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The Biblical Story
1.

Exodus 32:7–14

(God’s First Speech)
7. The Lord spoke to Moses, "Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of
Egypt, have acted basely.
8. They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon them. They have made
themselves a molten calf and bowed low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: "These are your gods,
O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt."

ית מֵ ֶ ֥א ֶרץ ִמצְ ָ ֽריִם׃ ח ָ ֣סרוּ מַ ֗ ֵהר ִמן־הַ ֶדּ ֶ֙ר ֙� אֲ ֶ ֣שׁר
ָ ֶ�־רד כִּ֚ י ִשׁ ֵ ֣חת עַ ְמּ ֔� אֲ ֶ ֥שׁר הֶ ע ֵ ֱ֖ל
֕ ֵ ז ַויְדַ ֵבּ֥ר יְהוָ ֖ה ֶאל־מ ֶ ֹ֑שׁה ל
�ה֙י ֙� י ְִשׂ ָר ֔ ֵאל אֲ ֶ ֥שׁר ֽ ֶהעֱל֖ וּ� מֵ ֶ ֥א ֶרץ
ֶ ֱאמ ֔רוּ ֵ ֤אלֶּה א
ְ ֹ חוּ־לוֹ ו ַ֣יּ
֔ ְיתם עָ ֣שׂוּ ל ֔ ֶָהם ֵ ֖עגֶל מַ סֵּ ָכ֑ה ַויּ ְִשׁ ַ ֽתּחֲ ווּ־ל ֙וֹ ַויִּזְ בּ
ִ֔ ִצִ וּ
ִמצְ ָ ֽריִם׃
(God’s Second Speech)
9. The Lord further said to Moses, “I see that this is a stiff-necked people.
10. Now let me be and my anger will blaze forth against them and I will destroy them and make
of you a great nation.

ם־קשֵׁ ה־ ֹ֖ע ֶרף ֽהוּא׃ י וְ עַ ָתּ ֙ה הַ נִּ ֣יחָ ה ִ֔לּי וְ ִ ֽיחַ ר־
ְ ַ֙ית ֙י ֶאת־הָ ָע֣ם הַ ֔ ֶזּה וְ ִהנֵּ ֥ה ע
ִ ט ו ַ֥יּ ֹאמֶ ר יְהוָ ֖ה ֶאל־מ ֶ ֹ֑שׁה ָר ִא
אוֹת�֖ לְג֥ וֹי גּ ָֽדוֹל׃
ְ ֱשׂה
֥ ֶ ַא ִ ֥פּי בָ ֶ ֖הם וַאֲ כ ֵַלּ֑ם וְ ֶ ֽאע
(Moses’s reaction)
11. But Moses implored the Lord his God, saying, “Let not Your anger, O Lord, blaze forth against
Your people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty
hand.
12. Let not the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that He delivered them, only to kill them off
in the mountains and annihilate them from the face of the earth.’ Turn from your blazing anger,
and renounce the plan to punish Your people.
13. Remember Your servants Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how You swore to them by Your Self
and said to them: I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and I will give
to your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess forever.”
14. And the Lord renounced [lit. “repented”] the punishment [lit. “the evil”] He had planned to
bring upon his people.
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֙את מֵ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמצְ ַ ֔ריִם
֙ ָ הוֹצ
ֵ ָמה יְה ָו ֙ה יֶחֱ ֶר֤ה ַאפְּ ֙� בְּ עַ ֔ ֶמּ� אֲ ֶ ֤שׁר
֤ ָ �היו ו ַ֗יּ ֹאמֶ ר ל
֑ ָ ְֱחל מֹשֶׁ֔ ה ֶאת־פְּ נֵ ֖י יְהוָ ֣ה א
֣ ַ יא ַוי
ַ�תם
ָ ֔ ם ֶ ֽבּהָ ִ ֔רים וּ֨ ְלכ
֙ ם לַהֲ ֤ ֹרג א ָֹת
֙ יא
ָ ִמר בְּ ָר ָע֤ה ֽהוֹצ
ֹ ֗ ֹאמ ֨רוּ ִמצְ ַ ֜ריִם לֵא
ְ בְּ ֹ֥כחַ גּ ָ֖דוֹל וּבְ יָ ֥ד חֲ ז ָ ָֽקה׃ יב לָמָּ ה֩ י
�מֵ ַע֖ל פְּ נֵ ֣י ָ ֽהאֲ דָ ָ ֑מה ֚שׁוּב מֵ חֲ ֣רוֹן ַא ֶ֔פּ� וְ ִהנּ ֵ ָ֥חם עַ ל־הָ ָר ָע֖ה לְעַ ֶ ֽמּ�׃ יג זְ ֹ֡כר ל ְַאבְ ָרהָ ם֩ ְליִצְ ֨ ָחק וּ ְלי ְִשׂ ָר ֜ ֵאל עֲבָ ֗ ֶדי
אֲ שֶׁ֨ ר נ ְִשׁ ַבּ֣עְ ָתּ לָהֶ ם֮ בָּ ֒� ו ְַתּדַ ֵבּ֣ר אֲ ל ֔ ֵֶהם ַא ְרבֶּ ֙ה ֶ ֽאת־ז ְַר ֲע ֶ֔כם כְּ כוֹכְ ֵ ֖בי הַ שָּׁ ָ ֑מיִם וְ כָל־הָ ֨ ָא ֶרץ הַ ֜זּ ֹאת אֲ ֶ ֣שׁר
ל־ה ָר ֔ ָעה אֲ ֶ ֥שׁר ִדּ ֶ ֖בּר ַלע ֲ֥שׂוֹת לְעַ ֽמּוֹ׃
֣ ָ ַָא ֗ ַמ ְר ִתּי ֶא ֵתּ ֙ן ְלז ְַר ֲע ֶ֔כם וְ נָחֲ ל֖ וּ ְלע ָ ֹֽלם׃ יד ַויִּנָּ ֖חֶ ם יְהוָ ֑ה ע
Questions for reflection
Different concepts of God and of God’s relationship with Moses emerge from this narrative. What
possibilities does narrative carry as opposed to law in communicating who God is and what God
wants or expects? Do you think the ambiguities or gaps in this narrative are purposeful? If so, how
can the reader hold both models of God and the divine-human relationship simultaneously?

