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―Is the LORD in Our Midst or Not?‖ 

Conceptions of Divine Presence 

in Ancient Jewish and Christian Interpretations of the Calf Incident 

 

Abstract 

 

This study examines various notions of divine presence as integral to the 

depiction of Israel‘s apostasy at Mount Sinai within the redacted Pentateuch as well as to 

interpretations of that composite text by ancient Jews and Christians. The concepts of 

presence articulated by ancient interpreters express not only particular images of an 

immanent and intimate Deity, but also distinctive understandings of redemption and of 

communal identity as an elect people. And those exegetical-theological reflections are 

necessarily a by-product of how each community construes its biblical canon, especially 

regarding the role of the Torah/Law. 

Within Exodus 25–40, contact with the divine is intimately related to sacred 

artifacts, with the golden calf acting as foil to the covenantal tablets and the Priestly 

Tabernacle. The earliest extant Christian appropriations of the calf narrative, 1 

Corinthians 10 and Acts 7, offer another antipode to idolatry—adherence to Jesus as Lord 

and Son of Man. And both do so while utilizing scriptural juxtapositions—the covenant-

making ceremony versus idolatry at Sinai and the calf vis-à-vis the Tabernacle. The latter 

juxtaposition is also significant for several rabbinic interpretations of Exodus 32, with the 

Shekhinah‘s entering the Tabernacle emblematic of Israel‘s ongoing election and of the 

LORD having forgiven his chosen people. Those midrashic depictions of divine 

condescension resonate with the interpretations of two fourth-century Christians, Ephrem 

the Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa, who further the hermeneutical trajectories begun by 
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Paul and the author of Luke-Acts. For Ephrem and Gregory, the restored tablets that 

supplant the calf pre-figure the incarnation of the Logos, the remedy for the baneful 

effects of the Fall. This use of the calf narrative significantly complicates the ancient 

Christian dichotomy of ―carnal Israel‖ and ―spiritual church.‖ And while certain rabbinic 

interpreters presume (if not directly express) the centrality of the mitsvot as a means of 

redemption and encounter with God, patristic readers of the calf narrative understand the 

Law as ultimately provisional vis-à-vis the Christ event. The above conceptions of divine 

presence, whether Israelo- or christo-centric, are thus ineluctably particular and depend 

on the hermeneutical circle of interpretive communities and their scriptures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The relationship between Judaism and Christianity in Late Antiquity was marked 

in a significant way by competing interpretations of shared scriptural texts. The early 

church, born from the matrix of Second Temple Judaism, sought to distinguish itself 

from—and ultimately to supersede—its sibling, ancient Judaism, while attempting to 

maintain some connection to that shared matrix through its acceptance and interpretation 

of Israel‘s scriptures. Rabbinic Judaism, for its part, sought to reassert its own claim to 

that scriptural patrimony, drawing connections between those sacred texts and its own 

theology and institutions. One of the foremost objects of this interpretive rivalry in Late 

Antiquity was the story of Israel‘s idolatry—the worship of a golden calf—at Mount 

Sinai, as told most extensively in the Books of Exodus (chapters 32–34) and 

Deuteronomy (chapters 9–10), but also briefly in Psalm 106 and Nehemiah 9. 

The calf incident is Israel‘s first major apostasy in the Pentateuch, a brazen act of 

idolatry that violated a covenant ratified only a short time before (Exod 24:3–8). Thus the 

LORD tells Moses, ―They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon 

them‖ (32:8). It is in many respects the archetypal sin committed by this chosen people, 

newly rescued from Egypt, but whose very existence is suddenly threatened by their 

infidelity (32:10). Only the intercession of Moses, the people‘s prophetic intermediary, 

succeeds in averting the destructive wrath of the Deity (Ps 106:23). As such an 

―immediate,‖ grievous and potentially death-dealing offense—a pivotal moment in the 

biblical story of Israel, the calf episode truly captured the attention and imagination of 

ancient Jewish and Christian exegetes.
1
 

                                                           
1
 For a discussion of ―immediacy‖ as a defining characteristic of the calf incident, see Gary A. Anderson, 

―Biblical Origins and the Problem of the Fall,‖ Pro Ecclesia 10 (2001) 26–29. Anderson writes: ―Indeed, 
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According to another Pentateuchal story of rebellion in the wilderness, the 

incident at Massah and Meribah (Exod 17:1–7), parched and frustrated Israelites ask, ―Is 

the LORD in our midst or not?‖ (17:7). This urgent query is emblematic of a significant 

theme in the Book of Exodus as a whole, including the calf episode—the presence of the 

Deity amidst Israel.
2
 The people‘s impatient demand at the foot of Mount Sinai, in the 

absence of Moses, for ―gods that shall go before us‖ (32:1)—in the form of a cultic 

image—seems to presume such a question. And, after Aaron has made the calf statue, the 

