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Text 
Moses turned and went down the mountain with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands. They were 

inscribed on both sides, front and back. 
16 

The tablets were the work of God; the writing was the writing of 

God, engraved on the tablets. 
17 

When Joshua heard the noise of the people shouting, he said to Moses, 

"There is the sound of war in the camp." 
18 

Moses replied: "It is not the sound of victory, it is not the sound 

of defeat; it is the sound of singing that I hear." 
19 

When Moses approached the camp and saw the calf and 

the dancing, his anger burned and he threw the tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot 

of the mountain. 
20 

And he took the calf they had made and burned it in the fire; then he ground it to 

powder, scattered it on the water and made the Israelites drink it. 
21 

He said to Aaron, "What did these 

people do to you, that you led them into such great sin?" 
22 

"Do not be angry, my lord," Aaron answered. 

"You know how prone these people are to evil. 
23 

They said to me, 'Make us gods who will go before us. As 

for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't know what has happened to him.' 
24 

So I told 

them, 'Whoever has any gold jewelry, take it off.' Then they gave me the gold, and I threw it into the fire, 

and out came this calf!" 
25 

Moses saw that the people were running wild and that Aaron had let them get 

out of control and so become a laughingstock to their enemies. 
26 

So he stood at the entrance to the camp 

and said, "Whoever is for the LORD, come to me." And all the Levites rallied to him. 
27 

Then he said to 

them, "This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: 'Each man strap a sword to his side. Go back and 

forth through the camp from one end to the other, each killing his brother and friend and neighbor.'" 
28 

The 

Levites did as Moses commanded, and that day about three thousand of the people died. 
29 

Then Moses 

said, "You have been set apart to the LORD today, for you were against your own sons and brothers, and 

he has blessed you this day." 
30 

The next day Moses said to the people, "You have committed a great sin. 

But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin." 
31 

So Moses went back to 

the LORD and said, "Oh, what a great sin these people have committed! They have made themselves gods 

of gold. 
32 

But now, please forgive their sin-- but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written." 
33 

The LORD replied to Moses, "Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my book. 
34 

Now go, lead 

the people to the place I spoke of, and my angel will go before you. However, when the time comes for me 

to punish, I will punish them for their sin." 
35 

And the LORD struck the people with a plague because of 

what they did with the calf Aaron had made. 

 

Introduction 
 Today we focus on the second half of ch. 32.  The first half we looked at last 

week.  Kind of a sobering text, wasn’t it?  Remember: I’m just the messenger!  If I were 

making up my own religion, all the judgment and wrath would probably be the first thing 

to go.  But that was kind of the point of last week’s text – we can’t make up our own 

religion.  We must let God be God.  He has revealed to us who he is.  And actually, in 

Jesus Christ, he has revealed himself to be a God far more marvelous than one any of us 

could dream up.  We’ll look even more deeply into why that’s the case today. 
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So last week we saw the Israelites dancing around a golden calf, having a good 

old time.  Well, we saw it, but in the chronology of the narrative Moses had not yet.  God 

had just told him about it.  He doesn’t see it for himself until today’s text.  Little did 

Moses know what he was getting into, even though God had told him what to expect.  

Today we’ll follow Moses down the mountain and see what his reaction is to the idolatry; 

he puts an end to the party real fast.  We’ll also listen in on a sad interchange he has with 

his brother.  We’ll try to deal with the disturbing detail of divinely mandated sword 

slaughters.  And finally we’ll reflect on the significance of Moses’ return up the mountain 

to talk to God again; Moses realizes that there’s more that needs to be done in the realm 

of being a mediator.  In short, what we’re going to see just this: there’s full atonement 

for those who repent. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Moses’ Reaction 
 One of the reasons that Moses had gone up Mt. Sinai this time was to receive the 

instructions for making the Tabernacle.  The other reason was to receive the tablets of 

stone with the Ten Commandments on it (24:12).  These were to go inside the Ark in the 

Most Holy Place of the Tabernacle (25:16).  Well in v. 15 we see Moses coming down 

the mountain “with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands.”  Two, most likely, not 

because God didn’t have a font small enough to make them fit on one, but as a 

compliance with the prevailing custom of treaties in that day.  When a mighty king 

rescued an oppressed people he made covenant with them in duplicate – one to stay in his 

god’s temple and one to go in theirs.  It only makes sense in this situation that both copies 

stay together. 

