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“Cow? What cow? Oh, that cow! It's the funniest thing in the world how that 
came about! I threw in this gold, and out came the calf! It was like a miracle or 
something! The fire did it, not me! Or, even better, God did it!” We can sense rather 
easily how silly Aaron's excuses sound. However, our own excuses for sin are just as 
laughable, aren't they? “Satan made me do it,” “He hit me first,” “I'm just giving out 
what they gave to me,” “I'm giving them a taste of their own medicine,” “Everyone else 
is doing it,” “It's not gossip, it's a prayer request,” “You just don't understand me,” and 
my personal “favorite,” “But look at the sin you're doing, it's much worse than mine.” 
We all want to appear absolutely perfect, don't we? If there is any sin, it certainly 
wasn't my fault. This tendency is as old as the Garden of Eden. Passing the buck is as 
old as the hills. It is a powerful work of grace in us when we freely admit our sin, and 
stop worrying about how other people see us, and instead focus on how God sees us. 
This is a particularly important lesson for us in the South to learn, because the fear of 
man has a very strong hold on Southerners. Most care too much what other people 
think about them, and not enough what God thinks of them. The antidote to man-fear 
is the fear of God, and it is clearly taught in our passage. 

The fear of God starts with the law as a revelation of God's character. In verses 
15-16, we see Moses coming down the mountain with the tablets of the law in his 
hands. They were engraved by the very finger of God Himself on both sides of the 
tablets. Verse 16 says it twice: “The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was 
the writing of God.” God Himself produced these tablets. Moses did not write them 
down. God revealed His own character by writing these tablets Himself. They are the 
tablets of the testimony, or the covenant. The reason why this is recorded just here is 
to point out the irony of the law being brought down the mountain just as the people 
were busy breaking it. Given the fact that God Himself revealed Himself in His own 
writing on the tablets, the people are rejecting God Himself. 

Moses met Joshua half-way down the mountain, and then joined him the rest of 
the journey down the mountain. When they got within hearing range of the people, 
they started to hear noises. Joshua, of course, being a military man, immediately 
jumped to a military conclusion: a battle was being fought! Moses, however, acting on 
better information, says something a bit poetic in form, and rather difficult to translate. 
If I were to translate it, it would sound something like this: “It is not the singing of 
victory I hear, nor the singing of defeat, but just plain old singing.” In other words, there 
was a good old-fashioned pagan-worship party going on. The singing was 
meaningless singing if it was being offered to the golden calf. It was completely empty. 
That is the force of “just plain old singing” in this particular context. If it was related to a 
battle, it would actually have some meaning. But because it was being offered to false 
gods, it had no meaning. It was instead frivolous. 

In verses 19-20, we see that although Moses had some preparation for what he 



was going to see, it is still different to hear about something than it is to see it. Moses 
had heard from the Lord that the people were rebelling against the Lord, but to see just 
how out of control things were was quite another matter. And Moses blows up. There 
is nothing sinful whatsoever about Moses' anger here. For one thing, the anger is 
described in the same way that the Lord's anger is, which is that Moses' nose got red. 
Secondly, the Lord does not fully rebuke Moses for this anger, even though He teases 
Moses a bit about the tablets in the beginning of chapter 34. However, the breaking of 
the tablets wasn't just Moses going off in a rage. That was Moses showing the 
Israelites that they had broken the covenantal agreement. They had said that they 
would do everything that the Lord had commanded, and here they were disobeying the 
law. Here is a vivid illustration of what James says about the law: if you break the law 
in one point, you have broken the entire law. The Israelites broke the first two of the 
Ten Commandmets, and so Moses breaks the entire tablets in order to show the 
Israelites that they have broken the entire law. We can go through all the Ten 
Commandments very briefly and show this. Making the golden calf put another god 
besides the one True God, and though some of them may have thought they were 
worshiping the one true God, they were certainly doing it in a highly inappropriate way. 
By breaking the covenant, they were attacking the name of God which is attached to 
the covenant. They are violating sacred time by not keeping the Sabbath holy. They 
are rejecting the authority of Moses and of God. Their actions make them liable to 
death, and so they are killing themselves, which is a violation of the sixth 
commandment. They are committing spiritual adultery (and perhaps physical adultery 
as well!). They are stealing glory from God in order to give it to the calf. They are lying 
about their commitment to the covenant. And they are coveting what the other religions 
of the Ancient Near East had to offer. So in breaking the first two commandments 
explicitly, they were breaking all the other commandments implicitly. That's what 
Moses' action of breaking the tablets means. 

Moses takes rapid and drastic steps to end the false worship. He completely 
destroys the idol, grinds it to powder, scatters the ashes and dust on the water, and 
makes the people drink the water. Probably this is the same water from the rock that 
Moses got by striking the rock all the way back in chapter 17, which brings in another 
irony: the people have to drink the curse right along with the blessing. 

