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The Tragedy of Idolatry
Exodus32:1-25

The story before us this morning is often described as the Fall of Israel, an echo of that first fall

of humanity in Genesis 3. | think for good reasons. In Gene3j<abd creates humanity in his

image to have a special relationship with them. He retatdslam and Eve as his children, he
resources them with everything they can ever need. He resides with them in the Garden, where
hecomes down tavalk and talk with them in the cool of the day. He rules them as their king,
instructing them by his Word dmow to live as his childremn his presencdor his glory. And

yet you’'re barely into the story before Adam
God, ruining their relationship, and forfeiting his presence and his blessing.

Wh at we ' ehadinp reteerstorp of Exoduthe past several weeks is in many ways the

creation story of Israel. God rescues a people iglateto him & his childrer— | s r a e | i's my
firstbor n s onHetesobreeshenawthseverythingahiey neeétbread fom

heaverand water from the rock, as they make their way to a land flowing with milk and honey.
Herulesthemas their king, making a covenant with them, giving them his Law and promising

that he will be theiGGod, and they will be his people. And he just finished giving Moses plans

for the tabernacleso that he can reside with thexs their Godmaking his glory known to them

and through them t ’ sreatioh story all over again, but writ small in one ipatéar people,
Israel,throughwhom God will reclaim his vision fahe world blessing all peoples and filling

the whole earth with his glory

And yet before Isragdven steps a foot beyond Sinai, they blow up their lives by rebelling against

God, breakig the covenant they just made, ruining their relationsid, it would appear,

forfeiting G o dpresence and hisblessingt * s | i ke they have committe
fact, that's exact | y -hspintualtadukeryBsrael vas wed¢oGod i b e s

in a covenant ceremony in ch. 24, a promise and pledge to be devoted exclusively to him for all
generations. But while Moses is up on the mountain with God, receiving blueprints for their

dream house, if you will, in just 40 days Idresealready sleeping around.

This story is a tragedy. But it’'s a tragedy t
may not in this time and place be tempted to pick up a chisel and carve for ourselves a god, that
doesn’t me antedvaed oftee guittyoot replacnm@od, or reducing him to something

we can control. Especially when we can’t see

And so as we consider the story before-tise fall of Israel, the golden caland think about
the roots of idolatry, the nature of it, the consequences for it, and the remedy we have in Christ,

1E.g., Jdgs. 8:33; Isa. 50:1; Jer.-3®; Ezek. 16; Hos.-B; Jms. 4:4.



don’t disconnect yourself from this story. Th
it’s only when we wunder sétheramedy and thd hope yyehdwe jn t h a
Christ.

So first, the roots of idolatry . . .
The Roots of Idolatry: Fear and Control

When we last left off with the people of Israel, we saw them in ch. 24, pledging themselves to

the covenant God was making withthémAl | t hat the LORD has spoke:
wi || be obedient” (24:7). What would possess
and relationship God just made with them? They had it so good. Two ieadandcontrol.

Ex odus 3 2thelpeople satieanMoses delayed to come down from the mountain, the
peopl e gathered themselves together to Aaron
before us. 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 Israelites were afraid. Moses, the man who led them out of Egypt, the man through whom

God had worked so many incredible miracles, was missing. He went up onto the mountain of

God nearly forty days ago, into the fire anducl and thunder they were so afraid of, and no one

has seen him since. They can’t see what God’ s
they are now afraid that God is no longer going to make good on his promises, specifically, the
promise to brig them into the land.

And so they decide to take matters into their own hands. Their fear produces a need for control.
We can’'t see this God. We don’t know if he’s
was through Moses, godwhoiswithssrighohere, right\WWav, sowe d a
can know whether he is in the camp. We need a god we can keep tabs on. And so they say to
Aaron, “Make us gods who shall go before us.

