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THE PENTATEUCH 
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Lesson 18  Questions        Exodus 35 - 40 

 
 

A “STIFF-NECKED PEOPLE” 
Exodus 32-34 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 We have been dealing with those chapters of 
Exodus that point out the solemnity of the cove-
nant, the awesomeness of receiving laws “written 
by the finger of God.” With Moses we have been 
caught up in the encounter with God experienced 
on the mountain. 
 
I. THE GOLDEN CALF (Exodus 32:1-10) 
 
 Now we literally come down to earth, as Exo-
dus 32 shows us that back in the camp things are 
not going well. Moses may be experiencing the 
presence of God; the people are experiencing the 
absence of Moses, and we become aware of how 
vital to them is the presence of this charismatic 
leader. To give the people their due, they have 
recently emerged from a situation in which they 
did not know of any God who cared about them, 
nor were they accustomed to taking personal re-
sponsibility. (Somehow I find myself remember-
ing other aftermaths of religious “highs,” closer to 
home, whether at a retreat or some other conver-
sion experience, when the dailyness of life sets in 
and the old restlessness is experienced. That 
would seem to be the situation of the people in the 

desert.) Moses has been gone a long time. The 
God whom they have experienced only through 
him seems to be doing nothing by way of deliver-
ance. 
 
 What happens is not a renunciation of Yah-
weh; it is neither a denial of His existence nor a 
decision to pay allegiance to another god, though 
it comes perilously close to that. It is simply a de-
cision to make Him be present to the needs the 
people are experiencing. 
 
 Loyalty to Moses is short-lived, yet the only 
leadership the people have known flows from 
him, so they turn to his brother: “Make us a god.” 
(Have you ever come in contact with “chain pray-
er,” “non-fail” novenas, etc.?) The thrust is the 
same: “get control of God; make His power your 
own.” 
 
 “Bring me your gold,” Aaron instructs, and 
with a mold that seem handily present, he makes a 
“golden calf.” The term is actually one of mock-
ery and derision of what was probably the statue 
of a young bull, recognized in the ancient East as 
a symbol of divinity. It is this, rather than the ark 
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of the covenant, that they would see as a resting 
place for God. 
 
 Perhaps this is the work of a clan or faction 
that set itself up against Moses. 
 
 Notice that Aaron speaks of a “feast in honor 
of Yahweh,” and the people cry out: “here is your 
God who brought you out of Egypt.” The feast is 
celebrated with burnt offerings and communion 
sacrifices, and the people, pleased with the pres-
ence of a god that they can command at will, are 
having a fine time. 
 
II. INTERCESSION AND ATONEMENT (Ex-
odus 32:11-29) 
 
 Back then, to the mountain, and an interesting 
dialogue between God and Moses. It is Yahweh 
who initiates it. “Your people... whom you 
brought out of Egypt have become corrupt,” He 
tells Moses. 
 
 A. Moses Pleads with God (Exodus 
32:11-14). But the prophet is wily in his re-
sponse. Note the use of the pronoun: “Why,” he 
asks, “should your anger blaze out at your people, 
whom you have brought out by your great power 
and mighty hand?” (Do you hear echoes of a pa-
rental argument: “Guess what your son did...”) 
 
 There are echoes, too, of an earlier dialogue 
between Yahweh and the chosen one: remember 
when God, having decided to destroy Sodom and 
Gomorrah for their sinfulness, asked Himself: 
“Shall I conceal from Abraham what I am going 
to do... for I have singled him out...” 
 
 The role of the mediator is vital to the survival 
of the people: “Leave me now,” says God to Mo-
ses, “so that my anger can blaze at them and I can 
put an end to them! I shall make a great nation out 
of you instead!” 
 
 When Moses was called to lead this people, he 
did not want the job. He argued with God. But the 

call of God prevailed. And what has happened 
since? Disobeyed, dishonored, forgotten, blamed, 
Moses has nevertheless become absolutely one 
with the people he is called to serve. He is not 
personally at risk: God promises to make of him a 
great nation. But he chooses to stand in solidarity 
with his people. 
 