Israelites exclaim approvingly: ―These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you out of 

the land of Egypt!‖ (32:4).
3
 On the other hand, Priestly texts that deal with the wilderness 

Tabernacle and envelope the calf narrative in the final form of the Pentateuch offer a very 

different response: The LORD indeed will dwell in the midst of the Israelites, but within 

that man-made portable sanctuary (25:8; 29:42–46; 40:34–38)—a promise of divine 

immanence similar to that expressed in ancient Israelite theologies of Mount Zion and its 

Temple. This contested issue of divine presence continued to resonate within Second 

Temple Judaism and its offshoots, rabbinic Judaism and Christianity. 

 The purpose of this dissertation will be to examine the relationship between 

divine presence and sacred artifacts within Exodus 25–40 and Deuteronomy 9–10, as 

well as concepts of ―presence‖ articulated by ancient interpreters of the calf episode. 

Those notions of divine presence that Jewish and Christian interpreters developed express 

                                                                                                                                                                             

‗immediacy‘ may be the best way to define ‗original sin‘ in its Old Testament context. As soon as Israel 

receives the benefaction of her election, she offers not praise and gratitude but rebellion‖ (26). 

 
2
 See the comments of Everett Fox in The Five Books of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy (The Schocken Bible: Volume I; trans. Everett Fox; New York: Schocken Books, 1995) 245, 

393. See also Joel S. Burnett, ―The Question of Divine Absence in Israelite and West Semitic Religion,‖ 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly 67 (2005) 215–35. 

 
3
 I will discuss my translations of Exod 32:1 and 4 below, in chapter 1. 
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not only particular conceptions of an immanent Deity, but also distinctive understandings 

of redemption and of communal identity as an elect people. And those exegetical-

theological reflections are necessarily a by-product of how each interpretive community 

construes its own biblical canon, especially with regard to the relative importance of the 

Law. This study of the reception history of the calf narrative will contribute to two 

current areas of interest in the fields of rabbinics and patristics: notions of the ―intimacy‖ 

between Israel and YHWH in rabbinic literature, as well as the theological significance of 

the body and matter in patristic literature. Both of these areas will be introduced briefly 

below.     

The history of the reception of the golden calf incident in Antiquity has received 

its share of scholarly attention during the past century, but there are still major aspects of 

it that remain to be explored and more thoroughly analyzed. Important work has been 

done with respect to the lineaments of ancient rabbinic interpretation of the incident. 

Beginning with Arthur Marmorstein (1935)
4
 and followed by Leivy Smolar and Moshe 

Aberbach (1968)
5
, Irving Mandelbaum (1990)

6
 and Pekka Lindqvist (2008)

7
, scholars 

have divided rabbinic exegesis into roughly two stages, corresponding to the general 

                                                           
4
 Arthur Marmorstein, ―Judaism and Christianity in the Middle of the Third Century,‖ Hebrew Union 

College Annual 10 (1935) 223–63. This article later appeared in Arthur Marmorstein, Studies in Jewish 

Theology (ed. J. Rabbinowitz and M. S. Lew; Essay Index Reprint Series; Freeport, N.Y.: Books for 

Libraries Press, 1972) 179–224. 

 
5
 Leivy Smolar and Moshe Aberbach, ―The Golden Calf Episode in Postbiblical Literature,‖ Hebrew Union 

College Annual 39 (1968) 91–116. 

 
6
 Irving J. Mandelbaum, ―Tannaitic Exegesis of the Golden Calf Episode,‖ in A Tribute to Geza Vermes: 

Essays on Jewish and Christian Literature and History (ed. Philip R. Davies and Richard T. White; 

JSOTSS 100; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990) 207–23. 

 
7
 Pekka Lindqvist, Sin at Sinai: Early Judaism Encounters Exodus 32 (Studies in Rewritten Bible 2; 

Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2008). 
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demarcation of rabbinic literature as a whole into ―tannaitic‖ and ―amoraic‖ periods.
8
 In 

the former (ca 70 CE–ca. 200 CE), rabbis directly confront the full seriousness of the sin 

with the calf and its consequences. In the latter (ca. 200 CE–ca. 500 CE), however, a new 

interpretive strategy emerges, one that is more explicitly apologetic and seeks to excuse 

Israel from full culpability for the apostasy. The aforementioned scholars have argued 

persuasively that later, amoraic interpretive traditions evince a greater awareness of the 

church‘s use of the calf episode as a weapon in its polemical arsenal. Those rabbis 

implicitly acknowledge that charges have been leveled against their community by 

Christians, and some respond by rewriting the biblical narrative to exonerate the people 

of Israel. 

