
The Book of Exodus
Lesson 22: The Golden Calf -- Exodus 32:1–35

Picture the camp at the foot of the mountain. Moses has been gone forty days. Forty days is a 
long time to wait when you cannot see the man you trusted, when the cloud sits heavy on the 
peak and the thunder mutters and you wonder if he is ever coming back. The people grow 
restless. They had stood at this same mountain and heard God speak with their own ears: ‘You 
shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a carved image.’ The words 
were barely cold. And yet, in the silence of the delay, something turns. ‘As for this Moses,’ they 
say, ‘we do not know what has become of him.’ Have you ever felt that way? God seems slow, 
the answer seems delayed, and in the waiting your heart begins to drift toward something you 
can see and touch.

Watch what impatience does. The people crowd around Aaron and demand, ‘Make us gods who 
shall go before us.’ And Aaron, the brother of Moses, the man left in charge, does not stand 
firm. He gathers their gold, melts it in the fire, and shapes a calf. Then, astonishingly, he builds 
an altar in front of it and announces, ‘Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD.’ Read that slowly. 
They were not, in their own minds, abandoning the true God. They were trying to worship Him 
their own way, with an image they had made, in a form He had forbidden. The sin is not only 
that they wanted another god. The sin is that they wanted the right God on their own terms.

Up on the mountain, God sees it all and His holy anger burns. ‘They have turned aside quickly,’ 
He says. Down below, the camp breaks into the noise of revelry while a calf of gold stands 
where the glory of the Lord should be. And here, in this dark hour, one man steps into the gap. 
Moses does not excuse the people, but neither does he abandon them. He pleads with God on 
the basis of God’s own glory and God’s own promises. Later he offers something staggering: 
‘Blot me out of your book,’ he says, willing to be cut off himself if only the people might be 
spared. It is one of the most moving prayers in all of Scripture, a shadow falling forward across 
the centuries toward another Mediator who would not merely offer to be blotted out but would 
actually bear our sin in His own body.

This chapter is not a museum piece. The apostle Paul reaches back to this very scene and lays it 
on the table for the church: ‘Do not be idolaters as some of them were; as it is written, The 
people sat down to eat and drink and rose up to play’ (1 Corinthians 10:7). He says it was written 
down as a warning for us. So do not read Exodus 32 as a story about somebody else, long ago 
and far away. Read it as a mirror. The same impatience that built a calf still tempts us. The same 
urge to worship God our way rather than His way still whispers in the modern heart. And the 
same God who burned with holy anger also heard the cry of a mediator and showed mercy. 
Come and look honestly, and let this old, hard chapter form you into someone who waits on 
God, worships as He directs, and trusts the One Mediator who truly gave Himself for you.



Group Discussion: When the people grew impatient with Moses’ delay, they did not openly 
reject the LORD; they tried to worship Him with a golden calf and even called it ‘a feast to the 
LORD’ (32:5). What does this teach us about the difference between worshiping the true God in 
the way we prefer and worshiping Him in the way He has actually authorized (John 4:24), and 
where do God’s people still fall into this same temptation today?

Personal Reflection: The whole episode begins with impatience: ‘When the people saw that 
Moses delayed’ (32:1). Where in your own life is the delay of God, an unanswered prayer, a 
season that drags on, a promise not yet kept, tempting you to take matters into your own hands 
and shape a substitute you can see and control?

Read Exodus 32:1–35

Study Questions

1. Read 32:1–6. Israel had just heard God forbid carved images, yet they made a calf and called 
the feast ‘a feast to the LORD.’ What does this reveal about God and about how He is to be 
worshiped, and why is trying to worship the true God by a form He has not authorized still 
idolatry?

2. Read 32:1. The whole sin begins with ‘when the people saw that Moses delayed.’ Where is 
the delay of God in your life pressing you toward impatience, and what would it look like to 
wait on Him instead of fashioning a substitute you can see and touch?

3. Read 32:2–6 and 32:21–24. Aaron, left in charge, collected the gold, made the calf, built an 
altar, and later said, ‘I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf.’ What does Aaron’s 
failure reveal about the danger of caving to the crowd and minimizing our own sin?

4. Read 32:24 again with Genesis 3:12–13. Aaron blamed the people and the fire instead of 
owning what he did. Where are you tempted to excuse, minimize, or shift the blame for 
your sin rather than confessing it plainly before God (1 John 1:8–9)?



5. Read 32:7–10. God tells Moses the people have ‘corrupted themselves’ and His anger burns 
hot against them. What does God’s holy anger over the golden calf teach us about how 
seriously He regards idolatry and false worship?

6. Read 32:7–10. The same people God had just rescued from Egypt turned aside ‘quickly.’ 
What does the speed of Israel’s fall warn you about your own heart, and where do you most 
need to guard against turning aside soon after God has blessed you?

7. Read 32:11–14. Moses pleads with God on the basis of God’s glory before the nations and 
God’s promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel. What does Moses’ intercession teach us 
about the ground of true prayer and about appealing to God’s own character and word?

8. Read 32:11–14. Moses stood in the gap and prayed for a people who did not deserve it. 
Who has God placed before you, a wandering family member, a struggling brother or sister, 
that He may be calling you to intercede for instead of merely condemning?

9. Read 32:30–35 with 1 Timothy 2:5, Hebrews 7:25, and 1 Corinthians 10:7. Moses returned 
to the mountain and offered, ‘If you will forgive their sin, but if not, please blot me out of 
your book that you have written.’ He was willing to be cut off for the people. How does this 
remarkable intercession foreshadow Jesus Christ, the one Mediator who did not merely 
offer to be blotted out but actually bore our sin and ever lives to make intercession for us, 
and how does Paul’s use of this scene (1 Corinthians 10:7) warn us against idolatry today?



10. Read 32:25–29 and 32:35, then look back over the whole chapter. We have seen 
impatience, false worship, Aaron’s failure, God’s holy anger, Moses’ intercession, and the 
real consequences of sin. Name one specific way the Lord Jesus is using this hard chapter to 
form you, whether to wait on God, to worship Him as He directs, to confess sin honestly, or 
to rest in your one true Mediator.

Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: 1 Corinthians 10:6–7, these things took place as examples and a 
warning, so do not be idolaters as some of them were; John 4:24, God is spirit, and those who 
worship Him must worship in spirit and truth; Exodus 20:3–5, you shall have no other gods 
before Me and shall not make a carved image; 1 Timothy 2:5, there is one God and one 
Mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus; Hebrews 7:25, He is able to save to the 
uttermost those who draw near to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession 
for them
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