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2  Commandment: No Idolsst

Exodus 20:4-6
You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in
the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous
God, punishing the children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, 6
but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.

Exodus 32:1-24
When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron
and said, “Come, make us gods  who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of
Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.”

2 Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing,
and bring them to me.” 3 So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took what
they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said,
“These are your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”

5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, “Tomorrow there will be a festival
to the Lord.” 6 So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship
offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.

7 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have
become corrupt. 8 They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves
an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your
gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’

9 “I have seen these people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-necked people. 10 Now leave me
alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great
nation.”

11 But Moses sought the favor of the Lord his God. “Lord,” he said, “why should your anger burn against your
people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand? 12 Why should the Egyptians say,
‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of
the earth’? Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people. 13 Remember your
servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore by your own self: ‘I will make your descendants as
numerous as the stars in the sky and I will give your descendants all this land I promised them, and it will be
their inheritance forever.’” 14 Then the Lord relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had
threatened.

15 Moses turned and went down the mountain with the two tablets of the covenant law in his hands. They were
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inscribed on both sides, front and back. 16 The tablets were the work of God; the writing was the writing of
God, engraved on the tablets.

17 When Joshua heard the noise of the people shouting, he said to Moses, “There is the sound of war in the
camp.”

18 Moses replied:
“It is not the sound of victory,
    it is not the sound of defeat;
    it is the sound of singing that I hear.”

19 When Moses approached the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, his anger burned and he threw the
tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot of the mountain. 20 And he took the calf the people
had made and burned it in the fire; then he ground it to powder, scattered it on the water and made the Israelites
drink it.

21 He said to Aaron, “What did these people do to you, that you led them into such great sin?”

22 “Do not be angry, my lord,” Aaron answered. “You know how prone these people are to evil. 23 They said to
me, ‘Make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t
know what has happened to him.’ 24 So I told them, ‘Whoever has any gold jewelry, take it off.’ Then they gave
me the gold, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!”

SERMON

Here are a few of my favorite bumper stickers I’ve seen recently:   “If at first you do succeed, try not to look
astonished.”  “IRS: We’ve got what it takes to take what you’ve got.”  “Hang up and drive” “Keep honking, I’m
reloading”, “I’m sorry for driving so close in front of you”. “Women who seek to be equal to men lack
ambition”.  Bumper stickers are a funny phenomenon.  They lower the value of your vehicle, but some of us still
feel the urge to share with others our opinions and facets of our personalities.  No one likes to be tail-gaited, but
you can’t read the bumper sticker without getting closer.  There have been a couple times where I have gotten
dangerously close to another vehicle in order to read their bumper stickers.  They are a weird form of
advertisement of who you are.  They are something that you wish to share to others.

Our scripture this morning is a warning about images, or more precisely, a warning about idols.  Now, when we
think of idols, the usual image that comes to our minds is a crafted piece of wood or stone that represents a god
or demi-god.  A piece of earthly material that is supposed to have magical or sacred qualities.  Religions all over
the world have incorporated images and idols as a part of their belief system.  As a matter of fact, the Judao-
Christian traditions are the only known religions in the world that do not use idols as a part of their daily
practice.  We just don’t do it.  As a matter of fact, it made the number two list of Don’t Do’s in the Ten
Commandments.  “Thou shall not make any idols or engraven images.”  God good, Idols bad.  If it was so
evident and that this was against God’s wishes and commands, why did Aaron do what he did?  Lets explore the
scripture a little bit.