”

When you can’t see God at works oradory’ teasiyde
his presence, to doubt his power, his goodness, his faithfulness to his promises, to fear his

absence, and therefore to look for more expedient means of getting what we want. To replace

God, or reduce him to something we can control

Now the irony, of course, is that while they
LORD is on the mountain giving Moses plans so that he can dwell with them in a special way. In
fact, the author her e wan tlatouaweell witbh hispeople,and cont r

t he peopmakeGod duwelldhere. Ome author summarizes it like this:

(1) The people seek to create what God already provided; (2) they, rather than God, take the
initiative; (3) offerings are demanded rather talingly presented; (4) the elaborate
preparations are missing altogether; (5) the painstaking length of time needed for building
becomes an overnight rush job; (6) the careful provision for guarding the presence of the
Holy One turns into an opeair olject of immediate accessibility; (7) the invisible,

intangible God becomes a visible, tangible image; and (8) the personal, active God becomes



an impersonal object that cannot see or speak or act. The ironic effect is that they people
forfeit the very divihe presence they had hoped to bind more closely to them&elves.

And that shows you the foolishness of idolatr
gi ve wus. But we want it on our terms and acco
God to be God, especially in the midst of crisis, and so we look for a substitute or a surrogate.

And that brings us to the nature of idolatry. Just what is Israel doing that God finds so offensive?
The Nature of Idolatry

Scholars differ on whether Israel is breaking the first commandment (you shall have no other

gods before me), the second commandment (you shall not make for yourself a graven image), or
bot h. We oft en —thatsmaanginventing a new dyoe repflacerYahiveh or

come al ongside hi m. But that’'s not what the s
the idol with a graving tool (a clear violation of the second commandment), notice what the

peopl e say: * Thes ewhabroaghtya upoutgfdhe Bnd of@gdypts ( 8 1. 4 ) .
And then Aaron builds an altar and makes a pr
the LORDHweh, |8rael’s God.

|l dol atry often attempts to r ea@tbrapaee h@oTthey but i
are trying toreducehim to something they can contrekomething they can see and manipulate
and have immediate accesstan | mage. I't’s the second comman

So what’'s wrong wi t h tatmad God ge helpful im facditgtisgburCan’ t a
worship, like icons in certain traditions? The bedlf was a common image of deity in the
ancientworle—a pi cture of strength and power. Doesn’

J.l. Packer explainsthati real i ty, i mages di shonor God, fo
just misrepresent God, picturing him as having body parts and such when he has none. The

bigger problem is that they actuallyl“conceal
nature and character of tHAsdlsanehBd4Dn@8wham
whom then will you |iken God, or what | ikenes

of accurately displaying hi bardgdseerthatsuchagai n, qu
symbol in fact insults [God], for what idea of his moral character, his righteousness, goodness
and patience could one gather from | ooking at

More than that, “i mages msabbueGod. ..uAaron, dy making hey
an image of God in the form of a ballf, led the Israelites to think of him as a Being who could
be worshiped acceptably by frenzied debaucher
organized (Ex 32:5) becameshameful orgy. . . . to the extent to which the image fails to tell the
truth about God, to that ext’ent you wil/| fail

2 Exodus(Interpretatim; Louisville: John Knox, 1991), 28981.

®Note also Yahweh’'s description in 32:8, that the offer
See John Sailhamefhe Pentateuch as Narratiy&rand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 310ff.

*J.1. Packerknowing God[Downers Grove: IVP, 1973, 1993),46.

® Packer, 4647.



But perhaps the most insidious aspect of a graven image is that it is an attesdptéisod in

order to cotrol him. If we can take God out of the heaven and put him here on earth, we can
make him into whatever we want him to be. We craft him according to our needs, our desires,
our fears—our own personal deity, custom built for our situation. Making an ima@®ad is our
attempt at controlling Ged-at making him less than who he is, so that we can be all that we
want to be.

And again, this is not just a problem for ancient Israel. We may not break out the hammer and
chisel, but we are experts at either redgesod to whatever we want him to be. Crafting a

mentai mage, i f you will. Again, Packer puts his
of t hlikenagthinko' fl God as . : : [ fi 11 i n thdkebl ank] .
tothinkof him si mplPyl alsi lne Ftao htelmi. nRK of God as the
everything around wus.’ “l li ke to think of hi

really worshiping, we reduce God to that image.

