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Israel’s Fall Punishment and Restoration

Today we are going to be covering the last section of Exodus that we haven’t looked at
yet, where Israel commits a great sin. And while we may not worship idols like they did,
this passage shows the path to sin, the price of sin and the cure for sin. It warns us
how sin tempts and in the end will cost us, but also gives hope for restoration through
God’s grace. We are again covering multiple chapters today from chapter 32-34, but the
sin is described in chapter 32. In the opening verses, we see the path to sin. That path
began when they first disobeyed God’s Word. Moses did not return immediately so the
people go to Aaron and say in verse 1, “Up, make us gods who shall go before us. As
for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know
what has become of him.” They had already heard the Ten Commandments and knew
God had said in Exodus 20:4-5A, 4 “You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or
any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that
is in the water under the earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for |
the Lord your God am a jealous God... They knew what God had said, and yet they came
and said to Aaron, “...make us gods...” The path continues when we choose to not listen
to God, but secondly begin to doubt God'’s purpose. Notice what the people say about
Moses, we do not know what has become of him. The truth was they knew exactly
where Moses was. They could see the presence of God on the mountain above them and
knew that Moses was up there receiving the Ten Commandments. If you remember back
to when God had called them around the mountain in the first place in Exodus 24, we
learned in verse 18 that Moses was only up there ...on the mountain forty days and
forty nights. So, it didn’t take very long for for them to lose their trust in God and his
purpose. Instead of trusting God, they looked for something else when it went longer
than they thought it should. We can begin to look away from God when we don’t like his
timing and our faith fails because we don’t see him working like we expect. When that
happens we thirdly forget the grace of God in our lives. Look at verse 2, ?So Aaron said
to them, “Take off the rings of gold that are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and
your daughters, and bring them to me.” But remember how they got that gold. Exodus
12:35-36 says, 35The people of Israel had also done as Moses told them, for they had
asked the Egyptians for silver and gold jewelry and for clothing. 36And the Lord had
given the people favor in the sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them have what
they asked. Thus they plundered the Egyptians. They only had that gold because of
God’s grace he poured out by causing the Egyptians to show them favor as they were
leaving. But they now forgot his grace and used his gifts to worship idols. To forget
God’s grace will often result in then misusing our gifts we have received from him to
commit sin or glorify ourselves rather than bring glory to God. Look at the way verse 4
begins...* And he received the gold from their hand and fashioned it with a graving tool
and made a golden calf. Clearly Aaron had some skills, really some gift from God in
forming this gold, but he misused that gift to lead the people to idolatry. So, verse 4
ends, And they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land
of Egypt!” And as we get further and further away from God, we actually distort and
twist the worship of God into something ungodly. Notice what Aaron does in verse 5,
*When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it. And Aaron made a proclamation and
said, “Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD.” This wasn’t just worship of an idol, this
was false worship disguised as the worship of God. Aaron uses the personal name of
God - that’s why its in all capital letters in English and bold in Japanese. He declares
that this mockery of worshipping idols is actually worshipping God. When worship
becomes about us, what we want rather than what God says will bring him glory, this is



what happens. You can look at a lot of modern church services, and if we are honest, we
can see a lot of man centered worship that is done in God’s name, but without the
obedience to His Word that brings actual glory to him. Finally, in verses 7-8 when God
tells Moses what is going on, we see the final destination of sin. It exchanges the glory
of God for a lie and something less than God. Romans 1:22-25 describes this well... 22
Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God
for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. 24
Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring
of their bodies among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for
a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed
forever! Amen. Of course, Moses is on the mountain enjoying time with God, so God has
to tell him what is happening.

