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BIG IDEA

God is the only One worth trusting. Everything else will let you down.

SECTION
1 LESSON OVERVIEW

Week 20

Date May 31, 2026

Title The Golden Calf

Scripture Exodus 32:1-35

Big Idea God is the only One worth trusting. Everything else will let you down.

Timeline Israel has received the Ten Commandments at Sinai. Moses is still on the
mountain. This is the first great test of the covenant God's people just made.

SECTION
2 OPENING BIBLE FOUNDATION

Boys and girls, before we begin today, let's remember what we are holding in our hands when we open
the Bible. The Bible is not just an old book. It is God's own Word. It was written by more than forty
different people, living in different countries, across more than a thousand years. Some were shepherds,
some were kings, some were fishermen. They did not all know each other. But God was the one true
Author behind all of them, guiding every word.

All sixty-six books of the Bible tell one great story. It starts with God creating a perfect world. It passes
through a people called Israel. It reaches its center in Jesus. And it ends with all things made new. Today
we are deep inside that story. We are in the book of Exodus, and we are about to see one of the most
important and painful moments in Israel's history.

SECTION
3 MEMORY VERSE

MEMORY VERSE

Exodus 20:3

You shall have no other gods before me.

Our memory verse this week comes from Exodus chapter twenty, verse three. God spoke these words
Himself from Mount Sinai to all of Israel. It means this: there is only one real God. He is the LORD,
Yahweh, the God who made everything. He is not to be replaced, added to, or pushed aside for anything
or anyone else. He alone is God. That sounds simple. But today we are going to see exactly how hard
the human heart finds it to keep.
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Repeat after me: "You shall have no other gods before me." Now say it together one more time.
Hold onto this verse. We will come back to it.

SECTION
4 SETTING THE SCENE

Last week we learned about God's instructions for the Tabernacle, the place where He would come and
dwell among His people. God gave Moses very detailed plans on the mountain. Today we step back just
a little, to a moment that happened while Moses was still up there, still receiving those instructions.

The Israelites are camped at the foot of Mount Sinai. The mountain is wrapped in fire and cloud. Moses
has been up there for forty days. The people are waiting. And waiting. And waiting. Today's account
begins with what happened when waiting turned into fear, and fear turned into the worst decision Israel
had ever made.

SECTION
5 MAIN LESSON NARRATIVE

Boys and girls, imagine standing at the bottom of a mountain so tall its top is hidden in fire and cloud. You
cannot see past the smoke. Somewhere up there, your leader has been for forty days. Forty whole days.
That is almost six weeks. You have watched the sun rise and set over and over and over again, and
Moses has not come down. The food from heaven — the manna — arrives each morning, so you know
God has not forgotten you. But standing there, looking at that mountain, with nothing but waiting in front
of you, something begins to happen inside the crowd.

Fear. Quiet at first. Then louder. Then it starts spreading from person to person.

Now here is something important to understand. The Israelites had grown up in Egypt. They had spent
four hundred years as slaves in a country packed with visible gods. Egypt had gods shaped like cats, like
birds, like crocodiles. There were gods for the Nile River and gods for the harvest and gods for the dead.
There were statues everywhere. Temples everywhere. Images carved into every wall. The Israelites had
never known a world without visible objects of worship. And now they had a God they could not see. A
God who lived in fire and spoke in thunder. A God whose face no one could look at and survive.

So when Moses did not come back, the fear became a question. And the question became a demand.

The crowd found Aaron, Moses' brother, the man left in charge. They surrounded him and said: 'Come
on. Make us gods we can see. Make us something we can follow. Moses — this man who led us out of
Egypt — we do not know what happened to him.'

Now this is the moment where Aaron should have stood firm. He was the high priest. He knew the
commandments. He had heard God's voice at the mountain. But instead of saying no, Aaron said: 'Bring
me your gold earrings.' He melted them down. He took a tool and shaped the gold. And he made a calf.

Boys and girls, let's be careful here, because this part is easy to misunderstand. The people were not
necessarily trying to worship a completely different god. When Aaron showed them the calf and built an
altar, do you know what he announced? He said: 'Tomorrow will be a feast to the LORD.' They thought
they were still worshipping Yahweh, the God who parted the sea. They were just doing it their way. In a
form they could see. In a shape they felt safe with.

But that is exactly what God had forbidden.

You see, God does not allow us to decide what worship looks like. He tells us who He is, and we come to
Him on His terms, not ours. When the Israelites pointed at the golden calf and said 'This is your god, O
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Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt,' they were giving the credit for everything God had done to a
statue made out of jewelry. That is not worship. That is theft. They were stealing God's glory and handing
it to an object they made with their own hands.