 So he pleads with God on their behalf, offer-
ing two arguments against God’s tentative deci-
sion. First is the honor of Yahweh Himself: simp-
ly stated it is a variant of “Whatever will the 
neighbors think?” If the Israelites simply die in 
the desert, the Egyptians’ sense of triumph will be 
directed not only against the people, but also 
against the God who called them out. Moses’ sec-
ond argument is likewise rooted in God’s honor 
rather than in any justification of the people: 
God’s promise was made to Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob, and God swore by His very self. He cannot 
destroy the people without being untrue to Him-
self. The narrator tells us simply: Yahweh relent-
ed. 
 
 B. Moses’ Wrath (Exodus 32:15-24). 
Verse 15 introduces a second narrative of the in-
cident. In this version of the story it is only in 
hearing the songs from the camp that Moses and 
Joshua become aware of what is happening. Josh-
ua thinks the sound is that of battle; Moses recog-
nizes the sound of cultic revelry. Having turned 
away God’s anger, he now gives vent to his own. 
 
 The tablets, written “by the finger of God” are 
shattered at the foot of the mountain. The cove-
nant has been broken, even before it is finally re-
ceived. It is now Aaron’s turn to try to turn away 
wrath, and his answer would be comic were not 
the situation so tragic. He threw the gold into the 
fire, he said, “and out came this calf!” 
 
 C. Battle in Camp; Levites Rally to Mo-
ses (Exodus 32:25-29). What follows is battle, 
perhaps between rival factions. Whatever the his-
torical event, the Levites pass the test of choosing 
loyalty to God’s command above even the closest 
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human bonds. It is a story that must have been 
told often in explanation of the privileged position 
of the Levites as priests. In earliest history it was 
the head of each family who offered sacrifice; in 
our own day it is those who respond to a personal 
call from God. But in OT history, it is the Levites 
who have both the honor and responsibility of the 
priesthood. 
 
 D. Atonement & Punishment (Exodus 
32:30-35). Verse 30 focuses again on Moses’ 
position as mediator. In verses 11-13 he was re-
sponding directly to God’s threat to annihilate the 
people. In this account, he takes the initiative in 
approaching God. Notice again the stance of the 
reconciler. He acknowledges the “great sin” of the 
people, even as he pleads that they be forgiven. 
And he gambles, not with what he has but with 
what he is, with the relationship that gives mean-
ing to the whole of his life. If you insist upon de-
stroying the people, he says, “please blot me out 
of the book you have written.” Basically he is say-
ing, you can not destroy them without losing me 
too. At that moment he comes as any OT figure to 
anticipate the mediator who will plead, “Father, 
forgive them!” even when that prayer seems to 
cost Him His own relationship to God: “My God, 
My God, why have you forsaken me?” 
 
 God seems to change the subject rather ab-
ruptly, almost as though He has lost the argument. 
There will be punishment, He says, for those who 
have disobeyed, but Moses is to go and lead the 
people; destruction is averted, and an angel will 
accompany the pilgrimage. 
 
III. COMMAND TO LEAVE SINAI (Exodus 
33:1-6) 
 
 Remembering His promise to “Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob,” Yahweh assures Moses that an 
angel will drive out the peoples who inhabit the 
land He has promised to the Israelites. They are 
told to move on from Sinai, the place of encounter 
with God, but they are under threat of His ab-
sence. “I myself shall not be going with you, or I 

might annihilate you on the way, for you are an 
obstinate people.” Notice the two very similar ac-
counts of the incident in verses 3-4 and 5-6. In 
both accounts, the people’s stripping themselves 
of their ornaments seems to be a sign of repent-
ance. 
 