That is the path that sin always takes even if it seems enjoyable in the moment. I'm sure
that the party happening around the golden calf idol was fun in the moment. Some of
the language used even suggests a party where sexual sin may have been happening
and drunken revelry along with the idol worship. But God’s Word is clear that there is
price to our sin, and we see that here in this passage. Look at verses 9:10. ° And

the LORD said to Moses, “| have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked

people. ' Now therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against them and |
may consume them, in order that | may make a great nation of you.” We need to
understand a passage like this in light of Gods unchanging sovereignty. Malachi 3:6 6
“For | the Lord do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not consumed.
God often expresses himself in human terms to help us understand his work from our
perspectives as humans. So even though we know God’s plan and purpose does not
change, he expresses the desire to destroy the nation of Israel and to start again with
Moses for us to see how great his anger at sin is. We see Moses actually plead for God
to preserve the people as he intercedes on their behalf Verses 12 and 14 say, Turn
from your burning anger and relent from this disaster against your people... '* And

the LORD relented from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing on his people. But
punishment would still be given out once Moses saw the rebellion and sin for himself. He
leaves the mountain with the two stone tablets that God wrote the 10 commandments
on. Then verse 19 tells us, '* And as soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf
and the dancing, Moses' anger burned hot, and he threw the tablets out of his hands
and broke them at the foot of the mountain. | mentioned in a previous sermon that there
were two sets of stone tablets, and this is why. Moses’s anger against their sin is clear
in his actions in verse 20. *He took the calf that they had made and burned it with fire
and ground it to powder and scattered it on the water and made the people of Israel
drink it. While Moses took action against sin, his brother Aaron who contributed to the
sin tried to excuse his role in it. He blamed the people in verse 22 > And Aaron said, “Let
not the anger of my lord burn hot. You know the people, that they are set on evil. And
even blamed a random act of the fire for the idol, rather than his skilled crafting of it.
Verse 24 says, So | said to them, ‘Let any who have gold take it off.” So they gave it to
me, and | threw it into the fire, and out came this calf.”

Not all the people of Israel had rejected God and worshipped the idols. Moses put out a
call across the camp in verse 26, “Who is on the LORD's side? Come to me.” And all the
sons of Levi gathered around him. They carry out the punishment for the people’s sin,
and that punishment is death, although not total death which Moses had argued against.



Verse 28 tells us, 28 And the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses. And that
day about three thousand men of the people fell. Death is always the penalty for sin.
Humans were not created originally for death, but Romans 5:12 tells us, 12 Therefore,
just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death
spread to all men because all sinrned— We are ALL sinners and we die physically
because of that sin. But our sin brings a greater death than physical, it brings eternal
spiritual death. Matthew 25:41 and 46 tell us, 41 “Then he will say to those on his left,
‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.
Then verse 46 And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into
eternal life.”

So how do we avoid this death, how do we become righteous enough to receive eternal
life rather than eternal punishment or death? What is the cure for sin? We also see that
in this passage in Moses’s response. Look at verses 30-32 of Exodus 32.* The next day
Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. And now | will go up to

the LORD; perhaps | can make atonement for your sin.” *' So Moses returned to

the LORD and said, “Alas, this people has sinned a great sin. They have made for
themselves gods of gold. *But now, if you will forgive their sin—but if not, please blot
me out of your book that you have written.” Moses acted as a mediator between the
people and God asking God to forgive them. Notice he said he would make atonement
for their sin. That is what is needed for sin to be forgiven. Atonement is paying the price
for sin so that God and humans can be reconciled and brought back into fellowship with
each other. But as a human himself, even if he himself gave up his own relationship with
God - that’s what he means by “blot me out of your book” - it would not save the
people. Because he would deserve that punishment from God himself. God does punish
the people in addition to those who were already killed by sending a plague, but he tells
Moses to continue to lead the people to the promised land where he will take them.
Exodus 33:1 says, 33 The LORD said to Moses, “Depart; go up from here, you and the
people whom you have brought up out of the land of Egypt, to the land of which | swore
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘“To your offspring | will give it.” But because of
their sin, God tells the people in verse 3 of chapter 33 *Go up to a land flowing with milk
and honey; but | will not go up among you, lest | consume you on the way, for you are

