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EXODUS 32.1-14

Introduction:  There are two – surprisingly related - questions I want to focus on from this passage: the question of time and the question of idolatry.

Time

Perhaps the most basic reality in human life is that we experience it as creatures of tiem. How we use time, then, is critical to the quality of our human existence.

It is common today to observe we live in a frantic world in which people seem increasingly to have no time for themselves, and especially no time to spend getting to know God. It seems that our world today is more hectic in this respect than has been the case at any other time. It may be true that life in Gauteng, which is so focused around money and status, may be worse than in many other parts of South Africa. 

All of this is probably true, but the people waiting at the foot of the mountain while Moses went up to talk with God were also in a hurry, so perhaps our lack of time is an unwillingness to wait for God rather than a lack of time. Let’s look at what had happened up to this point.

The Lord had a lot to say to Moses for it was in chapter 24.12-18 that Moses was told to come up to meet with God. From chapters 25-31 God speaks to Moses, giving him instructions about the divine requirements for true worship. The Israelites thus show themselves to be spiritually shallow by their impatience. Their impatience also reveals a carelessness about people. Notice how easily they dismiss the man who has taken them through very difficult circumstances out of an agonizing oppression. Out of sight for a few minutes and immediately out of mind. Impatience with God is connected to impatience with people. We dismiss God easily and we dismiss people easily. One reason for taking time with God and getting to know him is that you develop the care necessary to get to know people and to care for them. Spirituality, which is the proper attention to ourselves as spiritual beings, can’t see God and others separately. Thus the discipline of setting aside time to worship God creates a space which enables us to devote time to significant people in our lives. 

However, in their impatience the importance of what is happening escapes them. In those seven chapters, God is laying down the whole basis for Israel’s life. Everything that Jews right until today hold most dear, the Law by which they define themselves as a group, was being given to Moses. By their impatience, then, they missed the very meaning of who they are, and of their vocation in the world as Israel. All because they didn’t have time. Later in the passage, at v.8, God Godself notes that “they have been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them”. Impatient people have little staying power and lose the fruit of faith.

Why are they so impatient? You would have thought that having come through the fire under Moses’ leadership they would have developed some trust in him, if not in God. I suggest three reasons for their impatience:

1. they can’t face the mystery of God’s Presence. They want a god who is much more easily accessible and who does things in a way that they find comfortable. I’ll come back to this, but here I just note that faith – real, life-transforming faith – hinges on our capacity to stay with the mystery and unknowability of God. God is radically different from us, not just a superior version of ourselves.

2. The agony of waiting was too much for them. This agony lies in the loss of control we experience when we have to give time to something. They didn’t hear the conversation between Moses and God; they had to trust in the vision they had seen of God’s Presence at 24.17: “Now the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel”. Notice, they had seen this vision; God had given them something to believe in; they knew Moses was with God on the mountain, not just enjoying a braai with the elders. Yet they couldn’t face the wait because they couldn’t face their own helplessness at that point. To know God you have to learn that helplessness is critical to growth as a person of faith.

3. A related point. They were impatient because they were anxious, and their anxiety created the need to take control, to perform. Thus they fashioned a god who, they imagined,  would lead the rest of their journey.

The Consequences of Their Impatience

When we are impatient to get on with the journey and fail to realize that waiting for God is essential to a successful journey, we turn to the gods for help. We’re not talking about pagans, now, but about us, believers in the One True God. Israel here remained Israel while fashioning a god in the shape of a golden calf. Because they had failed to wait for the God who made them, who had delivered them from oppression, and guided them through the arid wastes of the desert, their choice was a golden calf. On one level this is humorous: the God who created the universe is exchanged for an object which they themselves had made – and they’re deadly serious about it! Underlying the sheer absurdity, though, is the tragedy that this is so typically human. We can’t cope with God so make our own gods whom we take absolutely seriously.

Perhaps we don’t easily appreciate what they have done because we’re used to representations of Jesus, but to any Jew the prohibition on images was a cardinal article of faith in the nature of Yahweh as Creator. The Israelite prohibition of images was a statement of belief in the nature of God as well as a statement of acceptance of the human inability to know God. It was an acknowledgement of God’s sovereign greatness. What they had done by making a golden calf, then, was deny Yahweh, their Lord and Savious. Their easy dismissal of Moses, Yahweh’s servant, follows automatically. Notice how the passage shows this: Aaron, whom one would have thought to have known better says with a breathtaking lack of self-awareness: “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt”. Where on earth did he get that? He was there when God called Moses; in fact, he was chosen to help Moses. Yet he so easily switches faith and pulls the wool over his own eyes. Faith needs self-honesty to remain true to God. I have to interrogate myself constantly because if I don’t I’ll soon fall into the same trap – the Lord wants me to be rich so it’s OK for me to live above my means, to have a bigger car, house, than I can afford. It’s OK to work so hard I have no time for my spouse and my children. I’m building a better life for them – never mind that I hardly know them.

What do the gods offer that Yahweh doesn’t?

1. A life of illusion. The poet, T.S. Eliot said long ago that “humankind cannot bear very much reality”. How easily we become blind and dumb into the bargain – how could a piece of metal which I myself have made lead me through the desert? But they believed it! Do we search our illusions – for example that attending church occasionally makes me OK with God, that I’ve done the good-parent thing by getting my baby baptised so now I can relax; I give myself to God so I don’t need to give any money, I don’t need to bother about the Bible, as long as I attend church that’s all that matters; when I’ve done my duty I can carry on with life-as-usual, I can nurse grudges outside church and still say the Lord’s Prayer inside church. There’s no end to our capacity to deceive ourselves!

2. The illusion of control. We’re busy so everything must be OK. Being busy, in effect, becomes our god.

3. A god who does what they want. There’s no challenge with this god. They’ll never have to hang around again! They can get on with their priorities.

4. In short idolatry is a quick-fix, no-challenge religion. Very attractive; but very useless. The gods, in short, offer nothing though they seem to offer everything. God, on the other hand, who seems to offer nothing often, and seems more adept at making us wait, offers us everything.

Conclusion

All this puts the whole journey at risk. God is so angry with them in the passage that God wants to destroy them, bring their journey to a rapid and premature end, which would mean that they would not reap the fruits of the journey. Ironically, they are saved by Moses, who begs God to allow him to intercede for them. Thus their lives actually depend on the Grace shown to them by the One, True and Powerful God. That the story ends like this highlights their error: they are saved only because God steps in and covers their mistake.
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