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The Bible You Should Know
The Golden Calf:  Placing God in the Margins

I have with me this morning a box of Hamburger Helper.  How many of you believe that mixing up some of this and putting it in the oven will result in a gourmet meal?  I don’t think anyone will confuse this with a gourmet meal.  What’s the purpose of this kind of product?  It’s convenience, isn’t it?  Life gets so busy that it’s hard to find time to cook so we use a shortcut.  The convenience is nice, but it will never compete with the real thing – a home cooked meal of high quality.


For various reasons, we accept a lot of things in life that are much like this box – nothing more than pale imitations of the realities they are supposed to represent.  Do you find it troubling, the way life can become filled with one pale imitation after another.  Do you ever sense this happening?

Last week I told you we would use two stories from the life of Moses, as we continue with our study of The Bible You Should Know.  The passage we study this morning takes place further along in the journey of Moses and the Hebrew people to the Promised Land.  This story takes place as Moses is on Mount Sinai.  He is on the mountain to receive from God the Ten Commandments, a list of other commands, instructions for the Ark of the Covenant, and also the instructions for the construction of the Tabernacle.

We’ll pick up the story at the beginning of chapter 32.  Exodus tells us when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people assembled about Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make us a god who will go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.


You know, there’s just not a lot of positive comments the Bible makes about the Hebrew people during this time of their history.  As we saw last week, they were quick to grumble and complain, and now we see how quickly they are willing to trade their relationship with the true God for that of an idol.

Before Moses climbed the mountain he brought all the people together in a service of consecration (chapter 19).  Exodus tells us that a thick cloud and thunder and lightning enveloped the mountain and all the people in the camp trembled at the realization of God’s presence on the mountain (19:16).  God confers with Moses and then Moses comes down the mountain to report to the people.  He tells them all that God has said and 24:3 reports that all the people answered with one voice, and said, “All the words which the Lord has spoken we will do!”  In verse 7 they make the same affirmation.  Moses then goes back up the mountain, this time taking Joshua with him, and he leaves Aaron in charge.  On the second trop Moses was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights (24:18) and the presence of God on the mountain was visible to the people because it appeared that there was a consuming fire on the mountain top (24:17).

Then the people get tired of waiting on Moses and approach Aaron and ask him to make for them another god.  The people say they don’t know what has happened to Moses and with absolutely no recorded hesitation Aaron instructs the people to bring gold to him and from this he fashions the golden calf.

What happened to the vows they made as one people with Moses to worship the true God?  How could there be such a drastic change in such a short period of time?  And why would anyone want to worship a golden calf?  

It’s very simple.  The people wanted to worship a god they could shape into what they wanted in a god.  They did not want a real God, they wanted a pale imitation of a god.  They did not want a God asking for a real commitment of their lives, they wanted a god that was in the margins of life, a god that would not ask much or demand much.

During the generation of wandering in the wilderness, here is what defined much of the existence of the Hebrew people – the desire to place God in the margins and to worship gods of their own making.  That is a safe and easy way to live, but it’s not really living.

What will define – what is defining – us?  What will define us as individuals?  What will define us as a church?  Will we be defined by a desire to worship a god of our own making or will we be defined by a desire to worship the one true God who asks us to become like him?  


Go back to verse one of chapter 32 and count the personal pronouns.  Notice the references to we and us.  One of the greatest warning signs of moving into this dangerous territory of placing God in the margins of life is when we begin talking about ourselves a lot.  What will God do for us?  What’s in it for me?

The people really wanted to worship themselves.  Bowing down before a golden calf was not the only thing that made them guilty of idolatry; what made them guilty of idolatry was their desire to have God serve them.  This is always where idolatry begins – with a desire to have God give us what we want, rather than a desire that he give would give us what we need.


Are we worshipping what is less in life?  Are we worshipping things that are but a pale imitation of the real thing?


The Bible is a dangerous book.  The God revealed through the Bible is a dangerous God.  He is dangerous because He does not want to be reduced to the margins of life, and yet I fear that is what we are beginning to do. I have been watching, with great anxiety, our momentum slipping away, our passion slip away, our sense of possibility slip away.  Could it be that when it seems that God gets very close we get very frightened?


Will we be defined by unrealized potential or by a desire to bring God out of the margins and into the center of life?
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