 And we get more details about these tablets.  We learn that these tablets were 

“inscribed on both sides, front and back” (v. 15) – it’s all-encompassing.  And they were 

“the work of God” (v. 16), written by the very hand of God.  I’m not sure how that 

happened, but that’s what it says.  So these were very special. 

 In v. 17 Joshua comes on the scene again.  Remember back in ch. 24:13 when 

Moses went up he took Joshua, his aide, with him half-way.  What Joshua was doing this 

whole time, I have no idea, but Moses kindly swings back by and picks up Joshua on his 

way down. 

 And as they get close to the camp at the bottom Joshua “heard the noise of the 

people shouting” (v. 17).  Remember that Joshua is a military man.  He had led the 

Israelites on the ground in warding off the invading Amalekites back in ch. 17.  So 

naturally he thinks, “We’ve been attacked again!”  “He said to Moses, ‘There is the 

sound of war in the camp’” (v. 17). 

Moses knows otherwise, because God had told him what was going on down 

there.  And so he replies, “It is not the sound of victory, it is not the sound of defeat; it is 

the sound of singing that I hear” (v. 18).  Again, everything the Israelites are doing is a 

cheap imitation of authentic worship.  They had sung to God on the opposite shore of the 

Red Sea.  This instance is like the foil to the Song at the Sea.  “When Moses approached 

the camp and saw the calf and the dancing…” (v. 19).  Singing and dancing is not bad, 

but this is dirty dancing. 
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Now what do we make of Moses’ explosion once he witnesses this sorry site?  

“When Moses approached the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, his anger burned 

and he threw the tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot of the 

mountain” (v. 19).  Moses has shown signs of a temper before (he killed a man!).  He will 

again and it will keep him out of the Promised Land (Nu. 20:10-11).  But here he doesn’t 

seem to get in trouble for breaking the precious divine handwriting.  In fact, the phrase 

“his anger burned” is the same as that found in v. 10 to describe God’s reaction to this 

scene – his anger burned.  This appears to me to be an example of righteous anger, a 

God-like response to idolatry.  He wasn’t just frustrated that they weren’t making things 

easy on him.  He wasn’t personally offended by their actions and angry about that.  Like 

Jesus in the Temple (Jn. 2:13-17) or Paul in Athens his “spirit was stirred in him” (Acts 

17:16; KJV) to see such idolatry.  Idolatry is not inoccuous.  To those who love God and 

love people, idolatry should provoke us, grieve us, arouse us.  Not out of self-

righteousness, but out of love.  When is the last time it has? 

This breaking of the tablets, I believe, was a calculated, symbolic action, not an 

uncontrolled over-reaction.  Moses was in effect saying that they had completely broken 

this freshly minted covenant.  That’s the way God’s law works – you break it, you’ve 

broken it.  It’s not flexible.  I’m sure we could analyze the event and see how they broke 

each one of the Ten Commandments, but just on the surface if they broke only 

commandment #2 about graven images, as James says “whoever keeps the whole law and 

yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it” (James 2:10).  They had 

royally screwed up.  They completely violated the covenant made with their saving King. 

You can almost hear the records screeching to a halt for the dance music at the 

sight of Moses and the sound of shattering tablets, can’t you?  The party was over.  Then 

look at what happens: “[Moses] took the calf they had made and burned it in the fire; then 

he ground it to powder, scattered it on the water and made the Israelites drink it” (v. 20).  

What’s the point of this “making the Israelites drink the cocktail of their sin”
1
  I read 

several people trying to take a stab at it, some suggesting it has some connection with 

another strange text in Numbers 5 where people drink stuff.  Is it like rubbing a cat’s nose 

in its mess when it’s litter training?  I tend to agree with Douglas Stuart who holds it was 

just a way to totally destroy the idol.  “Putting the powder into their water supply, he saw 

to it that eventually the powder was drunk along with the water and thus went through the 

Israelites’ bodies, [coming] out as waste, corrupted and defiled, and therefore… ruined 

permanently as material fit for an idol.”
2
  Moses is really getting rid of it; throwing it in 

the trash, not putting it in the closet.  The trash is the only place for idols.  When’s the 

last time you’ve smashed one of your idols? 

