divine heartbreak God creates a space for more to happen, and Moses is 
astute and compassionate enough to take the hint. He throws himself into intercession on behalf of 
the people. Indeed, the Jewish sages view Moses as a master of prayer. Here we see him boldly 
confident in the divine-human relationship and prepared to ‘give all’ according to the urgency of the 
situation. The whole episode provides us with a striking example of the boundless love and devotion 
of Moses to his fellow-man, before God.  It also shows the necessity of a righteous intermediary 
between a sinful people and a holy, righteous and just God. v.14 And the LORD relented from the 
disaster that he had spoken of bringing on his people. 
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Q. What can we learn from Moses’ intercession? 

The Tablets 
Moses was now able to descend with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hand (32:15), tablets 

that were “written on both sides; on the front and on the back they were written. The tablets were 
the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, engraved on the tablets.” 

If we have seen the movie, “The Ten Commandments,” we might have a picture of the laser light of 
God chiselling out the stones and dramatically writing the Commandments on them while Moses 
watched on. But this is not what the text indicates. (Look back at Ex. 24:12 and 31:18)  Midrash says 
that they were a ‘work’ created at the same time as all the other works of Creation, not something 
new at a later time.  

Opinion is divided as to how and why the Ten Commandments were written on both sides of the 
Tablets (a point made twice in one verse.) Rabbinic thought suggests that the two faces of the 
Tablets of the Law are symbolic of the two aspects that characterize the Divine words: the revealed 
side, and the side which remains concealed from common mortals.3 

Hebrew insight: In the Mishnah (the Oral Torah), it is said that “the Hebrew word translated 
engraved may also be read freedom4, suggesting that only he who devotes himself to the words 
engraved on the Tablets is free.”5   An interesting thought, don’t you agree?  

DISCUSS this insight in the light of the teaching and person of Yeshua. 
Consider, for example: “When the Son sets you free you are free indeed.” What other scriptures and 
understanding can you add to this? 

Read Exodus 32:14-29     

As Moses returns to camp and sees the idolatry of his people, his anger flares up and he throws the  
tablets down, shattering them at the foot of the mountain, in the sight of the people, and dire 
consequences follow on account of their grave sin. 
 
Verse 25 is interesting in the Jewish translation: Moses saw the people, that it was exposed, for 
Aaron had exposed them to disgrace among those who rise up against them. Again, we might be 
inclined to judge Aaron, but perhaps we need to draw back from this.  I put two thoughts to you: 
  

1) The sin/idolatry of Egypt, which remained in the people’s hearts, needed to be ‘exposed’ 
before they could move on. 

2)  The Torah is parabolic and prophetic.  We know that Israel was not able to keep covenant with 
their God. It was always God’s plan to send His beloved Son, the WORD MADE FLESH, to die 
for the sins of His people and create a New Covenant of mercy and grace.  (We will pick this up 
in the next study.) 

And the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses. And that day about three thousand men of 
the people fell. And Moses said, “Today you have been ordained for the service of the LORD, each one 
at the cost of his son and of his brother, so that he might bestow a blessing upon you this day.” 

Q. What is your response to the judgment of God upon the people here?  

                                                           
3
 Rabbi Elie Munk, The Call of the Torah p453, quoting R‘ Bachya,. 

4
 Both words use the exact same Hebrew letters with different vowel markings. 

5
 The Call of the Torah, p 454. 
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It brings to mind Joshua 24:15   “… choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve…”    

We are also reminded of Jesus words in Luke 14:26 "If anyone comes to me and does not hate father 
and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters-yes, even their own life-such a person cannot be 
my disciple.”   

29. Then Moses said, “Consecrate yourselves today to the LORD, that He may bestow on you a 
blessing this day, for every man has opposed his son and his brother.” 

We need to see this whole story in terms of its prophetic fulfilment in Christ, because it is vital 
to our understanding. Consider each of the points below through your “Messianic lens”: 

 
1. A Covenant was already in place between God and His people. 
2. The Tablets of the Testimony, originating from God alone, which would enable them to enter 

the Promised Land, were in the hands of Moses.   
3. God saw the gross sin of His people, became furious, disowned them and threatened to wipe 

them out.  
4. Moses stood in the gap and said, “Now LORD, you can’t do this – after all they are really YOUR 

people – settle down, I’ll go down and sort it out.” (my words ) 
5. Moses descended with the Word of God and became so enraged himself at what the people 

were doing that he flung them to the ground, smashing them into pieces. The WORD of God – 
remember the Tablets were of totally divine origin – was now irreparably, broken.  

6. Moses called for a separation of the people: “Whoever is for the LORD, join me!” – and all the 
Levites gathered around him. If Israel as a whole was not yet ready to be a “Kingdom of Priests 
and a Holy Nation”, at least the Levites were. (Levites become the ‘priestly class’, totally 
responsible for the upkeep of the dwelling place of God – the Tabernacle.)   

7. They were to oppose even their own sons and brothers, and 3000 fell that day.  (27-29); 
  

At the foot of Mt Sinai, 3000 died—on the Day of Pentecost (the Feast which remembers the giving 
of the Torah at Sinai) after the Holy Spirit fell on the disciples in Jerusalem, 3000 were given LIFE 
through the testimony of these ‘priests’ of the New Covenant, who had been ‘ordained for the 
service of the LORD’ by the infilling of the Holy Spirit.    

Read and discuss verses 30-35. 
Moses now fully identifies himself with the people – after all he is one of them. Whereas, we still see 
the LORD saying “Whoever has sinned against Me, I will blot him out of My book. … in the day when 
I visit for punishment, I will visit punishment upon them for their sin.” 

This chapter ends on an enigmatic note: Then the LORD sent a plague on the people, because they 
made the calf, the one that Aaron made. “In connection with this punishment, the Torah uses the 
Divine Name of the LORD, which designates the attribute of love. Divine punishments are 
indispensable for the salvation of humanity and so is the product of Hashem’s love.”6 

Perhaps, in a sense, Aaron (who was to become High Priest) fully identified himself with the sin of 
the people of God.  Consider this thought in the light of 2 Cor. 5:21 “For He made Him who knew no 
sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.” 

The First Tablets are broken, so broken. But that is not the end of the story. They are a crucial 
part of the path towards the creation of Second Tablets… There is no such thing as unbroken 
faith, just as there is no such thing as unbroken love. By grasping the brokenness, the new 
tablets can be achieved. Tikkun (repair, rectification) requires some breakage.7  

                                                           
6
 Munk, The Call of the Torah, p464. 

7
 http://textandcity.blogspot.com/2014/06/broken-tablets-study-guide-for-shavuot_2.html 