Up on the mountain, God saw everything. He told Moses: 'Go down. Your people have corrupted
themselves. They have made an idol and bowed down to it and offered sacrifices. My anger burns
against them.' And then God said something that must have felt like a test. He said: 'Leave me alone,
Moses. My anger will destroy them. And I will make a great nation from you instead.'

Children, let's slow down and think about that.

Moses could have agreed. He could have said: 'You are right, Lord. They deserve it. Start over with me.'
But that is not what Moses did. Moses threw himself before God and he pleaded. He said: 'LORD, why
does Your anger burn against Your people? You brought them out of Egypt with a mighty hand. What will
the Egyptians say when they hear You led your people out only to destroy them in the mountains? Please
relent. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel. You promised their children would be as many as the
stars.' And then the Bible says something breathtaking. It says God relented from the disaster He had
threatened.

Let's say our memory verse together right now, because this is exactly the moment it speaks into: 'You
shall have no other gods before me.' Moses knew there was only one real God. There was no one else to
plead with, no one else to turn to, no one else powerful enough to save Israel from their own foolishness.
Moses ran to the one God. And the one God listened.

Moses came down the mountain with the two stone tablets in his arms. God had carved the Ten
Commandments into them Himself. Moses was carrying the covenant. But before he even reached the
camp, he heard the sound. Shouting. Singing. Celebrating. He rounded the corner and he saw it.

The golden calf. The dancing. The celebration.

And Moses did something shocking. He threw the stone tablets to the ground and they shattered. Not by
accident. That was a deliberate act. He was showing the people something: you have already done this.
You have already broken the covenant. The smashed stone tablets were a picture of what they had done
to their relationship with God.

Then he took the golden calf, threw it in the fire, ground it to powder, put it in the water, and made the
people drink it. He was not going to let them pretend it had not happened.

Moses turned to Aaron. 'What did these people do to you that you led them into such great sin?'

And Aaron — a grown man, a high priest, a leader of an entire nation — gave one of the most
embarrassing answers in all of Scripture. He said: 'Do not be angry with me, my lord. You know how
prone these people are to evil. They told me to make them gods. So I told them to take off their gold.
They threw it in the fire — and out came this calf.'

Out came this calf. As if the calf had made itself.

Someone may wonder: did this really happen? Did Aaron really say that? The answer is yes. And here is
how we know the Bible is telling us the truth. A story invented to make God's people look good would
have left this part out entirely. It would have said Aaron resisted bravely and only reluctantly gave in
under threat. But God preserved this account in Scripture exactly as it happened, because we need it.
Real history is not always comfortable. But it is always true. And this truth matters: even people in
spiritual leadership can fail spectacularly and make terrible excuses. That is not an ancient Israelite
problem. That is a human problem.



Week 20: The Golden Calf Main Lesson, Activity & Discussion

Week 20  |  The Golden Calf  |  Main Lesson  |  Page 4

Moses stood in front of the whole crowd and he called out: 'Whoever is on the LORD's side, come to me.'
And one tribe — the tribe of Levi — walked over and stood beside him. There were serious
consequences that day for those who had led the rebellion. Three thousand people died. That is a heavy
thing to sit with.

But hear this: there may have been two million people camped at Sinai. Three thousand died. Hundreds
of thousands lived. In a moment of real justice, God was also showing breathtaking mercy.

And Moses was not finished.

He went back up the mountain one more time. And he stood before God and said something that is
almost too much to understand. He said: 'Lord, what these people did was a great sin. But please forgive
their sin. And if You will not forgive them — then please blot my name out of Your book, the book You
have written.' Moses was offering himself. His place with God. His own standing. In exchange for the
people's forgiveness.

Moses was willing to be lost so that his people could be saved.

He could not complete that offer, of course. Moses needed a Savior himself. But do you hear what he
was pointing toward? There is a greater Moses. Someone who could actually go through with it.
Someone who stepped between guilty people and God's holy judgment — and did not just offer, but
finished it.

That is Jesus.

Jesus is God the Son, the second Person of the Trinity. God is one God in three Persons: Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit. They are not three different gods. They are one God, three Persons, always together,
always distinct. The Father sent the Son. The Son came willingly. At the cross, Jesus stood between us
and everything our idolatry deserves. Every golden calf we have ever built. Every time we trusted
something other than God with our hearts. Every time we gave God's glory to something else. Jesus bore
all of it. And three days later He rose, because death could not hold the one who is Life itself. Everyone
who truly trusts in Jesus has their name written permanently in God's book. Not because they earned it.
Because Jesus stood in the gap and finished what Moses only pointed to.