It is possible that the reason Moses made the people drink the ashes had more 
than one application to them. First of all, it meant that the idol they worshiped was 
going to pass through their digestion system. That was a vivid demonstration to them 
of just how worthless their idol really was. Further than that, it could also be Moses' 
attempt to find out who the ringleaders of the apostasy really were. If you recall from 
our expository reading the test of unfaithfulness in Numbers 5, where the woman had 
to drink the words that were scraped off the parchment, this was to find out whether 
she was guilty or not, by putting it in God's hands. Here in Exodus we have a case 
where possibly there were ringleaders, and Moses is seeking to find out who they 
were. Another possibility is that this drinking of the bitter waters would be the means 
by which God's judgment of plague would come, as it says in verse 35 that God did 



indeed bring a plague. 
Verses 21-24 show us Moses bringing Aaron to account. Notice that Aaron lies 

about himself. When it comes to what the people did, Aaron quotes in full verse 1. 
However, when it comes to what he himself did, he gives Moses a highly abbreviated 
account that leaves him out of the picture almost entirely! The first part of the chapter 
notes carefully how Aaron used a tool to fashion the calf. Aaron, in his pathetic attempt 
to escape judgment, makes it look as if the calf made itself. Of course, he also blames 
the people in verse 22. So, instead, of leading the people to the idolatry, Aaron makes 
it sound as if they people carried him along in their passion, and that there was really 
nothing he could do about it. Even if he had to die for the truth, that would still have 
been preferable to not only going along with the people, but even leading the people 
into idolatry! Aaron had a failure of nerve, and he was cowardly in his reaction to the 
people. And so the excuses he makes for himself try to focus all the attention on the 
people, the fire, and even God Himself, anywhere but on his own sin. And we are just 
like that, aren't we? We hate the spotlight being shown on our sin, and will do almost 
anything to remove that spotlight and focus it on someone or something else. This is 
fallen human nature. 

We can see the magnificence of Jesus in this passage in two ways. First of all, 
God mixed up a bitter cup of judgment that had all the ashes of our sin in it, but 
instead of making us drink it, like Moses would have (and the law along with him), God 
had His Son drink it instead. He drained that cup to the very dregs. Secondly, Jesus 
looks like the exact opposite of Aaron, doesn't He? Aaron makes excuses for sins that 
he committed. Jesus, on the other hand, takes responsibility for sins that He did not 
commit! Jesus does the exact opposite of what Aaron does. In so doing, and in 
draining the cup to the dregs, Jesus takes away our sin from us. We do not need to 
utter excuses any more. Instead, our plea is that Jesus takes away our sin. 

We are in big trouble if we seek to make excuses for our sin before the Lord. 
The law will point out to us in front of the whole world that we had no excuse. We knew 
better, and we still disobeyed. The way out of condemnation is not to make excuses, 
but to trust in the person and work of Jesus Christ. So, it is vitally important that we 
stop trying to pass the buck for our own sin. We need to acknowledge our sin, and 
turn, in repentant faith, to Jesus Christ, who took the curse of the law for us. 

For Christians, too, we need to make sure that we acknowledge our sin, and 
take responsibility for it, so that we will appreciate what Jesus has done in taking it 
from us. No excuses. God will be much gentler with the repentant sinner than with the 
sinner who is always seeking to pass the buck. 

Secondly, remember that we have a tendency to be hyper-accurate when it 
comes to describing the sins of others, and we are exceedingly sloppy when it comes 
to describing our own sins. We need to reverse that, in a sense. We need, not to be 
sloppy, but to be very charitable when we describe the sin of others (if we even need 
to do so!), and we need to be very accurate indeed when describing our own sins. In 
other words, instead of always justifying ourselves, making ourselves look good, and 
making sure everyone else looks worse than we do, we need to reverse that. We need 



to be looking out for other people's reputation, not so much our own. Our love needs to 
cover over a multitude of transgressions of other people, not our own. This is 
especially important the closer you are to the other person. I would say that in 
marriage, where two people are as close as two humans can get to each other, if this 
mindset is not in place, then the marriage will have an almost constant friction going 
on. Each spouse needs to see their own sin in a far darker light than the sins of their 
spouse. Otherwise, the accusations will come thick and fast, and the only thing that is 
important will be how many points you can score off your spouse. By the way, never 
speak ill of your spouse in public. Ever. It is very difficult to repair damage done in 
public, because a private apology won't cut it. Never even critique your spouse in 
public. In fact, never critique members of your own family in public. Instead, always 
harp on their good points. 

Thirdly, we need to be careful about righteous anger. Moses displays an 
excellent example of this. It is similar to Jesus' anger at what was happening in the 
temple when He cast out the money-changers. It is good to have a righteous anger, as 
long as that anger does not include unrighteous anger. This has been a struggle for 
me lately, because I have an anger at what is happening in our denomination, as I see 
many people who want to take the denomination in a thoroughly liberal direction. That 
part of the anger is righteous, I believe. And yet, part of the manifestation of that liberal 
tendency includes attacks on me, and I can tell you that it is difficult not to take those 
kinds of things personally. But Moses was clearly not angry for himself, but angry on 
behalf of the Lord. 

Fourthly, we can look at our sin and Christ's righteousness and get all of these 
things wrong when it comes to responsibility. As sinners, we tend to pass the 
responsibility when it comes to sin, but take responsibility when it comes to salvation. 
We don't want the credit when it comes to our sin, but we do want the credit when it 
comes to our salvation. This should be exactly reversed in our thinking. Take 
responsibility for your sin, but recognize that salvation is from Jesus Christ. Why do we 
get that all mixed up? It is because we are glory thieves. We want to take the glory 
from God, and we want it for ourselves. The law and the gospel should both humble us 
in this regard. 

Lastly, recognize the place of the law when it comes to sin. One of the law's 
main functions is to expose our sin. This is the main reason why so many people hate 
God's law. But f we love the light, then we will also love the law even when it performs 
the painful function of pointing out our sin. Fortunately for us, that is not all the law 
does, but it also points us, even drives us, to Jesus Christ, who has the answer for all 
our sin. Though we cannot and should not pass the buck when it comes to our sin, we 
can look to the author and finisher of our faith, who has accomplished salvation for us.     