Inner-Biblical Interpretation
2.

Deuteronomy 9:16–20

16. Then I saw that you had indeed sinned against the Lord your God, by casting for yourselves
an image of a calf; you had been quick to turn from the way that the Lord had commanded you.
17. So I took hold of the two tablets and flung them from my two hands, smashing them before
your eyes.
18. Then I lay prostrate before the Lord as before, forty days and forty nights; I neither ate bread
nor drank water, because of all the sin you had committed, provoking the Lord by doing what
was evil in his sight.
19. For I was afraid that the anger that the Lord bore against you was so fierce that he would
destroy you. But the Lord listened to me that time also.
20. The Lord was so angry with Aaron that he was ready to destroy him, but I interceded also on
behalf of Aaron at that same time.

יתם ָל ֶ֔כם ֵ ֖ע ֶגל מַ סֵּ ָכ֑ה סַ ְר ֶ ֣תּם מַ ֔ ֵהר ִמן־הַ ֕ ֶדּ ֶר� אֲ שֶׁ ר־צִ וָּ ֥ה
֣ ֶ ם לַיהוָ ֣ה אֱ �ֽ הֵ י ֶ֔כם ע ֲִשׂ
֙ את
ֶ ָטז ו ֗ ֵָא ֶרא וְ ִהנֵּ ֤ה חֲ ט
ֵיכם׃ יח וָ ֶֽא ְת ַנ ַפּל֩ לִפְ ֨ ֵני
ֽ ֶ חת וָ ַֽא ְשׁ ִל ֵ֔כם מֵ ַע֖ל ְשׁ ֵ ֣תּי י ָָד֑י ָואֲ שַׁ בְּ ֵ ֖רם לְעֵ ינ
ֹ ֔ שׂ בִּ ְשׁנֵ ֣י הַ ֻלּ
֙ יְהוָ ֖ה ֶא ְת ֶ ֽכם׃ יז ו ֶָא ְת ֹפּ
ם אֲ ֶ ֣שׁר
֙ את ֶכ
ְ ַיתי ַע֤ל ָכּל־חַ טּ
ִ וּמיִם ֣ל ֹא שָׁ ִ ֑ת
֖ ַ ם וְ ַא ְרבָּ ִ ֣עים ַ֔ל ְילָה ֚ ֶלחֶ ם ֣ל ֹא ָא ַ֔כל ְִתּי
֙ שׁ ֗ ָנה ַא ְרבָּ ִ ֥עים יוֹ
ֹ יְה ֜ ָוה כּ ִָרא
ֵיכם
֖ ֶ אתם ַלע ֲ֥שׂוֹת הָ ַר֛ע בְּ עֵ ינֵ ֥י יְהוָ ֖ה לְהַ כְ עִ י ֽסוֹ׃ יט ִ ֣כּי ָי ֗גֹ ְר ִתּי ִמפְּ נֵ ֤י הָ ַא ֙ף וְ ַ ֣החֵ ֔ ָמה אֲ שֶׁ֨ ר ָק ַ ֧צף יְהוָ ֛ה ֲעל
ֶ ֔ ָחֲ ט
אד לְהַ ְשׁ ִמ ֑ידוֹ וָ ֶֽא ְתפּ ֵַלּ֛ל
ֹ ֖ לְהַ ְשׁ ִ ֣מיד ֶא ְת ֶכ֑ם ַויּ ְִשׁ ַ ֤מע יְה ָו ֙ה ֵא ַ֔לי גַּ ֖ם בַּ ַפּ֥עַ ם הַ ִ ֽהוא׃ כ וּֽ בְ ַאהֲ ֹ֗רן ִה ְת ַאנַּ ֧ ף יְהוָ ֛ה ְמ
:גַּם־בְּ ַע֥ד ַאהֲ ֖ ֹרן בָּ ֵע֥ת הַ ִ ֽהוא
2