 In addition to the foregoing analyses of rabbinic interpretation, Pier Cesari Bori 

has written a significant work focusing on the Christian reception history of Exodus 32–

34—The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-Jewish Controversy (1990).
9
 Bori traces 

that history from Antiquity to the Reformation; and his primary goal is to describe the 

role of the calf narrative in the church‘s creation of an image of Judaism, over against 

which it forms its own identity. In particular, he argues that Christian interpreters created 

a dichotomy of carnal Israel and the spiritual church, the ―true Israel.‖ Although this does 

capture a significant element of the exegetes‘ rhetoric and theology, it belies the actual 

                                                           
8
 Shaye J. D. Cohen offers succinct definitions of these terms in his From the Maccabees to the Mishnah 

(2
nd

 ed.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006) 239, 242. The tannaim, a term that literally means 

―teachers‖ or ―repeaters,‖ were ―the rabbis of Palestine in the second century CE whose statements are 

contained primarily in the Mishnah but also in other rabbinic works‖ (242). The amoraim, a term that 

translates literally as ―speakers,‖ were ―the rabbis of the third to fifth centuries CE in Israel and Babylonia 

who composed the two Talmudim,‖ the Jerusalem Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud, respectively (239). 

    
9
 Pier Cesari Bori, The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-Jewish Controversy (trans. David Ward; 

Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), a translation of Il vitello d‘oro. Le radici della controversia antigiudaica 

(Torino: Boringhieri, 1983). 
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complexity of ancient Christian engagement with Exodus 32–34 and related texts. 

Focusing on the interpretations of Ephrem the Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa, two fourth-

century figures, I will demonstrate that there were Christian interpreters who did not 

simply articulate a dichotomy of Jewish flesh and Christian spirit, with the latter 

privileged over the former. They also contemplated the significance of ―the flesh‖ 

(namely, that of the incarnate Logos) for the church in light of the calf narrative—a 

theology of divine immanence with both scriptural roots and intriguing resonances with 

rabbinic theology, in which reflections upon the ―intimacy‖ between Israel and a 

condescending, immanent Deity do occur.
10

 

 Rachel Anisfeld, in her recent monograph on the amoraic midrash collection, the 

Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, argues that amoraic midrashim—more so than tannaitic 

literature—evince a marked interest in the intimacy between Israel and YHWH, as 

represented in part by rabbinic depictions of the Deity‘s gracious and indulgent 

condescension toward his chosen people.
11

 Anisfeld also notes significant resonances 

                                                           
10

 See Patricia Cox Miller, ―Visceral Seeing: The Holy Body in Late Ancient Christianity,‖ Journal of 

Early Christian Studies 12 (2004) 391–411. Cox Miller refers therein to ―a material turn in late ancient 

Christianity,‖ which she defines as ―a shift in the late ancient religious sensibility regarding the signifying 

potential of the material world, a shift that reconfigured the relation between materiality and meaning in a 

positive direction‖ (392). Among other works that examine this ―material turn,‖ see also Susan Ashbrook 

Harvey, ―Embodiment in Time and Eternity: A Syriac Perspective,‖ St. Vladimir‘s Theological Quarterly 

43 (1999) 105–30; Georgia Frank, ―‗Taste and See‘: The Eucharist and the Eyes of Faith in the Fourth 

Century,‖ Church History 70 (2001) 619–43; David Brakke, ―Jewish Flesh and Christian Spirit in 

Athanasius of Alexandria,‖ Journal of Early Christian Studies 9 (2001) 453–81. Brakke writes: ―Flesh 

itself turned out to be stubbornly persistent, both in the face of, and in the heart of, spiritualizing 

orthodoxy‖ (479). 

 
11

 Rachel A. Anisfeld, Sustain Me With Raisin-Cakes: Pesikta deRav Kahana and the Popularization of 

Rabbinic Judaism (Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 133; Leiden: Brill, 2009). I am 

grateful to Tzvi Novick for bringing Anisfeld‘s work to my attention. For other relatively recent studies that 

also discuss the notion of ―intimacy‖ in rabbinic rhetoric and theology, see David Stern, Midrash and 

Theory: Ancient Jewish Exegesis and Contemporary Literary Studies (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern UP, 

1996) 65–71; Steven D. Fraade, ―‗The Kisses of His Mouth‘: Intimacy and Intermediacy as Performative 

Aspects of a Midrash Commentary,‖ in Textual Reasonings: Jewish Philosophy and Text Study at the End 

of the Twentieth Century (ed. Peter Ochs and Nancy Levene; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003) 52–

