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My Way or Yahweh    
Readings: Exodus 32:1-14; Romans 1:16-25; John 4:21-27 

 
The most popular song at funerals in my experience is “My way” by Frank 

Sinatra.  A shameless statement of independence and determination to chart one’s own 
course. 

We like the idea, but it is exactly the opposite of what Biblical religion is about.  
The call of the Scriptures is to hear the word of the Lord, to be a disciple of Jesus, to 
walk in step with the Spirit, that is, to do things God’s way. 

This not only challenges our individualist culture but also how we practise our 
faith.  All too often religion becomes an expression of doing things our way, not God’s 
way.  But in the Bible true religion is reacting, responding and obeying what God has 
revealed, doing things God’s way, and all too often religion is human activity, human 
traditions and ultimately expressions of ourselves, our own desires and wishes, doing 
things our way. 

Today as we look at the incident of the golden calf we will be faced with the 
decision: My Way or Yahweh 

THE INCIDENT OF THE GOLDEN CALF 

There are few incidents in the history of Ancient Israel as infamous as the 
incident of the Golden calf.   Moses has been up Mt Sinai meeting God for 40 days and 
nights, or since chapter 25, either way a long time.  As God finishes he gives Moses two 
stone tablets with the words of the covenant which starts with the words “I am the Lord 
your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt.” 

But as we start chapter 32 the location is at the base of the mountain where Israel 
is encamped, and they are asking where the man who brought them out of Egypt has 
gone.  The very nature of the question shows how little they have understood.  With 
Moses seemingly absent they assume that God is too, so they decide to make another 
one.  Whilst seeming to be religious they are breaking the first two commandments in 
one go. 

Aaron commands the Israelites to remove their gold earrings and fashions an idol 
in the shape of calf, or a young bull, which the people seem satisfied with, proclaiming 
“These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt.”   So, they 
build an altar and have a festival, where there is eating, drinking and revelry, a word 
heavy laden with sexual connotations. 

The scene moves back to the mountain top. Whilst God and Moses may be 
hidden from the people’s sight their behaviour is exposed before God and to misquote 
Bart Simpson, God has a cow over their calf.    

God decides that the only appropriate response is to do away with these 
hopelessly rebellious people and start again with Moses. (32:10).  Moses though 
appeals to God based on the consistency of his own nature, reminding him of his 
promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and God relents. 

Moses, having secured a future for his people, returns to the camp with two stone 
tablets on which God has inscribed the terms of the covenant, his agreement.  As they 
approach the camp Joshua thinks there is a war, but Moses recognises it for the 
raucous song and dance that it is.  I don’t think that I have ever been to a party wild 
enough to sound like a war, but it gives a strong hint as to the type of party that is going 
on.   Moses, as he sees the revelry and the calf at the centre of it throws the stone 
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tablets to the ground.  The shattered stone bearing eloquent witness to the now 
shattered covenant by the peoples’ actions. 

The calf is melted down, ground to pieces, cast on the water and the people are 
forced to drink it.  Aaron is confronted as to how he, the priest of the people could have 
done such a thing and in a wonderfully revealing moment we see the kind of man Aaron 
is.  “It wasn’t my fault, honest guv!  All I did was throw some gold into the fire and out 
came this calf, no bull!” (32:24) 

The camp is in turmoil and order is restored by the Levites responding to Moses’ 
call to bring God’s punishment against those who are running wild and 3000 are killed.  
This may seem extreme, but they are praised for their actions which showed their 
devotion to the Lord. 

The next day Moses tells the people they have made great sin and Moses goes 
back up the mountain to see if atonement can be made.  What is at stake is both the 
punishment of the people for their sin but just as importantly, God’s presence with his 
people.  For God now says that he will not travel with his people for his anger may burst 
out against their rebellion on the way.  The next two chapters are given over to Moses 
securing God’s presence with his people for the rest of their journey and the broken 
covenant being renewed.  This is symbolically underlined by new stone tablets being 
made and by the making of the tabernacle and God filling his tabernacle and leading his 
people. 

GETTING IT WRONG AND GETTING IT RIGHT 

As we consider this story it is helpful to consider what did the people and Aaron 
get wrong, and what did Moses get right? 

The People 
The people’s basic problem is that they don’t understand God at all.  God has 

revealed himself as the saving God, yet they think it was Moses and any old god of their 
own making.  And when they get God wrong they get their behaviour wrong. 

