
Scripture:
Exodus 32-34
Romans 5:9-11

Between God’s instructions for building the tabernacle (Exo 20-23), and these instructions being carried out (Exo 35-40), 
here (Exo 32-34), we have a terrible incident of God’s people straying away from Him. While Moses is on Mount Sinai, they 
break the Covenant by building and worshipping a golden calf (Exo 32). God responds in anger, and 3,000 of them die (Exo 
32:28). Moses intercedes for them (Exo 33:1-23), and God renews the Covenant (Exo 34:1-35).

1. The TEXT: Idolatry, turning from God and worshipping something else features prominent in Exodus 32. What 
attitudes led to idolatry in this passage (Exo 32:1-9, 22-24)? What are the results of this idolatry (Exo 32:10,14,27,35; 
34:1-281)? How does Moses respond to the idolatry (Exo 32:11-13,19-34; 33:1-23)? 

2. The TEXT IN THE BIGGER PICTURE: In the Bible, there is no more serious charge than that of idolatry. It is the ultimate 
expression of unfaithfulness to God and for that reason is the occasion for severe punishment (Lev 26:27-33; Num 
33:51-56; Deut 29:16-28). The ground for punishment against idolatry is the jealousy of God (Exo 34:14). But why 
is God jealous? He is jealous because He knows that the best thing for us is Himself. He is our creator, provider, and 
redeemer, and when we turn away from Him toward other things, we are cutting ourselves off from what we were 
made for, and what we really need to be fully human. To worship idols is hence both an error and a foolish vanity (1 
Thess 1:9-10; Acts 14:15; 1 John 5:21). In fact, the very essence of sin is idolatry (Rom 1:18-25). Do you agree that the 
essence of sin is idolatry? Why or why not?

3. JESUS COMPLETING THE STORY: In Exodus, Moses stands between God and the people of Israel as a ‘go between’, 
a mediator, to intercede on behalf of the Israelites, pleading for God’s mercy (Exo 32:12). He offers himself as a 
substitute (Exo 32:32) to die in place of the Israelites, but is reminded that He has his own sin to pay for (Exo 32:33, 
33:22) and must be shielded from God’s holiness. God does show mercy to the Israelites and renews the Covenant with 
the people (Exo 34:1-28), with a constant reminder that they cannot approach directly but must go through Moses 
(Exo 34:29-35). Jesus Christ is the ultimate intercessor (Heb 7:25), who unlike Moses, did not have any of His own 
sins to pay for (Heb 10:10). Yet, he was not shielded from God’s wrath but instead was crushed by it (Rom 5:9-11), 
and in that way shielded his sinful people from that holiness. In Jesus, and only in Jesus can we see the consequence of 
idolatry dealt with completely, by God’s great mercy (Rom 4:8). What other ways is Jesus like Moses? What other ways 
is Jesus unlike Moses? What does that tell you about the ministry of Jesus, as compared to Moses’?

4. LIVING OUT THE STORY: God has dealt with out idolatry, not by punishing us, but by punishing Jesus. Jesus took 
that punishment willingly, and when we realise that, we see how much we want to have Him as not just first, but 
the greatest thing in our hearts. He is the only way we can displace our idols effectively, willingly and satisfyingly. In 
light of what Jesus has done, what are some idols in your life that God is challenging you to replace with the superior 
satisfaction of Jesus? Remember that idols are not necessarily bad things, but good things that have been made 
ultimate things.

Prone to wander – Idolatry and true worship

Background Information:

Questions:

Prayer:
•	 Praise God for dealing decisively with sin and idolatry, and yet showing mercy. Praise Him for being a God of perfect 

justice and simultaneously a God of perfect love and mercy. 

•	 Confess that you have idols that do not belong in your heart. Confess that only Jesus can rightfully take that first place 
in your heart.

•	 Ask God to show you the superior worth of Jesus, and how you can effectively smash some of the idols in our heart.

1 “The command to kill idolaters was not Moses’ idea but God’s (see Exodus 32:27). At first glance, it seems that God is ordering the Levites to kill everyone else, but the 
wording is actually not intended to imply that. What the Levites were to do was to “go back and forth through the camp from one end to the other,” which means carefully and 
systematically approaching everyone and finding out whether or not they intend to return to God, abandoning their idolatry. Those found to be committed to idolatry must be 
killed. Those sorry for being caught up in it but now actively repenting must be spared” excerpt of commentary on Exodus 32:26-28, page 681, The New American Commentary 
on Exodus, Douglas Stuart


