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Learning to Live in Community      January 28, 2024 

Exodus 23:6-9 

6 Don’t undermine the justice that your poor deserve in their lawsuits. 7 Stay away from 

making a false charge. Don’t put an innocent person who is in the right to death, 

because I will not consider innocent those who do such evil. 8 Don’t take a bribe, because 

a bribe blinds the clear-sighted and subverts the cause of those who are in the right. 

9 Don’t oppress an immigrant. You know what it’s like to be an immigrant, because you 

were immigrants in the land of Egypt. 

Exodus 32:2-4 

2 Aaron said to them, “All right, take out the gold rings from the ears of your wives, your 

sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3 So all the people took out the gold 

rings from their ears and brought them to Aaron. 4 He collected them and tied them up in 

a cloth. Then he made a metal image of a bull calf, and the people declared, “These are 

your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” 

Exodus 34:10-12 

10 The LORD said: I now make a covenant. In front of all your people, I’ll perform dramatic 

displays of power that have never been done before anywhere on earth or in any nation. 

All the people who are around you will see what the LORD does, because I will do an 

awesome thing with you. 11 Be sure to obey what I command you today. I’m about to 

drive out before you the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, 

and the Jebusites. 12 Be careful that you don’t make a covenant with the inhabitants of 

the land to which you are going, or it will become a dangerous trap for you. 
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Leviticus 4:13-15 

13 If it is the entire Israelite community that has done something wrong unintentionally 

and the deed escapes the assembly’s notice — but they’ve done something that 

shouldn’t be done in violation of the LORD’s commands, becoming guilty of sin — 14 once 

the sin that they committed becomes known, the assembly must present a bull from the 

herd as a purification offering. They will bring it before the meeting tent. 15 The 

community elders will press their hands on the bull’s head before the LORD and then 

slaughter it before the LORD. 

 

Today’s message is about “Learning to Live in Community.” 

There is an implication that this does not come naturally to 

us. To live in community requires a subversion of our natural 

tendencies towards self. Our learning today begins with God’s concern for justice - 

especially for the poor and for the foreigners. Then we shift to the making of the golden 

calf in Exodus 32 — where self-interest replaced obedience to God. God’s gracious 

response to the peoples’ sin leads to renewing the covenant. As we lean into Leviticus, 

we conclude our time together by looking at the sin offering that was required to 

remove the peoples’ sin. As we prepare to delve into these passages today that teach us 

about learning to live in community, let us begin with a word of prayer… 

 

Please turn with me to Exodus 23 as we continue to journey with Moses and the people 

of God. As we look at verses 6-9 from what is known as the covenant scroll, we find 

guidelines or instructions that are still very relevant for today. While a few of the 

instructions that we read this past week do not directly apply to our lives or to our 

world anymore, these verses from Exodus 32 very much apply to our lives today. 
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The majority of the covenant scroll, in fact, has application for our lives and world. In 

these four verses we see two main focuses. First, we see God’s concern for the poor, for 

the foreigner, for the marginalized. Second, we see God’s concern for justice. These two 

focuses remain very much a part of who and what God is today. 

 

In verses 6 and 9 God’s covenant law addresses the treatment of the poor and of the 

immigrant. In verse 6 God prohibits the Israelites from “undermining” the justice that 

the poor deserve in their lawsuits. As it is in our day, so it must have been in Moses’ day 

– in the criminal justice system money talks. Just think for a moment about our criminal 

justice system. How many high-profile people manage to either avoid or elude justice 

today? How many people with power and status walk away free when they probably 

shouldn’t have? Conversely, how many people lack good representation simply 

because they lack financial resources? And… how often are the poor wronged and have 

no means to legally find justice? 

 

As a word of warning then and now, God declares in verse 7, 

“Don’t put an innocent person who is in the right to death, 

because I will not consider innocent those who do such evil.” 

The sad reality is that this has always happened and continues to happen today. 

According to the Death Penalty Information Center, a Washington DC based non-profit, 

since 1973 there have been at least 196 innocent persons exonerated from death row in 

the United States alone. This death row example is, of course, an extreme example. 

