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If you’re a parent, or grandparent 
 You’ve been there. 
  You’ve been there. 
 
If not, just use your imagination. 
 
So  you are making a rush trip to the grocery store 
 Trying to grab a few things you need, to make supper. 
  And you’ve got the kid in tow. 
 
She doesn’t want to be there. 
 She’s been complaining, 
  Dragging her heels, 
   Ever since you picked her up from daycare. 
 
As you make a bee-line for the dairy section, 
 You end up walking through the cookie aisle.  
 
She asks: “Can I have these Oreos?” 
 You say, “No. We don’t need them.” 
  She says “But I’m hungry, I need a cookie.” 
   You say, “Come on, we need to get going.” 
 
You grab her arm, she pulls back. 
 And she plops down in the middle of that busy aisle. 
  She decides to hold a sit-in. 
 
By now you’re angry. 
 And you’re getting a little embarrassed. 
  And you’re thinking “I should just leave her.” 
   This is not my child. 

OR… This is not my grandkid. 
 
 

In today’s reading from the book of Exodus 
 We encounter a people who are rebellious, disobedient. 
  We encounter a God who is frustrated and mad. 
 
But before we get into this story, 
 Let me provide the backstory. 
 
Last week we heard about the Passover— 
 The directions the people of Israel were given 

1. To avoid the destruction of the final plague 
2. And to later remember God’s deliverance. 

 
After the death of the Egyptian firstborns,  

Pharaoh finally relents. 
  The people of Israel are given permission to leave Egypt. 
 
But he’s not used to be pushed around, 
 And after a while he has second-thoughts. 
  And he sends out his chariots to bring them back. 
 
But once again God delivers Israel 
 Giving the people safe passage.  
  They walk through the Red Sea,  

right through its middle, on dry ground. 
When the pursuing Army follows, 
 The waters crash in on them. 

 
As Israel continues on their journey 
 God continues to care for them: 
  Providing water to drink, 
   And feeding them with manna and quail. 
 
The third month after their escape from Egypt 
 They meet God at Mount Sinai. 
  Moses goes up the mountain  

receiving the Ten Commandments 
    And a variety of other laws. 
 
Together these laws are Israel’s constitution  

and marriage licence. 
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  God commits Godself to the people. 
   And God calls for their fidelity in return. 
 
And we are told that when Moses  

reads these laws to the people 
  They responded: “We will do everything  

the Lord has said; we will obey.”i 
 
But Moses goes up again, another climb up the mountain, 
 This time to receive instructions on worship. 
  We are told he was gone for forty days and forty nights, 
   Which is the Bible’s way of saying, a long time. 
 
This catches us up to where were are in today’s story. 
 
Over all this time, 
 Through this entire adventure, 

Moses has been the mediator  
between God and the people of Israel. 

 
And with Moses away  

downloading all those laws on a slow Wi-Fi connection, 
  The people start getting anxious, afraid. 
 
They aren’t used to being alone,  

Not to mention alone in the wilderness. 
  They need a reminder of God’s protection. 
   But Moses, Moses is away. 
 
So they gang up on Aaron, 
 The 2IC, the second in command after Moses. 
  They ask him to cook up something 

to remind them of God’s presence. 
 
He takes a collection 
 He fires up an oven. 
  And he casts an idol in the image of a calf. 
 
 
 

This idol is presented to the people 
 As the image of the God, the God who saved them: 
  “‘These are your gods, O Israel,  

who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” they say.ii 
 
Aaron then schedules a Sunday worship service 
 With a potluck to follow. 
  When the cat is away… the mice will play. 
 
Now if you dig down deep 
 You might find some sympathy for these people. 
  I mean Moses has always been with the, 
   A spokesperson for God. 
 
Now that he’s absent, 
 And they are alone in the wilderness, 
  They need something tangible to hold onto. 
 
