
WHAT IF YOU FALTER? 
Exodus 32:1-4, 30-34; 34:6-9 

 
 How many times have you said “I wish I could do that over?”  I’m not talking about a 
drive off the tee that wound up in the woods or in the water hazard.  There are times when we 
make bad decisions or take unnecessary risks or accidently do something bad that can have 
serious consequences either in the short term and/or long term.   
 What are some factors that cause us to make such errors that we regret?  Sometimes, the 
cause is related to bad priorities or just plain frustrations, other situations may be driven by  fear, 
impatience can cause us to act unwisely, inaction caused by apathy or fear can lead to problems, 
and anger is the culprit sometimes.  All of these stimuli that prompt action (or inaction) and the 
resulting consequences are influenced by the knowledge we have regarding cause and effect.  
Ignorance is NOT bliss.  In fact, we could argue that frustration, fear, impatience, inaction, 
and/or anger can prompt appropriate action if we are properly informed and have the skill to 
actually do what is decided.   
 All of us have experienced situations when we have made errors, suffered from the 
consequences and have managed to get back on track and move on with life.  We would hope 
that we learn from those situations so that we don’t make the same mistakes again.  It would be 
ideal if we could learn from the mistakes of others and avoid making the same errors they did.  A 
good source for learning from the mistakes of others is the Bible.  The accounts of the Children 
of Israel in the wilderness experience provide many learning opportunities so that we can benefit 
by discovering the errors they made, the consequences of inappropriate action and then learn 
what to do to get back on track.  Moses had been up and down the mountain at Sinai for some 
relatively short periods of time.  In Chapter 24, Moses was summoned to come upon the 
mountain and to bring 73 additional people with him.  Before they went up, Moses told the 
people all that the Lord has given him which Moses had written in the Book of the Covenant and 
the people responded by saying "We will do everything the LORD has said; we will obey."  
Sacrifices were made and the people and the altar were sprinkled with the blood as a 
confirmation of the covenant.   
 After this, the group ascended part of the way up the mountain and God revealed Himself 
to them and they ate and drank while on the mountain.  Then God told Moses to come further up 
the mountain to meet with Him and to receive the tablets of the law.  So Moses took Joshua with 
him and told the others to remain there and appointed Aaron and Hur to be responsible for 
making decisions that needed to be addressed to resolve issues that might arise.   
 Presumably, all those who went part way up the mountain except Moses and Joshua 
returned to the base and Moses and Joshua went up higher.  We can only guess what Joshua did 
since the account does not mention him again until they are coming down the mountain but 
focuses on the interaction of Moses with God.  Maybe Joshua waited at an intermediate level as 
Moses ascended toward the top and into the thick cloud that covered the top of the mountain.  
Nothing happened for six days and then on the seventh day the Lord spoke to Moses.  From the 
base of the mountain, it appeared that the mountain top was on fire.  Moses remained on the 
mountain for a total of forty days.  In the meantime, opportunities abounded for the people to 
make some really bad choices.  
 
How We Falter (32:1-4) 
1 Now when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people assembled about 
Aaron and said to him, “Come, make us a god who will go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up 