 A. The Meeting Tent (Exodus 33:7-11). 
In verses 7-11, we learn of the Tent of Meeting 
which was the shrine of the Ark. We have the im-
age of a visible presence of God as Moses goes to 
the Tent to speak to Him (all can see the pillar of 
Cloud), and talks with God as a man talks to his 
friend. As Moses comes and goes, the people pay 
him homage, each one at the entrance to his own 
tent. Joshua, we are told, stays inside the Tent, 
though it is not written that he spoke with God, as 
did Moses. Certainly there is an anticipation of the 
later period when it would be Joshua who would 
go into the tent on behalf of the people. 
 
 B. Moses Intercedes Again (Exodus 
33:12-17). No time span is indicated between the 
threat of destruction and God’s promise that an 
angel would go at the head of the people. Whether 
there was a temporary arrangement or simply an-
other account of the same incident, Moses is hav-
ing none of it. Flagrantly he takes advantage of 
his relationship with God. Even as he prays for 
continuing intimacy (“show me your ways, so that 
I may understand you and continue to enjoy your 
favor”) he tells God boldly that He should “con-
sider that this nation is your people.” In the story 
as we have it, Yahweh backs down! “I myself 
shall go with you and give you rest.” 
 
 But Moses is taking no chances. “If you do 
not come yourself, do not make us move on from 
here...” His argument is persuasive: “How can it 
be known that I and my people enjoy your favor, 
if not by your coming with us? By this shall we be 
marked out, I and your people, from all the people 
on the face of the earth.” “I shall do what you 
have asked,” Yahweh responds, “because you en-
joy my favor and because I know you by name.” 
It is a wonderful passage, marked by powerful 
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intercession, and divine response. At later periods 
in her history Israel might be tempted to assume 
her own superiority as a people, since they are 
favored by Yahweh. But prophets will always re-
mind them of their failure and God’s forgiveness, 
of the fact that they live by grace and not by right-
eousness, that God’s choice is free, mysterious, 
faithful. 
 
 C. The Glory of Moses (Exodus 33:12-
23). Moses’ loyalty to the people has only intensi-
fied his search for God, his yearning for personal 
contact. “Show me your glory,” he prays. But here 
we deal with that other side of the question: God’s 
complete otherness. “No human can see me and 
survive.” Nevertheless the image of encounter is 
filled with tenderness as God places Moses in the 
cleft of a rock and shields him with His hand, so 
that His friend may see His back, that is, where 
He has been. Perhaps this is the call to worship 
God in mediated ways, however great the yearn-
ing for direct contact. 
 
IV. A SECOND ACCOUNT? 
 
 Exodus 34 introduces a problem: the story 
tells of Moses spending yet another forty days on 
the mountain and receiving the ten words of 
Yahweh all over again on new tablets. And the ten 
words are, as we shall see, quite different from the 
first code. Again, the sacredness of the encounter 
is stressed. “Be ready at dawn,” Moses is told, 
“and wait for me there at the top of the mountain.” 
And this time, no one is to accompany him. 
 
 A. Renewal of the Tables (Exodus 34:1-
5). Again we may ask: Why is the story re-told? 
Why this third repetition? Perhaps it is there be-
cause the redactor hears only in this account the 
marvelous tradition: “Yahweh descended in a 
cloud and stood with him there and pronounced 
the name Yahweh.” Remember the burning bush 
at the beginning of Moses’ call to service. It was 
there that God revealed to His servant the name 
that was to be held so sacred that even to this day 
no orthodox Jew will pronounce it or write it in its 

fullness. To reveal one’s name is to give the other 
power over one’s person. If Moses can bring the 
people through the hazards of danger and tempta-
tion it is because in some marvelous way God has 
given him that ability, has in some way put Him-
self in his power. (Do you somehow sense the 
awesomeness of an ordination, in which this same 
God empowers a man to say with full authority: 
“this is my Body”? 
 
 B. Moses’ Intercession and New Vision 
of God (Exodus 34:6-9). Verses 6-7 are further 
self-revelation on the part of God: “God of ten-
derness and compassion, slow to anger, rich in 
faithful love and constancy, maintaining his faith-
ful love to thousands, forgiving fault, crime and 
sin.” The whole terrible incident of apostasy, the 
Golden Calf, Aaron’s infidelity, have served as 
the occasion, not of cutting the people off from 
God, but of His revealing to them much that they 
had not known of who He is. 
 