a stiff-necked people.” You are stiff-necked...you want to do your own thing...you are
rebellious. Remember last week, we talked about the tabernacle. Why did the tabernacle
exist? Because God in his holiness could not meet with these sinful people unless there
was some way to come into his presence in holiness. This was done through the
sacrifices and the priests at the tabernacle. But Moses continued to act as a mediator
for the people before God. The only hope they had of not being destroyed by God for
their sin was this man Moses. He would go to the tent of meeting, and verse 11 of
chapter 33 says, '' Thus the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks
to his friend. When Moses turned again into the camp, his assistant Joshua the son of
Nun, a young man, would not depart from the tent. Joshua who desired that same
godliness, would be their next leader. But Moses shows us two things. One, we as
humans can have a deeply intimate relationship with God, and two, he is picturing in his
relationship with God the one who makes that intimacy possible.

Let’s talk about the first one. How did Moses find this intimacy with God? The answer is
that he desired above all to know the glory of God. At the end of chapter 33, Moses is
again ready to receive new tablets with the ten commandments to replace the broken



ones and he asks God in verse 18, “Please show me your glory.” God agrees to, but
says he can only see him from the back because to see his full glory from the front
would be so great it would kill Moses. Do you desire to see God’s glory? We see God’s
glory by bringing God glory. The people lost sight of God completely. They went about
worship in their own way and sinned in the process, because they lost sight of God’s
glory and wanted a god made like something they could see, understand and experience
- a gold cow. But the real God so much more glorious that Moses could only see him
from the back. But when he did, his time with God changed everything about his life.
Look at verses 29-30 of Exodus 34. 29 When Moses came down from Mount Sinai, with
the two tablets of the testimony in his hand as he came down from the mountain, Moses
did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God. 30
Aaron and all the people of Israel saw Moses, and behold, the skin of his face shone,
and they were afraid to come near him. Do people see God’s glory in us? Do they know
we spend time with God? Does our friendship with God and desire to glorify him so
consume us to the point that it is what people know about us? It should, but most often
probably doesn’t.

But Moses’s primary role in this event is interceding to save God’s people. God’s glory
did pass before Moses and see what he says as he does in Exodus 34:6-9,

®The LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful

and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, " keeping
steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will
by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the
children's children, to the third and the fourth generation.” ®* And Moses quickly bowed
his head toward the earth and worshiped. ° And he said, “If now | have found favor in
your sight, O Lord, please let the Lord go in the midst of us, for it is a stiff-necked
people, and pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance.” God
makes clear that he is a God of love and faithfulness who will forgive sins, but also
punish sins. Moses again asks for forgiveness on behalf of the people and asks to be
restored by God to be his inheritance, his people. The cure for sin is found in
repentance, turning away from our sin by confessing it as sin before a holy God. Acts
2:38 shows us the necessity of repentance. 38 And Peter said to them, “Repent and be
baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins,
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. Repenting of sin is necessary for
forgiveness, and being baptized shows the necessity of faith in Jesus Christ that comes
with repentance. You see Moses could only plead with God on behalf of the people. But
Jesus became the mediator between God and humans who not only can go to God on
our behalf and ask for our forgiveness, but he also provided the payment for our sins by
dying on the cross so that God can forgive us. 1John 2:2 says, 2 He is the propitiation
for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. Remember
Moses said he would try to make atonement for the people’s sin? Jesus made that
atonement. He paid for our sins by taking God’s wrath on himself against that sin so
that God’s wrath could be taken off of us and our sins forgiven. That is what the word
propitiation here in English means. Without Jesus making atonement for your sins, you
cannot bring glory to God and experience him as Moses did. Your sin is leading you
down the same path as Israel, and the only solution is repentance and faith in Jesus
Christ who made atonement for you on the cross. Let’s pray.