The story takes place in the desert wanderings right after the exodus.  This was in a time in Israel’s history when
they were unsure of what they were to become as a nation and as a people.  Moses had just delivered them from
the hand of Pharaoh, from the land of Egypt.  For the next forty years, they will be wandering around in the
desert.  Their leader?  God, of course.  Their human leader, who spoke on behalf of God?  Moses.  And Moses
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was up on Mt. Sinai having a conference call with God.  This was the conference, the committee meeting where
God and Moses hammered out the Ten Commandments.  Well, Moses was taking his sweet time about things. 
But before he left, he let his older brother Aaron take charge of the entire camp at the base of the mountain. 
This was no small responsibility, having your little brother go up on a mountain to talk with God, and your job
is to babysit an entire nation of runaway slaves in the middle of the desert. No problem!  All he has to do is
make sure that they drink their milk, do their homework, and be in bed by 10.  Aaron finds out that it is not that
easy to take care of thousands of people (although we’re not sure on the exact number) while Moses is of
frolicking in the hills with God.  Now pretend you’re the people of Israel.  You’re in the middle of nowhere,
food is in short supply.  You have no home, you have no allies, you’re just kind of walking around the middle
east until your leader says stop.  That leader, by the way, has left and hasn’t returned in quite some time.  Like
over a month.  You’re cranky, you’re irritable, and your new leader, Aaron, doesn’t seem to know what he’s
doing.  What are you going to do?  You’re going to complain!  And complain they did.  “Aaron”, they said,
“Come, make us gods who will go before us”.  “As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we
don’t know what has happened to him.”  Aaron, sensing dismay, seeing uneasiness in the camp, bowed down to
their demands. He asked them to take off the gold earrings off of their wives, their daughters and their sons. 
Gold earrings...Now, when I was researching this story this week, a funny thing occurred to me.  Gold
earrings...now where would a bunch of run away slaves, slaves mind you,  have gotten gold?  Granted, it doesn’t
sound like that big of deal, but I’m intrigued with these small mysteries.  And it turns out, earlier in the exodus
story, as they were leaving Egypt, the Israelites plundered the wealth of Egypt.  They took silver, gold and
anything else they could lay their hands on.  They ransacked the place.  They took the Egyptian’s gold and
created their god from it.  The god that Aaron made was created from Egypt’s gold.  So what, you might think?  
What’s the problem with that?  The issue here is that Aaron was still holding on to the past, God promised them
a new life, a new nation, a new beginning and Aaron was still clinging on to the old ways of Egypt.  Even the
bull was a piece of the Egyptian past.  The bull itself was an Egyptian god of Fertility and power.  Aaron
basically built an idol of an Egyptian god for Israel, who just left centuries of slavery under the hated Egyptians. 
This is a paradox.  Israel, greatly happy to be away from Egypt, still carried the Egyptian gods with them, to the
extreme displeasure of the true God who rescued them.  And Aaron proclaims a time of feasting, of celebrating,
and of course, sexual immorality.  Other versions of the bible say things like “they got up to indulge in revelry”
or “after feasting they took part in play” or “they rose up to dance and be merry”.  This is how the Message
version of the Bible puts it:  The people sat down to eat and drink and then began to party. It turned into a wild
party!   Not quite the image of a holy nation.  Not quite the image of the faithful God-fearing servants.   On the
other hand, how else would you expect to worship a fertility God anyway?  Think about it!  On Thanksgiving,
we give thanks.  On Valentines day, we share our love.  On Christmas, we celebrate the birth of God’s son.  On
the day we celebrate a God of fertility, we are supposed to be fertile with other people.  If this sounds crazy,
worshiping a fertility god, think about this: We still do it.  May Day, May 1st is a old festival that pays tribute to
a fertility goddess.  It has come down through the ages to where we now leave may baskets, but in the olden
days...it resembled much of what happened on that Golden Calf holiday.

