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

 
 As if these instructions and admonitions were not enough to accentuate the abject futility and danger of 
idolatry, the Lord provides us with an additional peril of such abominable activity: we become what we worship.  We find 
this terrifying caution in such texts as Ps 115: 8 [3-8], “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases. Their idols 
are silver and gold, the work of human hands.  They have mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see. They have ears, 
but do not hear; noses, but do not smell.  They have hands, but do not feel; feet, but do not walk; and they do not make a 
sound in their throat. Those who make them become like them; so do all who trust in them.”  A similar phraseology is 
found in Ps 135:15-18 except that v. 17 adds “nor is there any breath in their mouths.” and ignores vv. 6b-7 of Ps 115. [G.  
K.  Beale, We Become What We Worship: a Biblical Theology of Idolatry (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press and 
Nottingham, England: Apollos, 2008), 45, fn 11].   
 Verse 3 of Ps 115 establishes the absolute sovereignty of the Lord God who is separate from the creature and 
who freely acts towards them in accordance with his most holy and perfect will.  In absolute contrast to the living, 
omnipotent God is the idol, a counterfeit representation of an animate creature complete with eyes, ears and noses but 
which, on account of its intrinsic futility and comprehensive insensibility, cannot utilize any of these organs in any way; it 
is categorically useless!  Similarly, their hands and feet and throats are worthless.  The Lord’s punishing polemics against 
the idol reaches its heightened warning in v. 8, “Those who make them become like them; so do all who trust in them.”  
In other words, the clear instruction of Scripture is that worship is a formative experience.  It is a very powerful and 
foundational activity that carefully constructs and that undoubtedly determines and shapes the outcome of our ultimate 
identity.  When we exchange “the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals 
and creeping things.”  Rom 1:23, we incur the risk of becoming like the objects of our idolatry.  We are then captured and 
controlled by the very lie that is an idol, which although it has no animate properties as man and animals, nevertheless 
exercises a powerful and pervasive spiritual harm that wrecks our entire lives. 
 The Bible does not soften or sanitize the horrendous nature of this sin.  God even uses what some might 
consider crass language in order to present us with his unadulterated perspective of idolatry.  Nowhere is this more 
obvious than in the Lord’s lament over his covenant people: “Like grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel. Like the first 
fruit on the fig tree in its first season, I saw your fathers. But they came to Baal-peor and consecrated themselves to the 
thing of shame, and became detestable like the thing they loved.”  Hos 9:10.  This is a reference to the detestable worship 
of the Moabite gods by the first-generation of Israelites: “While Israel lived in Shittim, the people began to whore with 
the daughters of Moab. These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to 
their gods.  So Israel yoked himself to Baal of Peor. And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel.”  Num 25:1-3.   
 The patent understanding here is that God’s covenant people had turned away from the pure worship of him as 
their Creator and Redeemer and were committing acts of sexual immorality as part of fertility rites, while worshiping the 
Moabite gods.  The pagan understanding was that their gods with honor their lewd activity by showering them with 
material benefits.  The clue to understanding the rabid depravity of Israel’s act lies in the meaning of word yoked.  It 
means to bind or to join together, as in the sex act, and when taken with together with the literal meaning of Baal of Peor, 
the Lord of the opening, a reference to the female genitalia represented by the idol, we begin to understand the intensity 
of God’s hatred of idolatry.  [Ibid., 105].  The Lord’s firm judgment of his people was that they had become as abominable 
as they are idol!  We become what we worship!  
  

 

 

 

 
 