 Nevertheless, human actions have conse-
quences. Parents’ faults will be punished in the 
children, and even the third and fourth generations 
will experience the results. Eventually the proph-
ets will have a deeper insight into this fact of hu-
man history, but any of us who have watched 
children wounded by divorce or disgrace of par-
ents know that there is something here that we, 
like the Israelites, must struggle to understand. It 
is the same today. The “plagues” of our world are 
caused by a rebellion against God, against His 
plan for family life of faith, hope, and love, in 
knowing and obeying Him. Only by having re-
course to God, as Moses did, for our brothers and 
sisters all over the world, can we help our world. 
That is what our Lady asked at Fatima, and today. 
Pray for sinners. 
 
 One other element is especially helpful in un-
derstanding Moses’ relationship with God and 
with his people. Listen to the pronouns used in 
verse 9: “If indeed I do enjoy your favor, please, 
my Lord, come with us, although they are an ob-
stinate people; and forgive our faults and sins, and 
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accept us as your heritage.” Can there be a better 
example of solidarity? The faithful worshiper 
does not separate himself from a sinful people, but 
intercedes for himself and them. 
 
 C. Laws and Promises (Exodus 34:10-
26). The section that follows, sometimes called 
the “Ritual Decalogue,” is probably the Yahwist’s 
account of the covenant commands. Besides the 
prohibition of idolatry and the observance of the 
Sabbath, both of which are required by the deca-
logue that is more familiar to us, we find here di-
rectives for ritual ordinances: feasts, first-fruits 
and sacrifice. 
 
 The code reflects Israel’s life after the occupa-
tion of Canaan, when they lived side by side with 
the Canaanites, and will face a new temptation. 
Not only will there often be the complication of 
“mixed” marriages, in which the Israelite spouse 
will find it difficult to be faithful to the covenant 
he or she has sealed, but there is a danger to the 
people as a whole. They have known Yahweh in 
the desert, where He has given them food and wa-
ter, saved them from the fiery serpents, and led 
them safely to the land He had promised to give 
them. But, they might begin to wonder, did He 
have anything to offer to the agricultural society 
they were quickly becoming? The Canaanites 
worshipped fertility gods and goddesses, enacting 
rituals that they saw as honoring such deities. In 
the Books of Judges and Samuel that tell of an 
early period, we read of “sacred prostitution,” as 
we had already heard of it in the story of Judah 
and Tamar. 
 
 Might not the Israelites try to combine wor-
ship due the God of the pilgrimage, as they knew 
Yahweh to be, with homage to these local gods 
who had already shown themselves able to bring 
forth crops on this land? Do any of you remember 
the World War II song, “Praise, the Lord, and 
pass the ammunition!”? We might even find some 
evidence in our own lives of a readiness to “pay 
dues” to forms of security other than those due to 
God! 

 
 A closer look at the feast commanded shows 
how closely the Israelites kept the sense of the 
God of history even as they learned to celebrate 
agricultural feasts. 
 
 The Feast of Unleavened Bread was originally 
a feast celebrated at the beginning of the new har-
vest. It was a religious celebration of the new 
crops, lasting seven days during which bread 
made from new corn was consumed. This new 
corn was unmixed with anything from the previ-
ous year, and so it was unleavened. For the Israel-
ites it became a pilgrimage feast, though its date 
of celebration depended on the time of the har-
vest. 
 The Paschal Feast had originally been a feast 
of shepherds, also linked to the memory of the 
Exodus. The two were eventually fused, probably 
at the time when Jerusalem had become the capi-
tal of the country. At that point in history the 
Pasch was made a pilgrimage feast to be celebrat-
ed at the time of the full moon of the month Ni-
san-Abib. The convergence of the two feasts was 
motivated by the fact that they coincided in time, 
they commemorated the Exodus, and during both 
of them unleavened bread was eaten.  
 