from the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 2 Aaron said to them, “Tear off the gold rings 
which are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3 Then all the people tore 
off the gold rings which were in their ears and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took this from their hand, and fashioned 
it with a graving tool and made it into a molten calf; and they said, “This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up 
from the land of Egypt.”  Exodus 32:1-4 (NASB95) 
 Have you ever had to wait for someone to come back after they have left to go do 
something.  Most of us don't do that very well.  We tend to become impatient, especially if we 
had something that we want to do or somewhere else to go.  Five minutes seems like an hour and 
an hour seems like a day.  We start to lose interest in the project if the person is gone for more 
than two or three days and if it last more than a month, then it is almost as if the person were not 
coming back.   
 Put yourself in their sandals.  Awesome things had been happening on the mountain and 
Moses who was over 80 years old had been gone more than a month.  What is the “logical” 
conclusion?  He was dead or he “skipped out” down the other side of the mountain.   
 Moses was the person who was the visible leader to the Israelites and to them, he was 
God’s representative.  If there was no visible leader for them to follow, then they were filled with 
fear and uncertainty.  We need to remember that they were just about three month removed from 
being slaves.  In most of their life experience among the Egyptians, the visible representations of 
things divine were statues of animals or animal-like creatures.  Based on what they knew, the 
preponderance of information pointed toward the need for an idol to represent God or as they 
said “who will go before us” or be the leader.   
 We know that Moses shared with them the commandments and they agreed to do what 
the commandments said; however, they had only heard this twice and that had occurred in the 
past month.  Think about it: how many times do you have to hear something to really learn what 
it means and to apply it to your life when it is something contrary to what you had been led to 
believe most of your life?  For most of us, once or twice is not enough.   
 Was there any justification in their assumption that (with Moses gone) they did not have 
a leader?  Weren’t Aaron and Hur appointed to hear disputes and settle conflicts?  Apparently, 
there is a difference in filling the role of a judge and providing real leadership.   
 What kind of leadership did Aaron offer?  He found which way the crowd was headed 
and just went along with the crowd.  That is NOT leadership. True leadership requires that a 
person take a stand, even if it is unpopular and say "no" to things that are obviously wrong.  It is 
great if you can get people to do what is right and like it; however, the true test of leadership is 
getting people to do what is right and not whether you are liked or not. Aaron may have been 
afraid that the people would attack and maybe even kill him.  A true leader must have the 
attitude of being a sacrificer and not just a survivor.   
 These people were willing to pay something for supernatural leadership, and they were 
ready to donate their golden earrings to the cause. Maybe Aaron thought that this would 
discourage them from their demands – it didn't.  He had enough gold to make a golden calf and 
announced to the people that this was their “god who brought them up out of Egypt.”  
Apparently, Aaron intended this statue to just represent God to the people.  It did not work!  The 
people were ready to worship the object and, in fact, did.  Even though Aaron declared that there 
would be a feast to the Lord (see verse 5), the fact of the matter was that the people offered 
sacrifices to the calf. 
 It we look at verse six we see that their action went beyond the sacrifices, they also had a 
celebration or party which was to eat of the food that was offered. This was a typical practice and 
apparently there was nothing particularly wrong with eating at the feast (the error was to whom 
the offerings were made).  The celebration did not stop there, however. We are told that the 



people rose up to "play" which is just a convenient way of saying that they engaged in an orgy.  
This practice was typical of the heathen "worship" practice that involved fertility rites.   The 
pagan symbols evoked pagan religious practices. 
 You know, if something such as this were to happen today, people would just say that the 
party just got out of hand and it is just one of those things.  We just have to overlook this sort of 
thing--they just had too much to drink or something.  Is that a good way to view such an event? 
 Apparently, God did not view it as “just one of those things.”  The Lord was ready to 
start over with Moses.  As we already know, Moses was an intercessor on behalf of the people 
and he reminded God that the heathen would accuse God of just bringing the people out of Egypt 
to kill them.   
 By the time Moses and Joshua got back to the camp, the party was still going strong.  The 
people were unclothed as they danced around the golden calf and Moses was so upset at this 
sight that he threw down the tablets of the law and they broke into pieces as a symbol that they 
had broken the covenant that had just been initiated before Moses went up on the mountain some 
40 days earlier.  Moses destroyed the idol and ground it up into powder which showed that the 
idol was powerless and was not a god.  He then mixed the powder with water and had the people 
drink it to show that sin has consequences.  He then summoned Aaron to find out why this was 
done.  Aaron blamed it on the people and made up a ludicrous story about how he threw the gold 
earrings into the fire and calf just appeared.  Finally, Moses sent out the Levites to execute those 
who refused to repent of this great sin.  After all that, Moses was ready to go back upon the 
mountain to attempt to make an atonement for them.   
 The account recorded in the scriptures shows us what should NOT be done in such 
situations when there is no visible leadership, when there is uncertainty or no clear direction.  
What should they have done?  Can we (in light of all we know at this point) suggest or 
recommend what should have been done?  If we cannot come up with a prescription of what 
ought to be done, then we are likely to make the same kind of mistakes when we encounter a 
similar situation in our lives.  Our list could include such things as “don’t panic” and “look to see 
what God has instructed to do or to avoid doing” and “pray for guidance” and “be patient” and 
“avoid adopting the ways of the world.”    
 