Questions for reflection
In the model amplified by Deuteronomy, Moses is depicted as an intercessor and a partner in
helping God carry out God’s larger plan or purpose. God is nervous about Moses’ seeming
paralysis or inaction after God’s first speech and encourages him to step up, which Moses does.
Can you think of other examples where God needs people to do God’s work and prompts them to
serve as partners? What are the theological implications of God needing people to prevent divine
destruction?
3.

Psalm 106:19–23

19. They made a calf at Horeb and bowed down to a molten image.
20. They exchanged their glory for the image of a bull that feeds on grass.
21. They forgot God who saved them, who performed great deeds in Egypt
22. wondrous deeds in the land of Ham, awesome deeds at the Sea of Reeds.
23. He would have destroyed them had not Moses His chosen one confronted [lit. “stood before”]
Him in the breach to avert His destructive wrath.

ֲשׂוּ־עגֶל בְּ ח ֵֹר֑ב ַ֝ויּ ְִשׁ ַתּחֲ ו֗ וּ לְמַ סֵּ ָ ֽכה׃
֥ ֵ יט ַיע
בוֹד֑ם בְּ ַתבְ נִ ֥ית ֝ ֗שׁוֹר א ֵֹכ֥ל ֵעֽשֶׂ ב׃
ָ ְכ ַויּ ִ ָ֥מירוּ ֶאת־כּ
יע֑ם ע ֶ ֹ֖שׂה גְ דֹל֣ וֹת בְּ ִמצְ ָ ֽריִם׃
ָ מוֹשׁ
ִ כא ֭שָׁ כְ חוּ ֵ ֣אל
ַם־סוּף׃
ֽ וֹר ֗אוֹת עַ ל־י
ָ כב ִ֭נפְ לָאוֹת בְּ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ָ ֑חם ֝נ
ירוֹ עָ ַ ֣מד בַּ ֶפּ ֶ֣רץ ְלפָנָ ֑יו לְהָ ִ ֥שׁיב ֝חֲ מָ ֗תוֹ ֵ ֽמהַ ְשׁ ִ ֽחית׃
֗ מ ֶ ֤שׁה בְ ִח
ֹ ֘ יד֥ם לוּ ֵ֡לי
ָ כג ו ַ֗יּ ֹאמֶ ר ְ ֽלהַ ְשׁ ִ֫מ
Questions for reflection
In this psalm, Moses is described as standing in the breach—an opening in a wall through which
an enemy can enter—thereby blocking access to God. The implication is that God is the enemy of
Israel bent on destroying them, while Moses is their valiant defender. Is the metaphor of God as
enemy one that still resonates today? Under what circumstances might people consider God an
enemy and who would be called upon to battle with God?

3

Subscribe to our new weekly podcast about Jewish news and ideas
hosted by Yehuda Kurtzer
Available on iTunes, Spotify, and Soundcloud