56; Marc Hirshman, ―Yearning for Intimacy: Pesikta d‘Rav Kahana and the Temple,‖ in Scriptural 
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between that image of a humble, condescending Deity in amoraic homilies and references 

to the incarnate Word in ancient Christian preaching, resonances that suggest to her ―a 

shared cultural interest‖ in intimacy between the divine and human.
12

 Jewish and 

Christian preachers alike were responding to the ever-changing Greco-Roman 

cosmopolitan environment of their religious communities, an environment in which there 

was ―a growing sense of loneliness and unease‖ which the image of an immanent Deity 

could help to assuage.
13

 I would argue that another important catalyst for the emphasis on 

divine immanence and condescension in both religious traditions was their shared 

scriptures, which contain references to the Deity dwelling amidst his chosen people 

(Exod 25:8; 29:42–46) and entering into a covenantal relationship with Israel akin to that 

of a marriage (Hos 2:16–25; Jer 2:2–3).
14

 Anisfeld‘s analysis of similarities between 

rabbinic Judaism and Christianity in terms of a rhetoric of intimacy as well as a theology 

of divine immanence is a useful model for my own discussion of rabbinic interpretation 

vis-à-vis that of Ephrem the Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa, a discussion that also will 

buttress some of the conclusions she has drawn in her monograph.  

 In the first chapter I will discuss the depictions of the calf apostasy within the 

Hebrew Bible, the Pentateuch in particular. The focal points of this discussion will be the 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Exegesis: The Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: Essays in Honour of Michael Fishbane 

(ed. Deborah A. Green and Laura S. Lieber; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009) 135–45. 

  
12

 Ibid., 171. 

 
13

 Ibid., 162. Anisfeld draws upon Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity A.D. 150–750 (New York: W. 

W. Norton and Co., 1971); idem, ―The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,‖ in Society 

and the Holy in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982) 103–52. 

 
14

 See Jon D. Levenson, ―The Wedding of God and Israel,‖ in Sinai & Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible 

(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1987) 75–80; idem, ―The Widow Re-Wed, Her Children Restored,‖ in 

Resurrection and the Restoration of Israel: The Ultimate Victory of the God of Life (New Haven: Yale UP, 

2006) 142–55. 
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―sacral realia‖ of the calf statue, tablets of the covenant, and Tabernacle—artifacts that 

were each intended, whether licitly or illicitly, to bring the Israelites into contact with the 

divine.
15

 Although the Torah contains prohibitions of the making and worship of 

representational images, those same tradents were not opposed to artistic imagery per 

se.
16

 Within Exodus 32–34 and Deuteronomy 9–10, the golden calf serves in part as a foil 

to the two sets of tablets, icons of the divine will and tokens of Moses‘ encounter with the 

Deity atop Mount Sinai. And the compiler(s) of the Pentateuch placed the calf narrative 

of the Book of Exodus (chapters 32–34) amidst texts concerning a portable place of 

worship in which the God of Israel himself would dwell. This placement results in 

another intriguing juxtaposition of artifacts: the calf, acclaimed as a locus of divine 

presence by the rebellious Israelites in Exod 32:4, and the wilderness Tabernacle with its 

sacred furnishings. I will discuss briefly several parallels between the Elohistic calf 

narrative and Priestly Tabernacle texts, and then will focus on the notion of divine 

presence in the latter.  

 The second chapter will feature the two earliest extant interpretations of the calf 

episode by the nascent church, found in Paul‘s first letter to the Corinthians and 

Stephen‘s speech in the Acts of the Apostles. Each text employs, whether implicitly or 

explicitly, certain juxtapositions of true and false worship that also occur in the Book of 

                                                           
15

 I have taken the phrase ―sacral realia‖ from Gary N. Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf and Jeroboam‘s Calves,‖ 

in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Seventieth 

Birthday (ed. Astrid B. Beck, et al.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1995) 101, n. 24. 

 
16

 See Steven Fine, Art and Judaism in the Greco-Roman World: Toward a New Jewish Archaeology 

(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005) 69–70. Fine argues that the use of the adjective ―aniconic‖ to describe 

Israelite and ancient Jewish religion is not entirely accurate, due to the distinction that those traditions drew 

between what Saul Olyan terms ―favored icons‖ and ―stigmatized icons‖ (―idols‖). Fine writes: ―The truth 

is, the English language has no term that adequately represents the nuances of the Jewish attitude. The 

Jewish approach, which is specific in its dislike of the religious iconography of ‗idolaters‘ but is positive 

toward specifically Jewish imagery, might be most correctly called ‗anti-idolic‘‖ (70). See also Saul M. 