 

Moses and Aaron’s Interaction 

 Now we see Moses’ interaction with his brother Aaron.  I liked the chapter titles 

in one commentary I looked at on this.  For last week’s text it had, “Unholy Cow.”  For 

this week’s it had, “Oh, Brother!”
3
  Back in 24:14 as Moses was getting ready to head up 

the mountain with Joshua he had put Aaron and Hur in charge while he was gone.  They 

were supposed to look after things.  So Moses calls Aaron to account – “What were you 

thinking?!”  “What did these people do to you, that you led them into such great sin?” (v. 

21). 
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 Aaron’s alibi is utterly incredible!!!  He’s open and free and accurate when it 

comes to reporting the people’s role in this.  He accurately diagnoses their hearts and 

quotes their request.  When it comes to his role in things it’s a bit sparse to the point of 

ridiculousness.  I don’t really know what to say besides we can sometimes be quite stupid 

when confronted with our sin.  Aaron’s is an example of bad repentance. 

 In this scene looking at Moses’ relationship with his older brother Aaron I was 

somewhat reminded of Michael and Fredo Corleone in The Godfather.  But of course 

Moses is not a sinister mob boss, although some would look at what happens next and 

think otherwise. 

 

The Levite’s Action 

 Let’s look at that.  Starting in v. 25 – “Moses saw that the people were running 

wild and that Aaron had let them get out of control [this really was a raucous scene; sin 

quickly gets out of control] and so become a laughingstock to their enemies.”  Moses was 

worried that the people of God had become too much like, too indistinguishable from the 

nations around them that others would point to them and say with a smirk, “What’s the 

point!  You’re just a bunch of hypocrites.” 

 “So he stood at the entrance to the camp and said, ‘Whoever is for the Lord, come 

to me’” (v. 26).  We have no reason to believe that any of the Israelites abstained from 

the Golden Calf Party.  Moses, who they would have liked to think had disappeared, was 

now back and standing between the mountain and them and he makes an immediate call 

for people to take sides.  The Levites, Moses’ own tribe, quickly recognized their folly 

and rushed around their leader.  I believe this is a demonstration of repentance.  Some 

people, when confronted with their sin, repent right away.  Others need more chances. 

 Moses said to the Levites around him, “‘This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, 

says: [so this is not Moses’ idea, this is God’s prescription] ‘Each man strap a sword to 

his side.  Go back and forth through the camp from one end to the other, each killing his 

brother and friend and neighbor.”’  The Levites did as Moses commanded, and that day 

about three thousand of the people died” (vv. 27-28).  I had always read this and had in 

my mind that it was just some form of random, Anton Chigurh- style executions, a 

haphazard population thinning of the Israelites in response to their sin. 

 But the more I think about that, that doesn’t make much sense.  God has already 

relented of his fierce anger.  Are we to believe that Moses’ mediation just talked God 

down from total annihilation to 3,000?  This doesn’t seem to square with the composite 

picture of God’s character we get in the rest of Scripture.  Then I read in some 

commentaries the suggestion that what these Levites were doing was going through the 

whole camp and calling people individually to repentance, pleading with them to forsake 

their desires to worship a golden calf, give up their orgiastic revelry, and join them with 

Moses, back again on the Lord’s side.  It was an open invitation.  But those who blatantly 

refused were then killed. 

 It’s still a brutal picture.  But we have to keep in mind that at this stage church 

and state were not separated.  Israel was a theocratic nation.  “This is one of the 

differences between the old covenant and the new covenant,” Phil Ryken writes.  