Yet it’s hard to overlook 
 The fact that they are breaking their commitments. 
  It’s hard to believe they have forgotten what God has done. 
 
I mean they had just been given the Ten Commandments. 
 And what were those rules? 

1. No other Gods. None. Period. 
2. No Idols. Don’t make them, don’t worship them. 

 
And then you’ve gotta ask, 
 Whether they’ve had a concussion; 
  Been struck with amnesia. 
 
“Have they forgotten that God provided Moses 

 to stand up to Pharaoh and lead them out?  
Do they not remember the Passover  

and the deluge of death  
from which they were saved? 
 
 
 
 



3 
 
Were they sleepwalking  

as they traveled safely across the Red Sea,  
a body of water that thereupon  

consumed the entire Egyptian army?iii  
 
How could they forget that? 
 And decide to worship a calf? 
 
The text tells us that God is mad, 
 God is furious with God’s people. 
 
They are less that young girl who holds a sit-in 
 At the grocery story. 
 
They are more the older son who takes mom’s car 
 Without asking for permission. 
  And then after an evening of drinking 
   Ends up launching it  

through the front doors of T im Hortons. 
 
When mom hears about this, 
 She has a conniption; 
  She needs to be physically restrained. 
 
Well after they make that calf,  

God is mad, 
  God is furious. 
 
And we think, ‘darn straight’. 
 Those stupid kids. 
 
You see, for the most part, we’re the good children. 

We are the ones who get top marks at school, 
  who tidy up our bedrooms. 
   who stay out of trouble 
    And come back home before curfew. 
 
Well maybe, sometimes, but that’s overlooking a lot. 
 
 

In reality there are striking similarities 
 Between us and the people of Israel. 
 
We also get anxious when our leaders are called elsewhere, 
 We feel like we have lost our sense of direction/purpose 
  Or even our connection to God. 
 
We also get attached to things that are tangible. 

We cling to our buildings and we cling to our rituals.  
  We say we can’t, won’t worship without them. 
 
And then we even forget how God has helped us, 
 How God has delivered us (from cancer, unemployment etc…) 
  We talk about our own determination, 
   Or our friends, or our families 
    As being the real cause,  

the source, of our salvation. 
 

So could God be disappointed with us, 
 We who are sporting our Sunday best? 
 
In our reading God tells Moses 
 That he’s sick of his people. 
 
It begins with distancing language, God saying to Moses:  

“Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt,  
have acted perversely; 

they have been quick to turn aside  
from the way that I commanded them…”iv 

 
But it gets worse… 
 
God starts talking about starting all over, 
 Making Moses into a nation. 
  He asks Moses to hold him back: 
   “Now let me alone, 
    so that my wrath may burn hot…”v  
 
This kind of anger probably makes you feel uneasy. 
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But remember that this is the God of Israel we are talking about, 
 Not that unmoved mover of Aristotle. 
  If there was no anger,  

would we have believed there was ever love? 
 
Toughened up by negotiating with Pharaoh, 

Moses argues back. 
  He warns God,  

saying that God’s good reputation is in the balance. 
And he ramps it up further 
 Inviting God to remember God’s promises, 
  And avert his wrath. 
 
In the end God relents, God relents, 

letting Moses convince him. 
  Not because the people don’t deserve to be punished. 
   But because of God’s determined faithfulness. 
 
Now this isn’t a feel-good story. 
 I mean it doesn’t make Israel look good. 
  And as much as it causes us to reflect  
   On the ways we too have been faithless, 
    It makes us look equally bad. 
 
And yet at the same time it is a Good News story. 
 While it strips us naked of our Sunday best 
  And reveals all our warts and blemishes, 
   It reminds us of God’s goodness, God’s faithfulness. 
 
It reminds us God hasn’t given up on us.  
 
The best way to understand that love, 
 I think, is to tell you another story  

about parents and children. 
 
This one comes from the book PROOF 
 Co-written by Daniel Montgomery and T imothy Jones: 
 
Our middle daughter had been previously adopted by another family.  
 

