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Psalm  97 

Hymn:  ”Sing Praise to God the Highest Good”-819 LSB 

Exodus 32:15-24, 30-35 

Prayer: Holy and righteous God, do not visit us with the judgment our sins deserve but look upon us with 

the eyes of your mercy, open our hearts to receive your saving Word in repentance and faith, that 

clinging to you alone we might be brought to the life which is eternal through your Son, Jesus Christ, the 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Amen. 

In the time leading up to World War II – I think it was in either 1932 or 1933, the German pastor Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer preached a very powerful sermon on the earlier part of Exodus 32 in which he drew a 

contrast between the church of Aaron and the church of Moses. The church of Aaron, said Bonhoeffer, 

appeared to be the successful church for it was cultural relevant, the people could relate to a golden 

calf, a symbol of virility and strength. It drew a big crowd. The worship was exciting and ecstatic. On the 

other hand the church of Moses was so small. In fact, Moses had disappeared on the mountain of Sinai 

and no one knew what had happened to him or whether or not he would return. There was only one 

problem with Aaron’s church. It was false. It was idolatrous. God was displeased and it became the 

target of His wrath. 

That is where our text picks up. It is the account of God judging the sin of Israel as Moses returns to the 

encampment with the newly-inscribed tablets of the Law in hand. Moses and his assistant Joshua come 

to the camp and they hear the sound of singing. It is not the sound of victory. Nor is it the lament of 

defeat. It is the sound of singing. It is the music of worship, of praise choruses. How could it be that God 

would be displeased with worship?  It is worship directed not to the Creator of the heavens and the 

earth but to a god that they had fashioned with their own hands – a golden calf. 

Now this was an attractive god. After all it was made of gold. Yahweh they could not see. Of Him they 

could only hear. But the golden calf they could see with their own eyes and it was a sight to behold 

glistening and gleaming with a radiant sparkle. But it was a false god. For all of the life, security, and 

vitality it may have symbolized it could only lead to death. Idols always work that way you know. They 

entice and seduce you with the promise of life but they deliver death.  Now the words of Exodus 32 may 

sound very harsh in your ears. They are that. But keep in mind what the Apostle says in Romans 15 “For 

whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through the encouragement 

of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Rom. 15:4). These things were written down and made part of 

Holy Scripture for our learning. 

Yahweh is a jealous God. He will not tolerate any rivals. In His holy jealousy, He will not share you with 

any other god. He threatens to punish those who break His commandments. The children of Israel will 

not be saved by their golden calf. The sons of Levi are ordered to go through the camp and execute the 



death sentence. Moses intercedes for the people, even making God the offer that his own life be blotted 

out of God’s book. He pleads for their forgiveness but Moses is powerless to accomplish it. God will visit 

the sins of the people on their own heads. In His wrath, He will give them over to the results of their sin.  

That is where our text today ends. And if that is all that you had, you would be without hope for like the 

people in the wilderness of Sinai, you have committed idolatry. Perhaps your false worship is not a 

golden calf, but your mind to paraphrase Calvin is an idol factory, it knows how to craft idols that are so 

attractive and promising. You know what they are, don’t you?  It might be your money or lack thereof. 

Or is it the thought that your spiritual achievement makes you a bit more superior than your friends 

back home…after all you have sacrificed so much to come to seminary to study in order to be a pastor or 

a deaconess. You see a false god as the Large Catechism reminds us is anything that you fear, love, and 

trust in above the true and living God. God’s Word from Exodus 32 crushes every single one of the idols 

you would build demonstrating them to be as impotent as the golden calf to rescue you. 

But you need more than Moses. You need the one to whom Moses pointed. You need the One who was 

a prophet like Moses but greater than Moses. The law came through Moses but grace and truth came 

through Jesus Christ. Moses could not make atonement for your sins and be your Savior, but I am here 

to tell you that Jesus Christ did. He is no golden calf of your own imagination and design. He is the Lamb 

of God who takes away the sin of the world. He is the Lamb of God who takes away your sin. He died 

with your sin on His shoulders. He died for your sins. Because of that God is not blotting your name out 

of the Book of Life but instead is calling you as His beloved son or daughter to worship the Lamb in His 

kingdom which has no end. We worship no golden calf but the Lamb of God. The First Commandment 

absolute in its prohibition of every false god. The flip side of the First Commandment is that if you have 

Jesus Christ as your God and Lord, you need no other deity. You have Christ Jesus!  He has given you a 

new song and you will sing it for all eternity:  “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for 

you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and 

people and nation, and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on 

the earth” (Rev. 5:9-10). Amen. 
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