Which means that en you reduce God to an image, you really do replace him with something

el se, something | ess. I n I srael’s effort to r
god. We do the same. In fact, the only way you can reduce God to animage,isffywu al r eady
replaced him with something elsesomething less than what he truly is.

]

Tim Keller calls this a counterfeit god.” It
anything that absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything yoo geekyou

what only God can give you. A counterfeit god is anything so central and essential to your life
that, should you lose it, your |ife would fee

And our world is full of them. Sex, money, education, success, body imagegsons, family,
friends. Even good things, when you make them an ultimate thing, can become an idol. We find
our life and identity and significance in them. We run to them to avoid whatever it is we fear.

But when you think about we give upinthe LORDh or der to chase these |
make sense. Not hing can compare with him. It
prize on gameshow. You can walk away now with the promise of an inheritance that can never
perish, spoil, or fader you can spin the wheel again and take your chance at winning
something better today or | osing everything vy
missing out on what we think might be better, or at least more immediate and controllable, leads
usto do the stupidest things. And to make stupid excuses when we getedikgiftaron, when

Moses confronts him. ‘“You know how this peopl
throw the gold i nto t he-2f4i)r.feollsd.Babinowfearand me t hi
our folly, we reduce the God of heaven to something we can control on earth.

But God will not be reduced or contained. Nor will he be replaced. As he says in Isaiah 46,

To whom will you liken me and make me equal, and comperethat we may be aliké?
Those who lavish gold from the purse, and weigh out silver in the scales, hire a goldsmith,
and he makes it into a god; then they fall down and wordHipey lift it to their shoulders,

® Packer, 47.
" Tim Keller, Counterfeit God¢§NY: Dutton, 2009) xvii.



they carry it, they set it in its place, and it stands there; it cannot move from its place. If one
cries to it, it does not answer or save him from his trodRemember this and stand firm,
recall it to mind, you transgressofsemember the formehings of old; for | am God, and

there is no other; | am God, and there is none like me . . . (Isa9%6:5

And so what'’'s at stake in reduci

betrays our covenant with God and brings us undeutgment. This brings us to our third

point . . .

The Consequences of Idolatry

What Israel does in crafting an image to represent and reduce the LORD is nothing short of
spiritual adultery. They betray their covenant with God. This is how the LORD re&ets,he

reports to Moses on the mountain

God’ s Vv oOi c e :youfpéople, avlmomyaubrouighd wp out of the land of Egypt, have
commanded
(32:7-8). And this is what Moses illustrates when he takes the two tablets of the testitheny

corrupted themselves. They have turned aside quickly out of thé wag t

of

happe

witness to God’' s covenant wi—tahdshatderséghemhatthee ngr av

foot of the mountain (32:19). The covenanbiiesken before Israel even receives a copy.

And there are consequences for breaking the covertdirg consequences. Idolatry is treason,
rebellion against heaven. And God responds in wrath to all who reduce or replace him.

His initial plan, as he explaine Moses on the mountain, is simply to destroy Israel and start

over with Moses. That’'s how big

consider his recent work of salvation and reputation among the nations, and to remember his
promise 6 Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (3214). And God relents; he does not destroy his

people. But he does judge them.

First through Moses, who destroys the idol and desecrates it by turning it into Koolaid mix for
the people to drink and then pass (32:20). Agdin through Moses, who ordains the Levites to

“break
the idol is destroyed (32:2%9). And again in v. 35, as God sends a plague on the people. There

stri ke down any who continue to

are consequencésr breaking the covenant.