It was at this time when the Israelites were worshiping a god of fertility when Moses finally came down off of
the mountain.  He’s got the Ten Commandments in his hands about to deliver it his people.  And one of those
Commandments, as we know, is “Thou shall not make any idols.”  Also on the commandment list is “Thou
shall not commit adultery” We don’t know if adultery was going on, but chances are that it did take place in
their celebrating.  So Moses looks at the Israelites reveling, and then he looks at the Commandments, and
realizes on the very first day of having these stone tablets, the Israelites had already broken two of them.  Not a
good start.  In anger, he throws down the ten commandments, breaks them, and finds his brother.  “Aaron”,
Moses asked, “What were you thinking?”  And Aaron plays the blame game.  “You know how prone these
people are to evil.  They said to me, ‘make us gods who will go before us.  As for this fellow Moses who
brought us out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.’  So I told them, ‘whoever has any gold
jewelry, take it off.’  Then they gave me the gold and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!”  Aaron is
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trying to deny any responsibility in the whole matter.  What else was I suppose to do?  It’s not my fault.  They
made me do it.  They started it!  They made me do it.  And you can almost hear the words in a harsh whisper of
God or our conscience, “idol”, idol.

An idol is something that takes the place of God.  An idol is something that takes the place of God.  In a perfect
world, God would be the number one thing in our lives.  Nothing would take the place or be elevated above, the
almighty.  The giver of life would receive our gratitude, our service, our attention, and our praise.  Everything
that we would do would somehow be related to, in an intentional manner, as an act of reverence for God.   What
are the idols in our life?  What are some of the things that we place above God?  There are several idols that we,
as a human race, worship without knowing it.

As you can probably guess, the most obvious idol is money.  We have a greed that needs to be fed.  It’s true
what they say, where we put our money is where we place our worship.  A lot of people don’t like the church to
talk about money.  It’s not the proper place or proper topic.  Usually, it’s because the church is asking for
money.  I’m not doing that right now (maybe later at the offering). Jesus talked a great deal about money. 
Sixteen of the thirty-eight parables were concerned with how to handle money and possessions.  In the Gospels,
an amazing one out of 10 verses (288 in all) deal directly with the subject of money.  The Bible offers 500
verses on prayer, less than 500 verses on faith, but more than 2,000 verses on money and possessions.  Where
we write our checks is the object of our affections.  Now, none of us believe that what we make or what we
spend could be idolatrous.  Let’s talk about the middle class for a moment.  I would guess, based upon what I
have learned from my 5 years of being here at Oregon City, that most people in here would consider themselves
in the middle class.  Not rich, not poor, but working hard to make ends meet.  You will find very few people
willing to be classified as the other two classes, lower or upper class, because no one wants to be poor and few
consider themselves wealthy enough to be classified as rich.  Consider the following two families.  In the first,
the family income is $30,000: the husband works as a forklift operator at an assembly plant while the wife stays
at home caring for their two children.  The other family is a suburban couple, a dentist and psychologist, with a
combined income of $150,000; they own a $250,000 house and three cars, one child is in college, and another
attends a local private school.  Both families might describe themselves as being “strapped” for money and as
having little left over for frills.  Both would probably consider themselves part of the middle class - though, the
first family might add the adjective “lower” and the second family add “upper”.  Both of these families,
although wide in their income level, would probably consider themselves middle class.  Not rich, not poor. 
Both families believe that they would have a hard time surviving if their income level dropped.  I’m not saying
that having money is bad.  I’m not saying that earning a good income is evil.  But it is the attitude that what we
earn is not sufficient and we need more that is the idol.  Granted, families on the poverty scale do need more in
order for basic needs and survival, but most of us are doing alright.  Let me put this another way.  Over 50% of
our American population in earns less than $60,000 per family.  If we examine all of the wealth in our country
and who controls the resources, we would find that that 50% controls only 2% of all wealth in our country.  If
your family earns more than 60,000 per year, than you are better off than ½ of the population in the United
States.  I don’t even need to talk about the rest of the world.  We believe that we live in a country of equality,
but we are blinded by the inequality of the distribution of wealth.  A teacher was trying to impress her students
with the importance of honesty.  She asked her class, “Suppose you found a briefcase with a million dollars in it. 
What would you do?”  Johnny raised his hand immediately and replied, “if it belonged to a poor family I’d
return it.”  The top three wealthiest people (not percentage, but individual people), the top three people have
more than over half the US combined.  And these three people earned their money, fair and square.  Money is
not the idol.  Money is necessary and useful.  The want of money is the idol.   Money isn’t the root of all evil. 
The LOVE of money is the root of all evil.  It makes us do things that we wouldn’t ordinarily do.  It makes us
treat people as objects.  Greed makes us cheapen life to a monetary figure.  Greed makes us treasure people
because they can help us or open doors for us.  It makes us cheat on our taxes so that our social government is
worse off.  Stephanie and I are fight this idol all the time.  What portion of our income goes to us.  Goes to God? 
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Goes to our kids?  When our wants outweigh ministry we could be doing . . .we find our own Golden calf in our
midst.  And our desire for a plush home is saying “idol”...”idol”.