Injustice is something that many people experience in a wide variety of ways and 

contexts and settings. The issue of injustice is also addressed in verse 9, where God 

states, “Don’t oppress an immigrant.” Those who are without voice, who are without 

standing or status, well, they are the easiest targets for oppression and other injustices. 

 Don t put an innocent
person who is in the right to

death, because I will not
consider innocent those who

do such evil. 

   odus     
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The heart of God for the vulnerable and for the powerless is evident throughout the 

scriptures. It is a thread that runs throughout the books of the Law, and it is a thread 

that is clearly woven into Jesus’ ministry. Care for and protection of ‘the least of these’ 

ranges from the immigrants to widows, to orphans, to slaves, to servants, to women, 

and on and on. Those without power and without voice will always need someone with 

courage and with voice to stand up for and to speak up for them. This is clearly a 

concern of God. If we are to live in community – in a full and beautiful community – this 

concern for the least of these must touch and move our hearts and voices as well. 

 

Next, turn with me to Exodus 32. Moses has gone up the 

mountain to hear from God, to learn about how Israel is to 

live in community with God and with one another. He has 

been gone a long time. Apparently, it has been too long. This week’s podcast had an 

interesting take on this passage that I’d like to share. Reverend Bo Adams lays out this 

possible scenario: “The people are just hanging out… they don’t have any boundaries 

yet, so they begin to freak out… Moses has been gone for 40 days… they turn to Aaron 

and say, ‘Let’s do something.’” Adams points out that they did not necessarily want to 

do something bad. He suggests that they wanted something to worship. They wanted a 

tangible way to express their worship. But without any real structures around them, 

things go wrong. Remember, Aaron is the mouthpiece. He says what Moses tells him to 

say. Moses is the one who knows and holds the covenant law. 

 

In verse 1 the people ask Aaron to make them some gods to lead them. In this request 

we first see fear driving the peoples’ actions and words. Moses has been gone a long 

time. He has led us this far, now what? Second, we see their impatience. This leads to 

where our impatience usually leads us – to take matters into our own hands. 
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Sarah and Abraham did it, Rebekah and Jacob did it. David will do it. We do it. We begin 

to force the action when we feel like God is taking too long. 

 

Aaron responds to the people’s requests for gods by saying, “All right, take out the gold 

rings from the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 

How quickly Aaron forgets all that has happened. How quickly he dismisses the many 

ways that God has used him or allowed him to be a firsthand witness to the one true 

God’s power and might. When we lose patience and take matters into our own hands, 

we do this too. We forget our history with God. Aaron emotionally retreats to Egypt as 

he makes for the people a “metal image of a bull calf.” This bull or golden calf was likely 

in the form of the Egyptian god Amon-Re. In that culture and in most Middle Eastern 

cultures, the bull represented power, domination, and fertility – three things the 

Israelites probably felt they needed in the absence of a true leader like Moses. 

 

Aaron presents the idol to them and the people speak these 

words: “These are your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of 

the land of Egypt!” Wait a minute! In verse 1 the people had 

identified Moses as the one who led them out of Egypt. Here they discounts that. The 

people attribute to the idol what they had just attributed to Moses. Idolatry often 

crosses the line between the divine and the human. Idolatry believes it is possible to lay 

hold of divine power through the ritual manipulation of the gods. For example, certain 

rituals were thought to please the gods. Therefore, by supplying the blood or whatever 

the gods demanded, one could earn favor or special treatment from the god or gods. 

This is just the opposite of the truth. God cannot be manipulated or controlled. God 

cannot be bought. God is the one in control. God is the one who truly gives. 

 These are your gods, Israel,
who brought you up out of

the land of Egypt! 

   odus    4



6 
 

When we surrender our own efforts to find security or power or whatever else we think 

we need, only then do we open ourselves up to the guidance and presence and 

blessings of God. 

 

As the story continues, the people celebrate. They have a 

great big party. Meanwhile, up on the mountain, God sees 

what is happening. God says to Moses in verse 7, “Hurry up 

and go down! YOUR people… are ruining everything.” God is most displeased. In verse 

10 God says to Moses, “Now leave me alone! Let my fury burn and devour them.” God is 

ready to wipe them off the face of the earth. What happens next is amazing. Moses 

intercedes for the people. He stands before God and convinces God not to do what God 

really wants to do. I believe this is what the Holy Spirit does again and again for you and 

for me. In the midrash it was noted that in this scene Moses acted as a defense attorney 

on behalf of the children of Israel. Exodus Rabbah 42.1 notes that Moses “quickly began 

to remind God of all the stories of the people’s faithfulness. After hearing the stories, 

God decided to give these wayward children another chance.” 