“Whereas under the old covenant, God’s people had the power of the sword, under the 

new covenant we have the spiritual power of church discipline.”
4
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The NT corollary of putting members of the covenant community to death in the 

OT is what’s called ‘church discipline’.  It’s been called excommunication.  It means for 

a church to officially remove someone from their membership and exclude them from 

participation in the Lord’s Table as a way to say, “We believe that by your recalcitrant 

actions you are demonstrating that you have no part in Christ.”  Now it’s not just about 

sinning.  If it were, we’d all be excommunicated.  Church discipline is for those who 

flagrantly sin and repeatedly refuse to repent when confronted.  It’s for those who say, 

“What I’m doing is not wrong.  I’ll keep doing it.  I don’t need Christ’s forgiveness.”  For 

people who genuinely flee to their Mediator there’s mercy seventy times seven.  But for 

those who obstinately refuse God’s grace, after a clear process laid out in Mt. 18, there’s 

removal from the body… with the goal of restoration, I might add. 

The reference here to being a laughingstock reveals the need for church discipline 

in order to reduce confusion inside and outside the church about what it means to be a 

Christian.  Christians are not those who sin with impunity, they are those who seek 

immunity in Christ. 

Church discipline is not mean-spirited.  It’s done with a heavy heart, as I’m sure it 

was with the Levites when they encountered their brazen sons and brothers and friends 

and neighbors.  But they stepped up into their tough role as spiritual leaders that day and 

Moses gave indication that they would be ordained to a special task in the community in 

v. 29. 

 

Moses’ Attempted Substitution 

 Now comes the interesting part, the sequel to last week’s stellar performance by 

Moses as the people’s mediator.  After coming down the mountain and seeing the extent 

of the sin himself, Moses suddenly realizes that mediation must involve atonement.  Just 

appealing to God’s reputation, character, and covenant; just stepping in the middle and 

pleading for mercy isn’t really enough for God’s wrath to be turned aside.  “The next day 

Moses said to the people, ‘You have committed a great sin.  But now I will go up to the 

Lord; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin’” (v. 30).  The tabernacle hasn’t been 

made yet, so he ascends the mountain, the proto-tabernacle, to perform the role of proto-

high priest. 

 “He had been thinking,” writes James Boice.  “Sometime during the night a way 

that might possibly divert the wrath of God against the people had come to him.  He 

remembered the sacrifices of the Hebrew patriarchs and the newly instituted sacrifice of 

the Passover.  Certainly God had shown by such sacrifices that he was prepared to accept 

an innocent substitute in place of the just death of the sinner.  His wrath could sometimes 

fall on the substitute.  Perhaps God would accept.”
5
  And so Moses comes to the holy 

God, confessing the people’s sin, asking for forgiveness, but if it can’t just work that way 

(and he knows deep down it can’t), then he’s ready to offer himself – “But if not, then 

blot me out of the book you have written” (v. 32). 

 What is the book?  References to a book like this abound throughout Scripture.  

Two meanings seem to be referred to.  One is just a book of the living (cf. Ps. 139:16).  

The other is the book of the living and the dead who belong to God’s eternal people, the 

register of the kingdom, the Book of Life (cf. Rev. 20:15).  The main point could work 

either way, but I tend to think he has in mind the latter.  He’s truly offering his eternal 

stake in God’s kingdom in exchange for the forgiveness of his people. 
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Moses nobly offers himself as a substitute and God essentially says, “Sorry.  It 

can’t work like that…”  What?  Yeah.  “The Lord replied to Moses, ‘Whoever has sinned 

against me I will blot out of my book’” (v. 33).  It would be unjust and insufficient for 

Moses to be blotted out in exchange for the people.  Unjust because, as the prophet 

Ezekiel put it – “The soul who sins is the one who will die” (Ezek. 18:4).  Proverbs 17:15 

states what we all know – “Acquitting the guilty and condemning the innocent – the Lord 

detests them both.”  For someone who has not committed a crime to be punished for it 

and for someone who has committed a crime to go free is a miscarriage of justice.  Sorry, 

Moses.  And insufficient because, even if one person could be punished for another, 

there’s no way for one person to be punished for many.  It’s even less fair.  How could 

Moses’ blotting out be equivalent to the whole nation’s? 