Olyan, ―The Ascription of Physical Disability as a Stigmatizing Strategy in Biblical Iconic Polemics,‖ 

Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 9 (2009) 2, n. 1.   
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Exodus. Paul contrasts the Corinthians‘ worship of idols with the Lord‘s Supper in 1 

Corinthians 10–11, evoking the way in which the worship of the calf in Exodus 32 echoes 

the earlier covenant-making rituals in chapter 24. And the author of Acts sets Israel‘s 

idolatry in the wilderness over against Moses‘ obedient construction of the Tabernacle, 

reflecting the juxtaposition of calf idol and desert sanctuary in the final form of the 

Torah. Both authors employ the calf episode as a means of defining the identity of the 

church as ineluctably bound to the figure of Jesus. As such, the episode is a paradigmatic 

event: Rejection of Jesus as Lord and exalted Son of Man, whether by syncretistic church 

members or Jewish non-believers, is deemed a repetition of the sin at Sinai. Certain 

convictions regarding the identity of Jesus as the Anointed One are essential for true 

worship in this new ―Israel-like‖ community.
17

  

 The focus of my third chapter will be the roles of the construction of the 

Tabernacle and destruction of the Temple in rabbinic reflections upon the calf incident. 

The author of the Acts of the Apostles insinuates a connection between the Sinai apostasy 

and subsequent national catastrophes, in particular the Babylonian exile; subsequent 

rabbinic interpreters engage in similar acts of historiography and theodicy. In the 

theological and exegetical imaginations of some rabbis, divine punishment for the sin at 

Sinai extended to the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple, when, according to other 

midrashim, the presence of the LORD (the Shekhinah) abandoned the doomed sanctuary. 

While such interpretations emphasize divine judgment, others highlight the mercy of the 

God of Israel by focusing on the juxtaposition of calf and Tabernacle in the final form of 

the Pentateuch. The entrance of the Shekhinah into the wilderness sanctuary signifies, 

                                                           
17

 I have borrowed the phrase ―Israel-like‖ from George A. Lindbeck‘s article, ―Confession and 

Community: An Israel-Like View of the Church,‖ The Christian Century 107 (1990) 492–96. 
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especially in amoraic and post-amoraic texts, the reconciliation of Israel and her Deity 

and affirms the ongoing election of the people in spite of their sin with the calf. These 

texts, with their references to the Shekhinah dwelling amidst Israel in the wake of the calf 

apostasy—especially those midrashim that read Exodus via the Song of Songs, exemplify 

the notion of ―intimacy‖ discussed by Anisfeld in her study of the Pesiqta de-Rab 

Kahana.  

 As I mentioned above, Anisfeld draws parallels between Jewish and Christian 

theologies of divine condescension in Late Antiquity. And the following two chapters of 

this dissertation will discuss a pair of fourth-century Christian theologians who interpret 

the calf narrative as pre-figuring a distinctive form of that condescension—the Logos-

cum-Son of God becoming a human being. The classic, late first-century CE expression of 

that theology of ―incarnation‖ occurs in the so-called Prologue of the Gospel of John, 

with words that evoke the account of the wilderness Tabernacle in Exodus. According to 

John 1:14, ―And the Logos (o9 lo/goj) became flesh and made his dwelling (e0skh/nwsen) 

among us, and we saw his glory (th\n do/can au0tou=), the glory as of the Father‘s only 

Son, full of grace and truth.‖ The verb skhno/w has the same root as the noun skhnh/ 

(―tent‖), which refers to the Tabernacle in the Septuagint of Exodus;
18

 and the noun do/ca 

translates the Hebrew term dwObk@f (kābôd), the ―glory‖ of the LORD that filled the newly-

                                                           
18

 See Raymond E. Brown, S.S., The Gospel According to John 1–12 (Anchor Bible 29; Garden City, N.Y.: 

Doubleday, 1966) 32–33. Brown writes: ―When the Prologue proclaims that the Word made his dwelling 

among men, we are being told that the flesh of Jesus Christ is the new localization of God‘s presence on 

earth, and that Jesus is the replacement of the ancient Tabernacle‖ (33). In addition to Exod 25:8–9, he also 

makes reference to Joel 3:17; Zech 2:10; and Ezek 43:7. 
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built Tabernacle (Exod 40:34) and appeared spectacularly to the assembled Israelites at 

its dedication (Lev 9:23–24).
19

  

The Johannine theology of the Logos also bears the influence of ancient Israelite 

and early Jewish wisdom literature, in which the figure of Wisdom likewise participates 

in the creation of the cosmos and descends from the heavens to interact with human 

beings. According to Ben Sira 24:8, God ―chose the spot for [Wisdom‘s] tent‖ and said to 

her: ―In Jacob make your dwelling (kataskh/nwson), in Israel your inheritance.‖
20

 

Wisdom ministered before God in ―the holy tent‖ and thus was established in Zion 

(24:10). Ben Sira ultimately identifies Wisdom with the Torah—―All this is true of the 

book of the Most High‘s covenant, the law which Moses commanded us as an inheritance 

for the community of Jacob‖ (24:22). In the Gospel of John, the incarnate Logos not only 

supplants the Tabernacle and its successor, the Temple, but also replaces the Mosaic 

