
 MISTAKEN IDENTITY

Exodus 32:1-14; Psalm 106:1-6, 19-23; Philippians 4:1-9; Matthew 22:1-14

Up on top of the mountain, way up in the clouds, Moses talked to God. Moses had found out

that he was going to be used by God to bring the Israelites out of Egypt on top of a mountain when

God spoke to Moses through the burning bush, so now that Israel’s all the way out of Egypt, has

made its Exodus by God’s handiwork, it’s time for God and Moses to have another mountaintop

conversation. Only difference is that God has quite a bit more to say this time, has decided that it’s

time that Israel found out how they’re to live since God has made Israel God’s people. God and

Moses spend a long time up there.

So, exactly as they should’ve expected, the folks at the bottom of the mountain get restless,

get tired of waiting around for Moses and God to get done talking, and restless people tend not to

make good decisions.

In this case, they gather up the gold that came from the Egyptians on the night of Passover as

the Israelites were leaving Egypt, and they use it all to make something that can stand in front of

them as they leave the mountain and get moving again. God had been playing the part of their

deliverer, the one who would lead, fight the battles, and take them where God wanted them to go.

But now God seemed disinclined to fill that role, content instead to sit atop the mountain in a

dark thunder cloud and talk to Moses about something—God wasn’t bothering to keep the folks at

the bottom informed of the written minutes of their conversations. As far as the folks at the bottom

could tell, God was never going to go anywhere again, but was going to sit on top of that mountain

forever.

So, Aaron & Co. think that in the calf  they mold from gold, they might be able to carry forth the

dynamism of God atop the mountain, the life, the vigor, the potential of a God who had appeared
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again on the stage of history after a prolonged absence and reminded a nation of slaves that they

had been chosen to be God’s people. They thought that this statue, this image, this representation

conveyed what sort of a god had been going before them, what sort of god sat atop the mountain

with Moses. They thought that through this gold calf, God might be pleased with them so that they

might resume the journey which God had chosen for them, might be able to stop waiting indefinitely

for God to get done talking to Moses.

And God lets them. They carry through with their plan: set the calf up with an altar, offer

sacrifices, feast upon the meat offered, and have a great party, all the necessary steps, they feel, to

get moving again. God is too jealous of a God to force worship out of the people whose worship God

has chosen for God’s own. God is not looking for some false lip service from the conquered; God

wants the praise which can only come from true freedom. God lets them try to find another way to

make things happen the way God makes them happen.

But God is also too jealous of a God to abide with God’s people mistaking God for a golden

bull calf. God did not go to all the trouble that went into the Exodus—the burning bush, plagues,

Passover, angel of death, parting the waters, destroying Pharaoh’s army—to have the chosen people

choose a golden bull calf as a close enough facsimile for God; God chose a people so that they

would choose to worship God. When we choose the imitation of God over God, the forgery over the

real, the knock-off over the real McCoy—this is what we usually call in the church, “idolatry”—when

we chose that way,God’s wrath is upon us. This is a grievous sin in the eyes of God.

God interrupts what God had been saying to Moses and tells him, “Hurry up and go down!

Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, are ruining everything!” (Exodus 32:7)

You see how suddenly things have changed? Whose people? It’s amazing that Moses manages to

bite his tongue. But he must have been thinking something like, “My people, God? Oh no. Those
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people are your people. You are always calling them ‘my people’.”

But God continues, “They’ve already abandoned the path that I commanded. They have made

a bull calf for themselves out of metal. They’ve bowed down to it and offered sacrifices to it and

declared, ‘These are your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’… I’ve been

watching these people, and I’ve seen how stubborn they are. Now leave me alone! Let my fury burn

and devour them. Then I’ll make a great nation out of you instead.” (Exodus 32:8-10) Though this

reaction by God might seem to us, just a bit extreme, might not seem very nice, maybe that says

more about us than it does about God. Does our image, our representation, of God leave room for

God to burn with wrath against us for mistaking God for something else?

It evidently didn’t seem very nice to Moses either. Apparently uninterested in having God make

a nation out of him, Moses instead acts as a mediator, trying to smooth over the relationship between

God and God’s people. The Egyptian dust is still on the Israelites’ sandals, Moses reminds God,

because they only just got delivered (by God) out of Egypt very recently. And my how God had

delivered them! What would the Egyptians say if they heard God talking like that, if God destroyed

the nation whom God had just delivered?

Not sure whether or not this line of argumentation is working on God and not eager to join his

compatriots at the bottom of the mountain in receiving God’s wrath, Moses figures maybe he should

try a different approach. Does God remember whose kids these people are? These people are the

kids of God’s chosen ones: Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar; Isaac, Rebecca, Esau, and Jacob; Israel

and Leah and Rachel and Bilhah and Zilpah and all their sons. Rem ember, God, your promises,

Moses pleads, promises that these people could become a great nation by your mighty power,

promises that they could have this land you promised to their ancestors.

And that’s it. That does it. God will not pour out God’s wrath upon God’s people at the end of
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the bit of the story despite the golden bull calf still standing at the base of the mountain. For whatever

reason, God has mercy upon them and does not pour out that wrath which they deserve.

We don’t hear that the wrath was not real nor that it was only a test nor why God’s wrath

abates and mercy is granted instead. But mercy does not replace judgment for sin. Moses was so

mad “he took the calf that they had made, burned it with fire, ground it to powder, scattered it on the

water, and made the Israelites drink it (32:20), and then he and Aaron get into it as only brothers can.

Moses sends the Levites to kill wantonly throughout the camp, and then God still sends a plague.

The rest of Exodus stays pretty tense in the description of the relations between Moses, God, and

everyone else in the aftermath of this mistake.

But miracle of miracles, the people’s mistake does not end in the wrath it provokes from God

but in God’s mercy. This incident with the golden bull calf was hardly the last time in the history of

divine-human relations that the human beings thought they were doing right by God but were really 

messing things up as God could see it. We’ve been mistaking God for other things, even for things

we believe God to have caused, since before this incident, and we haven’t stopped yet. It’s what we

seem to always do.

Thankfully, God did us one better, knowing how intent we are on seeing what we’re

worshipping, and so took on our flesh so that we might see God. And in our crucifixion of God’s flesh

and in God’s resurrection, we see God’s self-emptying love, God’s glory, in such a way that if we’re

really paying attention to that one image of God, we don’t mistake God for other things as easily.

Aaron and the Israelites may have taken gold to make themselves an image of God, but God

took their Jewish flesh to be among us, told us that if we saw that Jewish man, we’ve seen God. Our

faltering and failing attempts to worship God who made us to worship could not ultimately stop God

from finding a way to bear in God’s self God’s wrath against our failures to worship rightly and
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thereby to give us the mercy we need to be able to worship a little better as we wait not for a golden

calf but for a golden heavenly city that makes that one shiny bull calf in the desert look like part of the

dirt.

As Exodus says, “God changed his mind about the terrible things he said he would do to his

people.” Instead, God gave us an example of living love, Jesus. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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