MEMORY VERSE

Exodus 20:3

You shall have no other gods before me.

Now let's say our memory verse together, because now we know what it cost to break it, and what it cost
Jesus to fix it: 'You shall have no other gods before me.' God is not sharing His throne with anything. Not
a golden calf. Not a phone or a game or a sport. Not other people's opinions. Not money. Not our own
plans. He is the only God. And because He is the only real God, He is the only one powerful enough,
loving enough, and faithful enough to build your whole life on. Today's account is not just ancient history.
It is a mirror. It shows us our own hearts. When we are afraid, we reach for something we can hold. When
God feels far away, we look for something visible. The good news is not 'try harder to stop making idols.'
The good news is: Jesus already stood in the gap. You can come to Him right now, exactly as you are.
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SECTION
6 WHY WE CAN TRUST GOD'S WORD

This account is preserved in Scripture exactly as it happened, including the embarrassing parts. Aaron's
excuse, the people's failure, the broken tablets — none of it is hidden. A book written to make people look
good would not preserve these moments. The Bible's honesty about human failure is one of the reasons
we can trust it. God does not airbrush His story.

If someone asks: "Did this really happen?" You can say: "God's Word has always been
honest about the times His people failed. That kind of honesty does not happen in a made-up
story. Jesus himself quoted from the book of Exodus and treated it as real history."

SECTION
7 WHAT THIS SHOWS US ABOUT JESUS

Moses stood between Israel and God's judgment. He offered himself as a substitute. But Moses was a
sinner who needed saving himself, and he could not complete the transaction. Jesus is the greater
Moses. He is the one true Mediator who actually stood in our place. At the cross, He absorbed the full
penalty our idolatry deserves. He did not just offer. He finished it.

The Gospel:

Jesus lived a perfect life with no idols, no golden calves, no misplaced trust. He died on the cross for
people who make idols every day. He rose from the dead three days later. Everyone who trusts in Him —
really trusts, not just knows about Him — is forgiven, adopted into God's family, and written permanently
in His book.

SECTION
8 GOD REVEALED AS TRINITY

God is one God in three Persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In this account we see the Father's
holiness and mercy as He responds to Israel's sin. Moses' intercession points forward to the Son, Jesus,
who is our ultimate Mediator before the Father. The Holy Spirit's work is to turn our hearts away from
false gods and toward the living God. The three Persons are always distinct. They are always fully God.
There is one God.

SECTION
9 LIFE APPLICATION

The golden calf looks very different from the idols we make today. But the heart behind it is identical.
Idols are the things we run to when we are afraid. The things we trust to make us feel safe. The things we
love more than we love God.

For children, an idol might be a best friend's approval — needing them to like you more than you need
God to be pleased with you. It might be a screen. A sport. Being the best at something. The feeling of
being in control.

The application from today is not: stop liking those things. It is: notice where you go first. When you are
scared, when you are sad, when you feel alone — do you run to God first, or to something else? Jesus
does not ask you to have everything figured out. He asks you to bring it to Him.
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SECTION
10 DEFENDING THE TRUTH

A Friend Might Say You Can Kindly Say

"The Bible God is mean. He kills people." "God took sin seriously because it destroys real people. But He
also heard Moses' prayer and showed mercy to hundreds of
thousands. Both things are true at once."

"We all worship the same God anyway." "God says in His own words that He is the only God and that we
should not put anything else in His place. That matters, because
what we trust shapes who we become."

"That golden calf story seems made up." "The Bible never hides the times God's people failed. A
made-up story would have left this out. Jesus himself quoted
Exodus and treated it as real."

SECTION
11 DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Core Questions for All Ages

Question Suggested Teacher Answer

What did the people ask Aaron to make
while Moses was on the mountain?

A god they could see. A golden calf made from their jewelry.

Why do you think the people were
afraid when Moses did not come back?

They were used to visible gods from Egypt. An invisible God felt
scary when their leader was gone. They wanted something they
could hold.

What did Moses do when he came
down and saw the golden calf?

He threw down the stone tablets and shattered them, destroyed
the calf, and confronted Aaron.

What excuse did Aaron give Moses? He blamed the people and said the calf just came out of the fire
by itself.

What did Moses offer to give up for his
people?

His own place in God's book. He offered to be lost so his people
could be saved.

Why couldn't Moses actually do what
he offered?

Moses was a sinner himself. He needed saving too. Only
someone who had never sinned could truly stand in for others.

Who is the greater Moses who actually
did stand in our place?

Jesus. He is the one true Mediator who took our penalty at the
cross and finished what Moses only pointed to.

What is an idol? Can we make idols
today without a statue?