Law.
21

 ―From his fullness we have all received, grace in place of grace, because while the 

law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ‖ (John 1:16–

17). This notion of the Logos-become-flesh, associated with the glory-infused Tabernacle 

and the Law graciously revealed to Moses, lies in the background of interpretations of the 
                                                           
19

 See Brown, The Gospel According to John 1–12, 34. See also Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God 

and the World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2009) 136–37. According to Sommer, ―the 

P[riestly] document is in fact the most Christian section of Hebrew scripture. As one reads through P 

beginning with Genesis 1, one can see that for all its attention to specifics, this narrative has a larger, 

overarching concern: the decision of a transcendent God to become immanent in the world this God 

created…. In broad terms, P‘s basic story and the New Testament‘s are of the same type‖ (136, 137). 

 
20

 See Brown, The Gospel According to John 1–12, 33. 

 
21

 Karel van der Toorn has discerned resonances between the theology of the cultic image in ancient 

Mesopotamia and that of the Torah in Second Temple and rabbinic Judaism; he argues that the 

Deuteronomic movement in ancient Israel and the religion(s) of ancient Judaism replaced proscribed idols 

with another sacred artifact, the written Torah. See his article, ―The Iconic Book: Analogies between the 

Babylonian Cult of Images and the Veneration of the Torah,‖ in The Image and the Book: Iconic Cults, 

Aniconism, and the Rise of Book Religion in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. Karel van der Toorn; 

Louvain: Peeters, 1997) 229–48. The theology of the Logos in the Gospel of John—as an outgrowth of 

ancient Jewish thought—is another expression of that theological model, with the incarnate Logos in turn 

replacing the Torah-from-heaven.  
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calf incident by Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306–373) and Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–ca. 

395). 

 The fourth chapter will be occupied with Ephrem the Syrian‘s christological 

interpretations of the calf narrative in his Homily on Our Lord and forty-fourth Hymn on 

the Church. In both texts, divine condescension and immanence—in terms of the Son of 

God donning humanity—are means of the Deity revealing himself and graciously 

redeeming humanity. I will argue that, in the Homily on Our Lord, Ephrem implicitly 

juxtaposes Jesus, the ―Medicine of Life,‖ and man-made cultic images, including the 

golden calf. And central to the structure of that text is an interpretation of the calf 

narrative vis-à-vis a reading of Christ‘s gracious encounter with the so-called ―sinful 

woman‖ in the house of Simon the Pharisee as narrated in Luke 7:36–50. Ephrem draws 

parallels between the figure of Simon, who fails to discern Jesus‘ true identity, and the 

Pharisee‘s ancestors who worshiped the molten calf at Sinai. He also contrasts the 

woman‘s tearful devotion to the God-made-human with the Israelites‘ misguided worship 

of the calf. Blindness to the ways of God, exemplified by idolatry and lack of faith in 

Jesus the Christ, is thereby represented as endemic to the children of Jacob. 

In his forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, Ephrem offers a series of figural 

interpretations of the tablets of the covenant. These include a construal of the broken 

tablets as a figure for the primal corruption of ―the house of Eve‖ and a reading of the 

new set of tablets (the Law donning stone) as a representation of the incarnation (the Son 

donning a human body). The pre-existence of the Son of God and his incarnation are pre-

figured in the descent of the Law from the womb of God to the community of Israel 

within stone tablets. The calf narrative thus becomes a précis of Christian salvation 
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history, extending from events in the Garden of Eden to those on Golgotha. And, as in the 

Acts of the Apostles and his own Homily on Our Lord, Ephrem understands the apostasy 

at Sinai as presaging the Jewish rejection of Jesus, with the second set of tablets 

prefiguring the supersession of Israel by the church. 

In the fifth and final chapter I will discuss the interpretation of the calf narrative 

by a near contemporary of Ephrem, Gregory of Nyssa, in his Life of Moses. Similar to 

Ephrem in his forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, Gregory offers in his treatise on the 

pursuit of virtue a figural reading of the vicissitudes of the covenantal tablets. As an 

introduction to my analysis of select passages from Gregory‘s Life of Moses, I will 

discuss briefly several interpretations of the tablets by Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185–

255), whose writings were a significant influence on the whole of Gregory‘s thought. 