Another idol that we face is the idol of power.  The idol of fame.  The idol of popularity.  How many times to
we see our youth doing things that are damaging to their bodies, destroying their spiritual lives, lying to their
parents, taking part in risky behavior because they feel the need to belong?  Or that they think of themselves as
mature people old enough to handle the responsibilities of drinking, of smoking, or celebrating their own
fertility god somewhere?  I don’t need my parents to tell me what to do, I don’t need the law to tell me what I
can and cannot do.  I don’t need God to tell me what I can and cannot do.  I don’t need any of them.  “Idol” Idol. 
Golden Calf syndrome.  Who are the gods that go before you?  An idol is something that replaces God,
something bad for something good.

I feel bad for Aaron.  I feel bad for him.  He was trying to do his best.   But he messed up.  There is something
else in the story that I haven’t shared quite yet.  When we think of the Golden calf story and the idolatry of the
Hebrews, we ponder on their ignorance and their primitive religious ways.  I mean, how could something that
humans created be a god?  In reality, however, Aaron almost hit the mark.  He wasn’t as dumb as we think he
was.  You see, several chapters back in the story, God told the Israelites to build the ark of the Covenant.  The
Ark of the Covenant, the same one in Indiana Jones and the Lost Ark, was to carry the Ten Commandments.  It
was to be made of acacia wood, with gold trimmings.  On top, it had two gold Cherubims facing each other and
the story goes that our invisible God’s presence was to be sitting between the two gold Cherubims.  And when
the ark would go into battle, the Lord’s presence would be with the Israelites.  Now, Cherubims are winged
angels, usually protecting sacred objects.  They had feet, they had hands, but they had the shape and body of
either a lion, or a bull.  Or a bull.  The Ark of the Covenant probably had Cherubims the shape of a golden calf. 
It’s no wonder or surprise that Aaron made the jump from a golden calf cherubim that rested on the most sacred
object that they had, to a golden calf image of God.  He thought he was doing something right.  He didn’t think
he had made an idol - something that replaced God, but he thought he made an accurate image of what the
manifestation of God would be.

What idols to we have?  What do we worship?  Where do we spend our money?  Where do we spend our time? 
I don’t know about you, but I need to evaluate the Golden calf’s in my life.   And if you’ve ever been around
cattle, you know that this is true.  The longer that a calf has been in the same place, that place is going to stink. 
If we worship something other than God or greater than God, or if we worship something that we falsely
perceive as God, our lives are going to stink.  This week, I ask you to clean out your corrals, find out what you
worship with your money and your time.  When our priorities are set straight, we discover that there is much
more to life than work, than the luxury house, than the new car, than a particular church or a particular religious
leader.  All of these are just fake, ugly, cows.  They worshiped the golden calf because they forgot God. They
forgot God. It’s interesting.  The many times in the Bible, they refer back to this story: All through Scripture in
Nehemiah, in Psalms, in Corinthians, in Isaiah, this story is told again to remember, to remember.  God can’t be
replaced.  Let’s not put an idol where God should be.  And the family of God said, AMEN.
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