 

For the people of God, this time in the wilderness is all about 

learning how to live in community with each other and with 

God. Looking at the big picture, what a great contrast we see 

between Moses and Aaron. Aaron was unable to constrain the people. Here Moses 

constrains God’s anger. Because Moses chose to stand in the gap, to speak on behalf of 

God’s people, the fury and wrath of God passes. Moses is not so fortunate. As he and 

Joshua descend the mountain and near the camp, they hear the sound of that great big 

party. 
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Moses becomes furious and he throws the stone tablets to the ground, smashing them 

to pieces. The Moses who so calmly negotiated the verdict of grace comes down and 

loses it quickly when he sees what the people have become. The smashing of the 

tablets was a well-known cultural practice for dissolving a contractual relationship. Yet, 

in God’s abundant grace, Moses is not abandoned here. He is not left to be consumed 

by his own anger and rage. Turn with me to chapter 34 as we continue to unfold the 

ongoing story of God’s grace. 

 

Leading into today’s verses 10 through 12, Moses acknowledges something important. 

As we prepare to lean into these verses, let us first get a little context and background. 

God has just re-written the Ten Commandments on two tablets that Moses made. God 

has allowed Moses to see his glory, passing by Moses as he was in the cleft in the rock. 

Moses is humbled. From this place of surrender, in verse 9 Moses says to God, “If you 

approve of me, my Lord, please go along with us. Although 

these are stubborn people, forgive our guilt and our sin and 

take us as your own possession.” Moses recognizes the 

condition of the people’s hearts and he also recognizes his 

own human limitations and frailties. Even more importantly, Moses recognizes how 

absolutely holy God is and how very different he and these people are from God. In 

these words, Moses is really asking God for a complete restoration of the covenant 

relationship. God responds to this posture of humility and surrender in verses 10-12. 

 

This realization also connects into tensions that arise between the idea of love and the 

concept of the Law. On a Voxology podcast that I listened to as I went to and from a 

meeting in Rapid City this week, this tension came up and was discussed. 

 If you approve of me, my
Lord, please go along with us.
Although these are stubborn
people, forgive our guilt and
our sin and take us as your

own possession. 

   odus  4  
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Pastor Dave Gibbons spoke of the tension between the ethic 

of love and the ethic of the Law. Using Jesus as the primary 

example, Gibbons reminded us that when there is a clash 

between the ethic of love and the ethic of the Law, love 

always wins. That is why we see Jesus doing things like healing on the Sabbath, like 

eating with the tax collectors and prostitutes. This is also the case as we push on into 

Exodus 34. But before we go there, let’s take a minute to reflect on how we can 

experience or have experienced this tension in our lives. Find 

a friend and share when you have found yourself in this place 

of tension between these two ethics. You might be in this 

place now. Take a couple of minutes to share what the 

tension is or was and how you found a solution or worked the situation out… 

 

In verse 10 God states, “I will make a covenant.” God 

promises “dramatic displays of power.” In renewing the 

broken covenant, God also reminds the people, “Be sure to 

obey what I command you today.” God recommits to the miraculous care of Israel but 

also reminds the people of the role that they are expected to play. Obedience is 

expected. This passage for today closes with a warning: “Be careful that you do not 

make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land to which you are going, or it will become 

a dangerous trap to you.” As we tell our youth and children, God was telling the 

Israelites: be careful who you choose as friends, be aware of who you allow to influence 

you and your choices. 

 

 

 I will make a covenant 

Be sure to obey what I
command you today 

Be careful that you do not  

   odus     0   

The ethic of love 

The ethic of the Law 

The ethic of love 

The ethic of the Law 

 hare a time when you have
felt or have been in this

tension.   r are there now. 
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While we may not use the term ‘covenant’ today, the norms and accepted values and 

practices of our culture are definitely traps for us. We live in an individualistic, me-first, 

selfish culture. We live in a culture that divides and separates rather than in a culture 

that gathers or brings together. We live in a culture of right and wrong instead of a 

culture of understanding and empathy. The kingdom of God and the culture that God 

designed for humanity and for the church is just the opposite of the prevalent and 

dominant selfish, me-first culture of our world today. 