Idolatry 
This passage, part of the biblical warnings against the danger of idolatry with the 

subsequent falling into moral lapse, a move mirrored in Romans 1.   We may ask, with 
the scientist of old, why is this so? 

I believe the answer is back in Genesis 1 when we are told that humanity is made 
in the image of God, we are made in his likeness of God.  We, humanity, you and I are 
representatives of God, flawed, yes, but still the image of God. 

If we make something else as the idol or image of God then we must dehumanise 
ourselves, because we demean ourselves.  Furthermore, we will not act in a way that 
reflects being made in the image of a holy God.  Idolatry thus leads to moral failure. 

When we do not put God in his rightful place we not only cause offense to him we 
devalue and dehumanise ourselves.  That idol may be the old triumvirate of money, sex 
and power but in our “my way” culture we put ourselves in the place of God and so set 
up a feedback loop as to our dignity, our values, and lose any moral grounding.  If we 
follow “my way” to its logical conclusion it is no way at all. 

But we also need to recognise that idolatry can creep into the Church, in a 
religious practice, a building, a religious leader.  We need to keep coming back to the 
fundamentals of the faith, putting God in his right place.  And we do not have the excuse 
that God is hidden from our sight, he has been fully revealed in Jesus. 

The Israelites were to follow the God who saved them from Egypt, we are to 
follow the God who has saved us in Jesus, and in whom we learn how to worship God in 
Spirit and truth.  This is our God anything different is an idol, and as this story reminds 
us, to turn from this God is serious.  Are we going to go My way or Yahweh? 
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Aaron 
More briefly what does Aaron get wrong?  He listens to the crowd rather that what 

he knows to be true about God.  When faced with the anxiety of the people and 
demanding a quick fix rather than reassuring them of the God who has shown himself 
he panders to them, starts ordering them around and perverts the faith.  Worse, when 
his hypocrisy is revealed he lies, in a way that is udderly ridiculous. 

He is a reminder to us to not listen to the crowd and the anxieties.  We have 
many anxious voices round us.  Many call on the church to change its beliefs and 
practices to better suit the times.  If we change our beliefs from those of the Scriptures 
and away from the God we see in Jesus, we are holding another god. It might be bright 
and shiny, but it is not the true God. We will end up in hypocrisy and looking frankly 
ridiculous. 

Our world will keep calling on us to go its way, but we are to go Yahweh 

Moses 
If it is a bad day for Aaron it perhaps Moses’ finest hour. 
Firstly, when he argues with God in prayer he is in effect reminding Yahweh of his 

way.  He stands on what God has promised in the past and calls on him to be faithful to 
it. Whilst there are many theological question we may want to ask about the idea of God 
changing his mind, at the heart of the issue is God being faithful to his promise.  We 
need people who know and trust in God’s promises and faithfulness. 

Secondly, he calls out the people for their sin.  This is never easy, but I can 
imagine that some modern Church leaders may say the golden calf was a legitimate 
expression or reimagining of the faith, particularly appropriate for the dairy industry.  
Moses will have none of it, he recognises that the covenant is broken, demonstrated in 
the breaking of the tablets, and the consequences.  There will be times when Church 
leaders will need to call out what we see around us, to turn from our way, back to 
Yahweh. 

Lastly, we see Moses’ great love for God’s people, he recognises that loving God 
means loving his people. 

He is given a wonderful opportunity to have a new start free of the people with 
whom he must be as disappointed as God, yet he pleads for their salvation.  Later there 
is a quite remarkable verse as Moses pleads for forgiveness for the people 

So, Moses went back to the LORD and said, "Oh, what a great sin these people 
have committed! They have made themselves gods of gold. But now, please forgive 
their sin--but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written." (32:31-32, NIV). 

Moses completely identifies himself with these sinful people, willing even to be 
cut off from God for their sake.  This is extraordinary. 

Here we cannot help but think of Jesus.  He, though aware of our ways pleads for 
us, fully identifies with us and ultimately is willing to be cast aside so we can be restored 
in our relationship with God. 

When we went our way, this is God’s way of bringing us back.  If we try to deal 
with it any other way, it will be just as useless as the golden calf.  Trusting in Jesus is 
God’s way, and he calls us to follow it. 

In Jesus, in whom is the full likeness of God, we are again faced with the 
decision: my way or Yahweh.  Then we can sing. 

 
I’ve lived by faith in the Son 
Looking back now that it’s done 
My life shows, and God knows 
I did it his way. 