When We Falter (32:30-34) 
30 On the next day Moses said to the people, “You yourselves have committed a great sin; and now I am going up to 
the LORD, perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” 31 Then Moses returned to the LORD, and said, “Alas, this 
people has committed a great sin, and they have made a god of gold for themselves. 32 “But now, if You will, forgive 
their sin—and if not, please blot me out from Your book which You have written!” 33 The LORD said to Moses, 
“Whoever has sinned against Me, I will blot him out of My book. 34 “But go now, lead the people where I told you. 
Behold, My angel shall go before you; nevertheless in the day when I punish, I will punish them for their sin.”  
Exodus 32:30-34 (NASB95) 
 The people of Israel were still in great danger of experiencing the wrath of God for they 
had sinned a great sin.  Moses realized that some covering for their sin was needed.  He told 
them that he would go to God to see if he could make some atonement for their sin.  Moses 
realized that sin causes separation from God and that apart from God the people could not live.  
The atonement for their sin would be something that would restore the relationship and allow the 
people to continue to live.  Moses had not participated in the particular sin which God found so 
grievous and as such he was innocent of that sin.  Notice that he offered himself as a sacrifice for 
the particular sin of the people.  This is exactly what Jesus did for the sin of the whole world.  
We see in what Moses proposed to God a foreshadowing of the ministry of Jesus in our behalf.   
Moses could not pay for the sins of the people.  He could intercede for them, but only God can 



pay the price for sin.  God already had a provision in that He would send His Son to die. 
 We see in this passage a reference to “the book which God has written.”  Specifically, 
Moses requested that he be blotted out from “the book” if God was not willing to forgive the sin 
of the people.  God rejected this by explaining that the one who sins is the one who blotted out of 
His book.  Some commentators have suggested that exchange is simply Moses using a 
euphemism to say, “I’d rather die than to know that the people could not be forgiven” and God 
countering with “the soul that sins will die.”  In this way of interpreting the conversation, “the 
book” would simply be a “census record” of who is alive.  Others have related this to “the 
Lamb’s book of life” referenced in the Revelation.  Others books are mentioned also.  According 
to Jamison, Faust and Brown comments on the book of life, the book mentioned here is  

“a special book for believers in which their names are written, not for their works, but for the work of 
Christ for, and in, them.  Therefore, it is called “the Lamb’s book of life.”  Electing grace has singled them 
out from the general mass.”   

To make this argument would imply that any suggestion that a person’s name could be blotted 
out of this “special” book would mean that a person could lose their salvation.  This conflict 
would lead us back to a conclusion that the book to which Moses referred was a record of those 
who are alive.  Those whose sins have not been forgiven because they have rejected God 
provision will have their names blotted out of this book.  However, God had not given up on this 
people, He told Moses to go and lead the people into the Promised Land and that the Messenger 
(angel) of the Lord would go before them.  Nevertheless, judgment would await those who reject 
God's ways even though they may not experience His judgment right then.   
 
Although We Falter (34:1-9) 
1 Now the LORD said to Moses, “Cut out for yourself two stone tablets like the former ones, and I will write on the 
tablets the words that were on the former tablets which you shattered. 2 “So be ready by morning, and come up in the 
morning to Mount Sinai, and present yourself there to Me on the top of the mountain. 3 “No man is to come up with 
you, nor let any man be seen anywhere on the mountain; even the flocks and the herds may not graze in front of that 
mountain.” 4 So he cut out two stone tablets like the former ones, and Moses rose up early in the morning and went 
up to Mount Sinai, as the LORD had commanded him, and he took two stone tablets in his hand. 5 The LORD 
descended in the cloud and stood there with him as he called upon the name of the LORD. 6 Then the LORD passed by 
in front of him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and 
abounding in lovingkindness and truth; 7 who keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, 
transgression and sin; yet He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished, visiting the iniquity of fathers on the 
children and on the grandchildren to the third and fourth generations.” 8 Moses made haste to bow low toward the 
earth and worship. 9 He said, “If now I have found favor in Your sight, O Lord, I pray, let the Lord go along in our 
midst, even though the people are so obstinate, and pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us as Your own 
possession.”  Exodus 34:1-9 (NASB95) 
 Moses went back to the mountain with two stone tablets as God had instructed him to do.  
Because Moses was obedient to God, he was given a greater revelation of God.  The Lord passed 
by before Moses and told Moses more about Himself.  It is in our experiencing God that we 
come to know Him.  In this experience in which God forgave the repentant Children of Israel, 
Moses learned that God is merciful, gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth.  
We also see from this passage that God is faithful and just and He is also a loving and forgiving 
God.  The characteristics are similar to the fruit of the Spirit that Paul wrote about to the church 
at Galatia.   
 Moses realized that it was essential to have God among this people if they were going to 
be successful in fulfilling their calling in life.  His prayer was for God to forgive their sin and to 
continue to claim them as His people.  This is important even today, when we “falter.”  We need 
to repent and turn to God Who forgives the sinner when they repent.  