I [Timothy] am sure this couple had the best of intentions,  
but they never quite integrated the adopted child 

 into their family of biological children.  
 
After a couple of rough years,  

they dissolved the adoption,  
and we ended up welcoming 

 an eight-year-old girl into our home. 
 

For one reason or another,  
whenever our daughter’s previous family  

vacationed at Disney World,  
 
they took their biological children with them,  

but they left their adopted daughter with a family friend.  
 
Usually — at least in the child’s mind —  

this happened because she did something wrong… 
 
Once I found out about this history,  

I made plans to take her to Disney World… 
 

I thought I had mastered the Disney World drill.  
I knew from previous experiences  

that the prospect of seeing cast members  
in freakishly oversized mouse and duck costumes  

somehow turns children into squirming bundles 
 of emotional instability.  
 

What I didn’t expect was that the prospect of visiting this dreamworld  
would produce a stream of downright devilish behavior 

in our newest daughter.  
 
In the month leading up to our trip to the Magic Kingdom,  

she stole food when a simple request  
would have gained her a snack.  

 
She lied  

when it would have been easier to tell the truth.  
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She whispered insults  

that were carefully crafted to hurt her older sister  
as deeply as possible — 

 
and, as the days on the calendar moved closer to the trip,  

her mutinies multiplied. 
 

A couple of days before our family headed to Florida,  
I pulled our daughter into my lap  

to talk through her latest escapade.  
 
“I know what you’re going to do,” she stated flatly.  

“You’re not going to take me to Disney World, are you?”… 
 

In retrospect, I’m embarrassed to admit that, 
in that moment,  

I was tempted to turn her fear to my own advantage.  
 
The easiest response would have been,  

“If you don’t start behaving better,  
you’re right, we won’t take you” —  

but, by God’s grace, I didn’t.  
Instead, I asked her,  

“Is this trip something we’re doing as a family?” 
 
She nodded, brown eyes wide and tear-rimmed. 

“Are you part of this family?” 
She nodded again. 

“Then you’re going with us… 
 

I’d like to say that her behaviors grew better after that moment.  
They didn’t.  

 

i Exodus 24:7 NIV 
ii Exodus 32:4 NRSV 
iii David M. Bender “Exodus 22:1-14, Pastoral Perspective” Feasting on the Word: 
Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting on the Word – Year A, Volume 
4: Season After Pentecost 2 (Propers 17-Reign of Christ). 
iv Exodus 32:7-8 NRSV 

Her choices pretty much spiraled out of control  
at every hotel and rest stop… 

 
Still, we headed to Disney World  

on the day we had promised,  
and it was a typical Disney day.  

 
Overpriced tickets, overpriced meals, and lots of lines,  

mingled with just enough manufactured magic  
to consider maybe going again someday. 
 

In our hotel room that evening,  
a very different child emerged.  

 
She was exhausted, pensive, 

 and a little weepy at times,  
but her month-long facade of rebellion had faded.  

 
When bedtime rolled around, I prayed with her,  

held her, and asked,  
“So how was your first day at Disney World?” 
 

She closed her eyes and snuggled down into her stuffed unicorn.  
 
After a few moments,  

she opened her eyes ever so slightly.  
“Daddy,” she said, “I finally got to go to Disney World.  

But it wasn’t because I was good;  
it’s because I’m yours.”vi 

 
In Christ, God has chosen us. 
 And despite all our failures, 
  God will not give up on us. Amen.     

v Exodus 32:11 NRSV 
vi story attributed to Timothy Paul Jones (in Proof) by Jeremy Bouma “The Perfect 

Il lustration for God’s Outrageous Grace—An Excerpt from “PROOF” August 14, 2014 
http://zondervanacademic.com/blog/the-perfect-il lustration-for-gods-outrageous-
grace-an-excerpt-from-proof/ 

                                                                 


