
 
 

     
An Examination of the Golden Calf Incident, Exodus 32:1-6 

 
  Today we are returning to our examination of this very troubling event in the history of God’s people 
in the Old Covenant.  The last time we discussed this matter, we concluded that Israel was suffering from an attack of a 
syndrome called the Insufficiency of God’s Word.  That is to say, in spite of God’s spoken word to Israel in every 
dimension – as covenant stipulations to worship, revere, honor, glorify and obey him alone in all aspects of life, Ex 20:1-
23:33; as instructions admonishing them to trust his word as the very principle and foundation of their lives, Dt 8:2-3; cf. 
also 6:4-9; 32:45-47; etc.; as the very standard of obedience, adherence to which will allow them to remain in the promised 
land, v. 47; etc., Israel knowingly disobeyed his word and rejected his loving admonitions, passionate appeals, stern 
warnings and severe threatenings, by above all, building and worshiping the golden calf.   
 One of the more poignant ways in which the New Testament describes the practice of idolatry is found in Rom 
1:22-23: “Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling 
mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.”  There the apostle states that those that are idolatrous make a 
very bold assertion that they are wise.  However, the very opposite is true; the Scripture declares that they are actually 
foolish, not merely lacking in insight or intellectual strength but having no regard or reverence for God because they are 
morally obtuse.  Thus, they proceed to deny the reality of God.  Of these the Psalmist declares, “The fool has said in his 
heart, "There is no God."”  Ps 14:1.  Ironically, as they commit these nefarious acts against God with their whole being, 
the sad reality is that they are considering themselves to be wise! 
 Further, those who commit idolatry are guilty of committing the preposterous sin of exchanging the glory of the 
immortal God for the images of creatures.  Once (in their wisdom) they have denied the existence of God, a very 
persistent and irrepressible irony remains: their inclination to worship cannot be done away because they were made in 
the image of the very God whom they deny!  For those whom God has made in his own image and likeness, worship is an 
inseparable and entrenched practice; he has made us to worship him, Ps 100:1-5.  The sad reality is that idolaters wisely 
replace the glory of the infinite, unchanging God with images of corruptible creatures.   
 The Pauline text denotes a deliberate process and a conscious replacement of God’s glory with an image.  If the 
glory of God is the external manifestation of the excellency of his attributes; if the glory of God “is what shows God for 
what he is as God;” if the glory of God “is the reflection of God himself and can never be transformed into a thing;” 
[Jacques Ellul, The Humiliation of the Word  trans. Joyce Main Hanks.  (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1985), 90] and further, if God is truth, Isa 65:16, then it follows that “God’s glory is a manifestation of the 
truth.  It is the presence of a person.” [Ibid.]  Idolatry is an intentional and unrighteous act of suppressing the truth that is 
clearly known of God, Rom 1:18, and of replacing it with a lie.  In idolatry “there is an exchange of truth for reality, of the 
person for the object.”  It is not merely a competition between a true God and false gods; it involves a fundamental and 
radical change.  This is because “God really is not God any longer when he is represented.”  [Ibid.]  For this reason, the 
apostle concludes that a crucial dimension of idolatry is “the exchange of the truth about God for a lie.”  v. 25.  It is no 
wonder then that, within the rich and vibrant collection of Hebrew words for idols, one, sheqer, is translated lie, 
falsehood or deception.  It is found in such places as Jer 10:14; 51:17, “.. for his images are false” (ESV)- literally, for false is 
his molten image.  Yes, idolatry is the brazenly foolish act of substituting a lie for the truth that is God. 
  
 
          
 


