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“The Golden Calf”

There once was a very dedicated scientist.  He had enormous mental powers – he was a pure genius.  He worked for one of the big pharmaceutical companies, like Merck and Pfizer and Bristol-Myers-Squibb.  The man knew he had been given a great gift in his abilities and intellect and had a passion to give back to the world.  So he set out to find a cure for cancer.  He dreamed of the millions of lives he could save.  He thought with satisfaction of the incredible suffering he could relieve.  He became single-minded in his focus.  Everything he did was centered on finding the cure for cancer.  He sacrificed everything, working from dawn to dusk, he neglected his family – he knew his kids wished he was around more to go to their games – to play games with them at night.  His wife often felt like a widow, because he spent all of his time in the lab.

Finally, one day his labor and devotion paid off and he found the cure for cancer.  Delighted he brought his findings to the head of the company who called a board meeting.  At last, cancer, the scourge of modern human life, would be vanquished.

The man went home and told his family.  They rejoiced with him, in tears with elation and they now understood that all they had paid and sacrificed in allowing the man to be away so much was paying off for all humankind.  They were proud and celebrated.

The next morning the man came to the table and his wife was there, she poured him a cup of coffee and showed him the morning paper – “You had better read this,” she said.

The headline read, “Pharmaceutical Giant Announces researchers Discover Cancer Cure!  Hope for Billions of People.”

The man reads the article which says that two researchers from some other lab found the cure.  He knows those researchers, that they are poor scientists who no more understand human illness tan his pet dog understands it.

No where is the man’s name mentioned.  No credit is given to him.  The world will never know that his life’s work, his passion, was to save people and that he found the cure.  He brought hope to hundreds and millions of people.  Credit for his discovery was stolen from him and given to two men who knew nothing about science.
That is what the Hebrews did to the Lord God in desert wandering.
Moses went up the mountain to commune with God.  God was giving Moses a gift – one of the greatest gifts of all time – the Law – the Ten Commandments.  But Moses was up there a long time, and the people wanted to be done with him.  “What do you suppose happened to him?”  They asked.  “Who cares?” was the answer.  So they went to the second in command, Aaron.  

He instructs them to take off their jewelry and give it to him.  He makes a golden calf with their offerings and says of it, incredibly – “This is your god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt.”  The people worship it, sacrifice to it, and live in contentment.
Unbelievable.
They gave credit for life and deliverance to an inanimate object.
How could they be so ignorant?  

God had delivered them from slavery in Egypt.  God had parted the Red Sea.  This golden calf didn’t deliver them, because golden calves can’t do anything.  They are idols!  Yet they devoted themselves to it and exalted it.  And forgot about the Lord God who delivered them.

Can someone explain that to me?

Well, I am afraid that tragic story is the human story.

The Bible says that God created the world.  The Bible says that God fashioned human beings.  The Bible says that God loves his people – The Bible says that God loves his people so much he sent his Son to die that we might live.

And yet we ignore him.  People ask, where is he?

And we make idols and worship them – devoting ourselves to them.
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We pretend that God isn’t around and can’t see what we do.

It is called sin.
We live in a country where the vast majority of the people believe in the Lord God.  The truth is that though we have lots of churches, there isn’t enough room if everyone all of a sudden decided to go to church at once.

It’s because we are too busy with other things to worship the God who made us, sustains us, and loves us.  We make other things more important.  And I am not picking on the unchurched folks.  For it is our job to love them and reach out to them, not condemn them.

In fact, it is the people in the church, the most saintly to all appearances who know how far short we fall.

This church is a church of prayer, a church that lifts up the Bible as the world of God, that is committed to mission.  I was sort of non-plussed then, when thirty of our members took the Natural Church Development survey several years ago and it showed that our weakest area was passionate spirituality.  I have been involved with lots of churches through the years, and no one is more spiritually passionate than this church – I believe the low score we got was a direct result of people knowing that we could be more devoted.  Devoted people know that.  (When we took the survey again two years later, the score was up.  So now we have to beware of hubris!

We can’t see God, so it is easy to act as if he is not around. But God is around.
When Moses came down from the mountain, first he heard the people reveling – partying, then he saw them dancing in joy around their false god.  So he dashed the Ten Commandments that he was carrying – (Handwritten by God himself, by the way) – he dashed the tablets against the golden calf destroying it.  And Moses burned the golden calf, and ground the golden calf to powder – then mixed it with water and made the people drink it.

Then Moses asked Aaron, “What were you thinking?” and Aaron answers, “I told them, ‘Whoever has gold, take it off; so they gave it to me, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!’”
“Out came this calf!”  No it didn’t – you molded the calf, Aaron, and you proclaimed it God and savior.

And then it says the people ran wild.

And that is what happens when the world forgets God.
The truth is, there is no other savior than the Lord God.

In what can we put our trust?  Gold?  Military might?  

They are all sinking sand.  

The world is in economic chaos.  Having wealth will not save us.  It can vanish.

I want to say that I believe that we will make it through this crisis – at least we will in America.  I hope we all pull together, put aside partisan politics and work for the common good.  I think that effort will be rewarded.

I think the market will come back.  The stock Market is a part of democracy – it is a way for everyone to participate in the industry and work of the companies in our nation.  

It is not, however, God.

It cannot save anyone.  
In that way it is like the Golden Calf.
It can be an idol.

The free market should never be the object of our devotion and worship.  Nor should socialism, or communism.  Economic systems are not God and history teaches us they can and will fail.

There is only one who is worthy of our worship, adoration, devotion and obedience, and that is God in Jesus Christ.

When we read this story of the golden calf, it is a call to us to see if we are devoted to God.  Does his church have a claim on us?  Are we willing to serve God faithfully in the church – proclaiming God’s word, doing his work, helping people?

The first scripture reading was this tough one about the golden calf, the second is about joy.  

Rejoice!  That is what the apostle is saying to us this morning.  “Are you kidding Paul?  Did you see my 401K statement?  Rejoice!?  I want to cry!”

If your investments are your god, then you have something to cry about.  If the Lord is your God, you have something about which to rejoice.  (whether your portfolio is up or down!)
Your salvation is in God.
For that God loves you in Jesus with a powerful love that will never let you go.  He doesn’t base his love for you on your bottom line.  God bases his love for you in what he does for you delivering you in Jesus Christ.

You have been liberated.  You are not an idol worshiper.  You are a daughter or son of the most high.  Remember your pedigree!
Rejoice therefore, and work hard to help God to help the needy.  Let’s hear that advice again – it is good advice for times like these:
4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

8Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.
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Exodus 32:1-14

Phil. 4:4-9

Exodus 32

1When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 2Aaron said to them, “Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3So all the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4He took the gold from them, formed it in a mold, and cast an image of a calf; and they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” 5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD.” 6They rose early the next day, and offered burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-being; and the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to revel.

7The LORD said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8they have been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” 9The LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. 10Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.”

11But Moses implored the LORD his God, and said, “O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 12Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people. 13Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” 14And the LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people.

Philippians 4

4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

8Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 9Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.
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