 

While this might not be the aim or the goal for all churches or for all denominations, it is 

embedded in my heart and soul to create a culture at Grace 

that values and grows community, that considers others 

above self and institution, that seeks to welcome and include 

all people in the community of faith, that seeks to grow 

deeper in our relationships with God and with each other. 

 

The remaining chapters of Genesis detail the building of the tabernacle and the 

ordinances for the functioning of the tabernacle. For the people of God, the tabernacle 

represents God’s presence among them. It was the place 

that the people could gather in community. Again, this is my 

vision for Grace. The tabernacle was the place that the 

people would gather to learn about living in community. In 

one commentary it was pointed out that the gold and silver that the Israelites gathered 

as they left Egypt was intended by God for the building of the tabernacle. It was human 

intervention and sin that misused the gold and silver for the casting of an idol. 

 that values and grows community

 that considers others above self
and institution

 that seeks to welcome and
include all people in the
community of faith

 that seeks to grow deeper in our
relationships with God and with
each other.
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Turning to the book of Leviticus, chapter 4, we continue the story of God’s unfolding 

grace. Leviticus begins by giving instructions for various offerings: the entirely burned 

offering, the grain offering, the well-being offering, and the purification offering. During 

this time together, we focus on this last one, the purification offering. Whenever there 

was unintentional sin that was later discovered, then purification was needed to enable 

the people to once again walk together as the community of God. The offering was a 

bull. The bull was the mostly costly offering given in the temple. This highest “price” 

reflects that it was a sin committed by the entire community. 

 

Even though it was a sin of negligence or ignorance, it mattered deeply because of the 

corporate nature of the sin. It had infiltrated the whole community. The entire 

community would gather outside the tent of meeting. Then, in verse 15, we read, “The 

community elders will press their hands on the bull’s head before the LORD.” These elders 

were not necessarily elderly. They were those most mature in faith, those deemed most 

worthy to represent the entire community. They were the heads of the families and 

tribes. They were the ones responsible for the faith of their smaller family and tribal 

communities, and, by extension, for the faith of the whole community. This was true 

both in times of obedience and in times of sinfulness. Laying their hands on the head of 

the bull was symbolic of the whole community’s responsibility for the sin and of the 

whole community’s commitment to walk faithfully with the Lord once again. 

 

One might wonder how unintentional sin might occur. That is a question that I had. 

Most often, I think, unintentional sin happens in small steps. To me, the most familiar 

example of this is found in the story of Jesus clearing the temple. 
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By this time the sacrificial system had become something totally different than what 

God sets up primarily in the book of Leviticus. How did that happen? It did not happen 

overnight. The religious leaders did not go from sacrificing perfect, spotless lambs to 

selling 3-legged, blind, aged sheep overnight. No, that happened in many small, 

incremental steps that no one noticed at the time. In the Old Testament, as we read on, 

we will see cycles of good and bad kings. Again, Israel does not go from God-fearing and 

obedient to sinful idol-worshippers overnight. It happened one small step at a time, 

one taken after another, each so small that you really have to be paying great attention 

to notice the drift. This can happen in the life of the church and in our own lives too. 

Slight changes, minor shifts – and we wake up and wonder how we got to where we are. 

 

We will find ourselves adrift or in sin and we can find our church there at times too. The 

counter to this is to do life together, just as God designed us to – in community. Living 

in community, we find accountability and support, encouragement and belonging. As 

we continue this journey through the Bible, may we grow together as we learn more 

and more about God’s design for this blessed and beloved community. May it be so for 

you, for me, and for our church. Alleluia and amen. 

 

GPS – Grow, Pray, Study 

1) Grow. How has the community of faith shaped and guided you in the past? How 

might this continue and evolve in the future? 

2) Pray. Describe to God your need for community by spending some time in prayer. 

3) Study. Read this week’s Leviticus texts in light of this idea of building up and 

growing the community of faith. 