Origen construes the breaking of the tablets as a rejection of the Law with respect to ―the 

letter‖ in favor of the Law according to ―the spirit.‖ He also interprets the tablets 

allegorically as the human soul inscribed with divine commands that are swept away by 

sin and must be rewritten. According to Gregory‘s spiritual reading of the calf incident, 

the first set of tablets represents the pristine state of newly-created human nature; the 

broken tablets exemplify ―the general human condition‖ after the primal disobedience of 

Adam and Eve;
22

 and the second set of tablets, hewn by Moses and inscribed by God, 

prefigures the advent of the Word-made-flesh. The incarnation, the act of divine 

condescension that brought humanity into direct and intimate contact with divinity, 

begins and undergirds the process of salvation—the restoration of human nature, both 

body and soul, to its prelapsarian beauty.

                                                           
22

 I have taken the phrase in quotes from Gary A. Anderson, ―Biblical Origins and the Problem of the Fall,‖ 

Pro Ecclesia 10 (2001) 30, n. 31. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Competing Artifacts:  

The Golden Calf versus Tablets and Tabernacle 

Within the final, redacted form of the Pentateuch, the molten calf competes with 

other artifacts—the tablets of the covenant and the Tabernacle—to be a material means of 

human contact with the divine and a physical sign of Israel‘s relationship with its Deity. 

Consonant with ancient Near Eastern theologies of cultic images, the Israelites in Exod 

32:4 acclaim their humble creation, the calf, as divine—―These are your gods, O Israel!‖
1
 

In keeping with the prohibition of such images in the Decalogue (20:4–5), the God of 

Israel and his prophet, Moses, vehemently reject the calf statue. The demise of the molten 

calf, however, does not represent a rejection of all sacred images or physical loci of 

divine presence in the Pentateuch. The tablets, made of stone and inscribed by the Deity, 

serve as icons of the divine will and emblems of Israel‘s covenantal relationship with the 

LORD. And the Priestly Tabernacle, built by inspired human beings according to a 

heavenly blueprint, hosts the very presence of the God of Israel. In this chapter, following 

a brief discussion of the composite nature of Exodus 25–40, I will focus on each of those 

artifacts in turn, beginning with the calf idol as divine image, followed by the tablets and 

Tabernacle as antipodes to such illicit objects in the imaginations of the Elohist and 

Priestly sources of the Pentateuch. 

Most of the biblical texts to be discussed in this chapter belong to one of the most 

complex sections of the Pentateuch from a source-critical perspective, the Sinai pericope 

of the Book of Exodus, chapters 19–40. Without delving too deeply into the composition 

                                                           
1
 I will discuss my rendering of the people‘s acclamation in Exod 32:4 below. Unless otherwise noted (as 

here), all quotations of the Hebrew Bible are taken from the New Jewish Publication Society Tanakh 

Translation (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985) in The Jewish Study Bible (ed. Adele Berlin 

and Marc Zvi Brettler; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004). 
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history of these texts, a basic source-critical distinction that I wish to make is between 

―Priestly‖ and ―non-Priestly‖ material. As most modern biblical scholars would agree, the 

lengthy Tabernacle texts (Exodus 25–31, 35–40)—with their attention to measurements, 

formulaic language and concern with cultic matters—belong to the so-called ―Priestly‖ 

literature of the Pentateuch, which includes among its constituents such texts as the 

highly-structured creation account in Gen 1:1–2:3, the covenant of circumcision with 

Abraham and his descendants in Genesis 17, the revelation of the divine name YHWH to 

Moses in Exod 6:2–8, and the Book of Leviticus with its sacrificial laws and purity 

regulations.
2
 The adjective ―non-Priestly‖ encompasses the so-called Yahwist and Elohist 

sources (J and E, respectively), as well as the Book of Deuteronomy, which source-critics 

tend to consider as closely related to E. In terms of the non-Priestly material located 

amidst the Tabernacle texts, roughly chapters 32–34 of Exodus, I will focus in particular 

on 31:18–32:24, 30–35 and 34:1, 4, 28, verses that constitute a relatively coherent 

narrative dealing largely with the vicissitudes of both the tablets and the calf-idol. And, 

following scholars such as Frank Moore Cross, Menahem Haran, and Baruch Schwartz, I 

will refer tentatively to that thread of verses as belonging to the Elohist source.
3
 

One case study in the helpful distinction between ―Priestly‖ and ―non-Priestly‖ 

material is the shifting terminology used for the sacred object(s) that Moses received atop 

Mount Sinai during his audience with the Deity. The non-Priestly, Elohist narrative refers 

                                                           
2
 See Baruch J. Schwartz, ―The Priestly Account of the Theophany and Lawgiving at Sinai,‖ in Texts, 

Temples, and Traditions: A Tribute to Menahem Haran (ed. Michael V. Fox, et al.; Winona Lake, Ind.: 

Eisenbrauns, 1996) 103–34, esp. 112–17. 