So “God rejects Moses’ offer.  But he does so not because he doesn’t like the 

idea,” says one guy I read.  “After all, such an offer is the heart of the gospel.  Rather, he 

rejects the offer because Moses is not suited to carry it out.  Moses does not have the 

capital to see it through to the end.”
6
  So Moses is on to something.  But Moses is not the 

Messiah.  Moses is a sinner himself; he stands on his own before God.  And Moses is just 

a human, a fallen, finite being. 

 

Jesus’ Substitution 

“How different is this from what we see in Christ!  Having done all He went back 

to heaven, not with a ‘peradventure’ [a long-shot chance or possibility] but to lay upon 

the throne the imperishable memorials of an atonement already accomplished,” says C.H. 

Mackintosh.
7
  Moses was thinking in the right direction and this episode is recorded to 

point us this way, but only Jesus could pull it off.  Here’s why… 

In response to the question of justice – How could another person (even if he’s 

willing) be punished in place of guilty people? – we have to first recognize that Jesus was 

completely innocent.  He had absolutely no sins of his own to pay for; the only person 

like that in human history.  So he doesn’t have his own day in court and then try to 

somehow go to ours for us.  That frees him up to be for us what no one else possibly 

could – our fully united representative.  You see, Jesus is not presented as some unrelated 

third party.  He spoken of as being in true, real, spiritual union with his people; they are 

in him and he is in them.  Thus “the doctrine of penal substitution…,” says one group of 

scholars, “does not propose a transfer of guilt between unrelated persons.  It asserts that 

guilt is [reckoned] to Christ from those who are united to him.”
8
  So on the cross Jesus 

actually became sin (cf. 2Cor. 5:21).  On the cross we were actually dying in him (cf. 

2Cor. 5:14).  There’s no miscarriage of justice here. 

In response to the question of sufficiency – How could the suffering of just Jesus 

for just a few hours provide an equivalent to a vast multitude suffering eternity in hell? – 

we have to recognize that Jesus was more than just a man; no less, but much more.  So 

he’s not just some unknown stunt double.  “In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in 

bodily form” (Col. 2:9).  He is fully man and yet fully God.  We cannot fathom then the 

worth of “the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect” (1Pe. 1:19).  

Francis Turretin puts it this way: “Christ alone ought to be estimated at a higher value 

than all men together.  The dignity of an infinite person swallows up… all the infinities 

of punishment due to us.”
9
  I checked it out with my wife, who’s a mathematician, and it 
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works.  “Thus Christ’s suffering, though it lasted only a finite time, was infinite in value 

because he is infinitely worthy,”
10

 and is able to pay for all the infinite sin of humanity. 

Here’s the deal: “A Mediator has come, by God’s design, one ‘who had no sin to 

be sin for us’ (2 Cor. 5:21).  What was hinted at by Moses’ rejected offer has happened 

with a crushing finality that even Moses could not have anticipated,”
11

 recognizes one 

observer.  Listen to the perhaps familiar words of Romans 3:25-26 with fresh ears – “God 

presented him [that is, Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.  He 

did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins 

committed beforehand unpunished – he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present 

time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” 

The failure of Moses only serves to highlight the fantastic-ness of Christ!  

There’s full atonement for those who repent.  Are you a repentant sinner trusting in 

Christ as your sin-bearing substitute? 

 

Conclusion 
 We’ll talk more in the way of ‘so whats’ and application next week.  Let me just 

leave you with two thoughts today.  One is apologetic and the other is inspirational.  To 

those who protest that the God of the Bible, especially the God of the OT, is a moral 

monster, never speak of judgment apart from the admission that you deserve it more than 

anyone else and the announcement that the God of the Bible is one who substituted 

himself for sinners, who took the full blow of divine wrath upon himself on the cross.  

It’s amazing.  And to those who wonder what the ins and outs of Christ’s atonement and 

the theological distinctives of his mediation really mean for your life, ponder this: Robert 

Murray M’Cheyne said, “If I could hear Christ praying for me in the next room, I would 

not fear a million enemies…” 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 For those who are united to Christ by faith, come and ingest these symbols of 

your union with him, that you were in him when his body was broken and blood was shed 

and he is in you now… 

 

Benediction 
May your motto be: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ 

lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me 

and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 16, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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