And that often seems harsh to us.
because he is the only one who deserves our worship. If you lend somebody several thousand
dollars to buy a car, and instead of paying lpaak, they give it to someone else, as though they
were the ones who originated the loan, or they just decide to keep it themselves, is that right? Is
that just? No. In the same way, God is the Creator, the Sustainer, the Savior and Ruler of all
humanity.Everything we have comes from him, and he made us to reflect his glory. Nothing else
is actually worthy of our praise or allegiance. And so idolatry not only refuses to recognize his
glory, it takes the glory he deserves and gives it to something elgeats it for ourselves. But

as God says in Isaiah 42:8: “1 am
cannot

my praise to carved idols.” You

But i dolatry doesn’ t peapls.tAs he alysannvd/, tliepabple have
corrupted themselves.” Replacing

LORD;
steal

| oose”

G

t

poi s
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of his people. I f you |l ove someone, you can’t
dangerousorsellestrc t i ve behavior. God’s judgment i s me
from going down a road that will utterly destroy an entire people.

But here’s the problem, if idolatry is just a
where does thaeéave us? When we reduce the God of heaven to something we can control on

earth, we betray our covenant with God and bring ourselves under judgment. What hope do we
have?

What hope does Israel have in the story?
The Remedy for Idolatry

OQur chapter doesn’t fully answer that questio
people into the | and, and promising that his
waiting till the tabernacle is finished before they set ougf God going with them into the land.

Israel is left in limbo at the end of ch. 32, and Navin Williams will pick up that story for us next

week.

But we do see the remedy for idolatry begin t
with on theiro wn . It s not even enough to simply stop
and the debt must b equalifed dediatdm$o carestandbetweenlthgm h o p e
and God and plead their case on their behalf.

That’' s t he r oliethiwstoryfaacconihneste @ay ip theanext couple chapters).
And he plays it effectively at the beginning of the chapter. God is ready to wipe out Israel and

start over with Moses, and Moses pleades their
excuses. Once again, he appeals to God’s work
away. He appeals to his reputation: think wha

your name. And he appeals to his promise to Abrahgou promised tanake him a great
nation and give his descendants the land (324)1 And his pleas were effective.

But at the end of the chapter, he approaches
preservation, but for tehxeti rd afyo rMpisveesn essasi.d Meor st
have sinned a great sin. And now | will go up to the LORD; perhaps | can make atonement for
your sin.’”

And so Moses returns to the LORD. He goes bac
asking Godtoforgive t , and i f not, offering himself in
forgive theirsikrbut i f not , pl ease bl ot me out of your
What ' s interesting is that it doesWhobewerkhtls
sinned against me, I wi || bl ot out of my book
will visit Israel to punish this sin, and his presence here on out is a question mark.

But even though Moses’ hisitime, it doesshimtiatovhat ibwellr e i s n”’
ultimately take to remedy I|Israel’s idolatry a

not be the right man, but he has the rightide#fering himself in exchange for the people.



Because thatwisl exaakéyt whadaeali tonce and—for all
our determination to reduce the God of heaven to something we can control on earth. We need a
mediator who will stand in our place, offering his righteous life for our idolatrous otie, an

bearing in himself the full curse for our idolatry. We need Jesus Christ, the Great High Priest,

who died for our sins and rose again.

And in Jesus, we can say no to idolatry and yes to God. Listen to what the apostle Paul writes in
1 Corinthians 10, rédcting on this very story in Exodus:

Now these things took place as examples for us, that we might not desire evil as they did. 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.” . .Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he

fall. No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will
not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the
way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry.
(1 Cor. 10:67, 1214)

Because Jesus is our Mediator who reconciles us to God, and because Jesus is God, and is with
us by the Holy Spi r ithetempationdocediuce Goll @ regacehon gi v e
with something else when we’'re afraid. We don
if we’re honest. Rat her, as J. I. Packer summa
that God the Creatas transcendent, mysterious and inscrutable, beyond the range of any

imagining or philosophical guesswork . . . and hence a summons to us to humble ourselves, to

listen and learn of him, and to let him teach us what he is like and how we should tHinkndf H

Even when we can’t see God, he knows what he’
we don’'t have to be afraid. His plan is al way
will be faithful to his promise to be our God, and we his pedpleugh Christ. So ay we trust

him. Not who wewanthim to be, butvho he really isandso walk inhumble obediencthrough

Christ.

8 packer, 48.