An idol is anything we trust more than God, or run to first when
afraid. Yes, we can make idols out of anything.

Optional Deeper Questions

Deeper Question Suggested Teacher Answer

Why did God say He would destroy
Israel and then change what He said
after Moses prayed? Did Moses
change God's mind?

God was revealing Moses' heart as a picture of what a true
intercessor looks like. God's ultimate plan never changed. He was
writing a story that points to Jesus, who intercedes for us
permanently.
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Is it fair that three thousand people
died? What does that tell us about
God?

Three thousand led a rebellion immediately after receiving God's
covenant. Hundreds of thousands lived because of mercy. Both
God's justice and God's mercy are on full display here.

SECTION
12 HANDS-ON ACTIVITY

Activity Name: My Idol, God's Throne

Purpose: Help children name the things they tend to trust more than God and visually place them in right
relationship to God's authority.

Supplies Paper, pencils, crayons or markers. One sheet per child.

Time 8 to 10 minutes.

Prep No preparation needed. Just have paper and drawing tools ready.

Step-by-Step Instructions:

1. Give each child a piece of paper. Ask them to fold it in half top to bottom.

2. On the TOP half: draw something you sometimes go to first when you are scared, sad, or bored. There
are no wrong answers. It might be a phone, a friend, a sport, a parent, a snack. Just be honest.

3. On the BOTTOM half: draw a throne — just a simple chair with a crown above it — to represent God's
place in your life.

4. Now draw a large arrow pointing FROM the thing on top DOWN to the throne on the bottom. The arrow
means: this thing needs to stay below God, not above Him.

5. Debrief together: ask one or two willing children to share what they drew. Affirm their honesty. Remind
them Jesus is not asking them to stop loving good things. He is asking to be first.

Scripture Connection: "You shall have no other gods before me." (Exodus 20:3) The word
"before" means in my presence, above me, in my place. God is not saying you cannot have good
things. He is saying nothing sits on His throne.

Ages 5-7 Teacher draws the throne outline on their paper first and helps younger children
label their drawing rather than describe it.

Ages 9-11 Ask older children to write one sentence under their drawing: 'When I put _____
first, here is what I miss out on with God: _____.'

SECTION
13 OPTIONAL REVIEW GAME

Game Name: Golden Calf or No Golden Calf?

Purpose: Reinforce the lesson and memory verse through quick-recall answers.

Supplies: None. Verbal only.

How to Play: Divide children into two groups. Teacher reads a statement. If it is something that
happened in the Bible account, the group calls out 'It happened!' If the teacher invented or changed the
detail, they call out 'Not quite!' One point per correct answer. Play five to eight rounds.

Review Question Answer
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Moses was on the mountain for forty days. (True or
False?)

True. Forty days. (Exodus 32:1)

Aaron made a golden eagle for the people to
worship.

Not quite. It was a golden calf.

The people called their festival a feast to a
Canaanite god.

Not quite. Aaron called it a feast to the LORD. They
thought they were worshipping Yahweh.

Moses offered to be blotted out of God's book to
save the people.

It happened. (Exodus 32:32)

God destroyed all two million Israelites for what they
did.

Not quite. Three thousand who led the rebellion
died. Hundreds of thousands were spared.

Our memory verse says: 'You shall have no other
gods before me.' (True or False?)

True. Exodus 20:3.

SECTION
14 TEACHER CLOSING

TEACHER CLOSING

Boys and girls, today we looked at one of the most honest moments in God's Word. We saw a
people who had just met God, just heard His voice, just watched the sea split in front of them —
and forty days later they were bowing to a gold statue. We saw a leader who made terrible
excuses. We saw a man named Moses throw himself before God and say: if someone has to
bear this, let it be me.

And here is the good news we are taking home: there is someone greater than Moses. Jesus
did what Moses only pointed to. He actually stepped in front of every sin we have ever
committed and said: I will take this. He rose from the dead, and everyone who trusts Him is
forgiven and loved. Not because they got rid of all their idols first. Because Jesus already took
care of what those idols deserved.

If you have never trusted Jesus, today is a good day to start. You do not have to be good
enough first. You just come to Him as you are and say: Jesus, I need You. He will hear that
prayer.

MEMORY VERSE

Exodus 20:3

You shall have no other gods before me.
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Lord, thank You that You did not leave Israel to their golden calf, and You have not left us to
ours. Thank You for sending Jesus to stand in the gap. Help every child in this room to know
that You are the only One worth trusting. And help each of us to run to You first. Amen.

SECTION
15 TAKEAWAY TRUTH

BIG IDEA

God is the only One worth trusting. Everything else will let you down.