 The combination, of course, gave form to our 
Easter vigil. Does that make it clear why we have 
all those readings about salvation history at the 
Holy Saturday Vigil? They supply the link be-
tween the God of history and the marvelous new 
life of spring, all of which supply rich symbols for 
our Lord’s resurrection. Historically, of course, 
this was the feast the Jewish people had come to-
gether to celebrate, as the Passion Narratives 
make clear. And the unleavened bread is at the 
origin of our communion hosts. 
 
 First-born animals to be sacrificed and first-
born sons to be redeemed are the origin of the 
Feast of the Presentation that we celebrate. Do 
you remember Abraham’s decision to sacrifice his 
first-born son in obedience to what he understood 
as God’s command? The custom was common 
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among his pagan neighbors. The Israelite ritual of 
redeeming rather than sacrificing the first-born 
son reflects both God’s directive to Abraham and 
the deliverance of the people from Egypt through 
the tenth plague, the death of Egypt’s first-born.  
 
 The Feast of Weeks, celebrated seven weeks 
after that of Unleavened Bread, was originally an 
agricultural feast, celebrating the completion of 
the harvest. It was also called Pentecost, because 
those seven weeks wait led to the feast on the fif-
tieth day. It is hardly surprising that this is the set-
ting chosen by God for the birth of the Church, 
and the baptism of the “3000” people recorded in 
the Acts of the Apostles. The final gathering of 
nations has begun, and the Church keeps the Feast 
of Pentecost in remembrance of that event. 
 Finally, it is the first-fruits of the harvest that 
are to be offered to the Lord; not the last, or what 
is seen as surplus, but the first, before it is certain 

that there is to be a full harvest. The act is a meas-
ure of confidence in God as well as of worship, or 
perhaps we might say that such confidence is a 
form of worship. 
 
 D. Moses’ Radiant Face (Exodus 34:27-
35). The directives close with a final account of 
Moses’ forty days on the mountain receiving the 
ten “Words.” This code of laws so clearly focused 
on worship or ritual closes with an account of the 
radiance on the face of Moses, the man who had 
stood before God and received His word. This ac-
count narrates neither Moses’ anger with the peo-
ple nor his desperate pleading for them. Instead it 
is marked by a tremendous sense of dignity and 
awe as Moses enters and leaves at will the Tent of 
encounter with God. It is a dimension we would 
not want to have ignored. 

 
* * * * * * *
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QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 18 
Exodus 35 - 40 

 
 
Day 1  Read the Notes and write a comment of your impression of those chapters: their purpose and 

the spirit behind them, or questions they raised in your mind. 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Exodus 35. 
  Why do you think these commands were so strict? Consider that the Israelites had been in 

Egypt 400 years before Moses’ time. 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Exodus 36. 
 a. Consider what the Lord did in verse 2 regarding the attitude of the artisans. How are our CSS 

leaders like the artisans? 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. In verse 3, 4, and 7 what was the attitude of the people toward the worship and work for 

God’s honor?  How does that compare to current attitudes of members of parishes who fail to 
contribute to diocesan works for God and the people.  Jesus comments on this in Luke 21:1-
4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 c. What do you think caused this in our people and what do you think may be God’s response to 

this non-action? 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 4  Read Exodus 38. 
 a. What was the altar for? 
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 b. What was the “dwelling” for? Who planned it and who carried it out? What part did the 

community play? 
 
 
 
 
 
 c. Read Hebrews 4:14-16 and 5:1-5 which describe Jesus’ priesthood. Do you tend to see 

“Mass” as an obligation? Have you ever gone to daily Mass? 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Exodus 39. 
  In verse 30, what is the key to all this amazing beauty of the vestments? 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Exodus 40. 
 a. What was placed in the ark of the Dwelling? In verse 9, what is another use the church has 

retained in its worship and sacraments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. How does verse 34 remind you of our Tabernacles? 
 
 
 
 
 
 c. How did the Lord use the Dwelling to show His personal presence and guidance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 d. Why do you think the Catholic Church has always retained color and vestments in its wor-

ship? 