  
3
 Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1973) 74 (n. 118), 198–99; Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple-

Service in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978) 66 (n. 11); Baruch J. Schwartz, ―What Really 

Happened at Mount Sinai?‖ Bible Review (October 2007) 21–30, 46, esp. 26–27. 
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to them as txolu (―tablets‖), while the Priestly source uses only the term tdu(' (―Pact‖ or 

―testimony‖).
4
 According to E, God summoned Moses to receive stone tablets (txolu 

Nbe)ehf) (24:12). Moses ascended the mountain and God presented them to him; the 

prophet carried the tablets down only to smash them (txolu@ha-t)e) upon seeing the calf 

(32:19). Subsequently, God commanded him to carve out a new set and carry them up the 

mountain for inscription (34:1, 4, again using only the noun txolu). Moses did so, the 

tablets (txolu@ha) were inscribed (34:28), and he returned with them. On the other hand, 

according to P, in the midst of giving instructions regarding the Tabernacle, the LORD 

told Moses, ―And deposit in the Ark the Pact (tdu('hf) which I will give you‖ (25:16). As 

promised, God gave it to Moses, who then brought it down the mountain and placed it in 

the ark (40:20, using only the noun tdu('hf). In this portion of the Elohist‘s Sinai narrative, 

Moses made two trips up and down Mount Sinai due to his having broken the first set of 

tablets (32:19); in the Priestly source, which does not contain an episode of idolatry at 

Sinai, Moses ascended only once—―The Pact‖ was never the victim of Moses‘ righteous 

anger. The compiler(s) of the Torah sought to correlate these objects, together with 

Moses‘ series of ascents and descents, by placing the calf narrative (E) in the midst of the 

Priestly Tabernacle materials, with the following result. In three places (31:18a; 32:15a; 

and 34:29), where the narratives of those artifacts coincide, the compiler(s) created the 

following collocation, combining both terms for Moses‘ Sinai souvenir—―the two tablets 

of the Pact‖ (tdu('hf txolu yn'#$;).5 The redactor(s) thus sought to create one narrative from 

                                                           
4
 As further evidence of the Priestly source using only the term twd(, see also Exod 16:34; 27:21; 30:6, 36; 

Lev 16:13; 24:3; Num 17:19, 25. 

 
5
 See Schwartz, ―The Priestly Account,‖ 114, 126–27.  
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those originally separate documents, and indeed part of the following discussion will be 

devoted to the contours of the final form of the Pentateuch with respect to Exodus 25–40. 

But I also will continue to presume the composite, polyphonic nature of that final form in 

terms of the source-critical distinction between ―Priestly‖ and ―non-Priestly‖ material. 

The Molten Calf  

According to the Elohist source, the calf incident is precipitated by the prolonged 

absence of Moses atop Mount Sinai, where God is to give him two stone tablets.
6
 The 

restless and discontented Israelites down below turn to the prophet‘s deputy, Aaron, and 

demand, ―Come, make us ‘elohim that shall go before us, for that man Moses, who 

brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to him‖ (Exod 

32:1).
7
 In this context, as object of the verb ―to make‖ (h#(), the noun ‘elohim likely 

denotes—not without irony and a polemical tone on the part of the narrator—religious 

artifacts (―idols‖) that their devotees directly identify with divine beings.
8
 Aaron 

complies by collecting gold rings from the people and making a molten calf (hksm lg() 

with that gold. The Israelites then exclaim approvingly, ―These are your ‘elohim (hl) 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
6
 ―When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain…‖ (Exod 32:1). 

 
7
 For an insightful syntactic and semantic analysis of the phrase translated above as ―that man Moses,‖ see 

Jan Joosten, ―The Syntax of zeh Mošeh (Ex 32,1.23),‖ ZAW 103 (1991) 412–15. 

 
8
 See, for example, Gen 35:2, 4—―So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, ‗Rid 

yourselves of the alien gods (rknh yhl)) in your midst, purify yourselves, and change your clothes.‘… 

They gave to Jacob all the alien gods that they had, and the rings that were in their ears, and Jacob buried 

them under the terebinth that was near Shechem‖ (cf. Josh 24:20, 23). Moses himself refers to the calf as 

bhz yhl) while pleading with God to forgive the people‘s ―great sin‖ (Exod 32:31). See also Exod 20:23 

(bhz yhl)w Psk yhl)); 34:17 (hksm yhl)); Lev 19:4; Deut 4:28; Judg 10:16; 18:24; 1 Sam 7:3–4; 1 Kgs 

14:9; 2 Kgs 19:17–18; Isa 44:10, 17; Jer 16:20; Hos 14:4. For a brief discussion of this particular construal 

of ‘elohim, see Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: The Jewish 

Publication Society, 1996) 39, 53, 351 (nn. 73–77), 354 (n. 84). 
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Kyhl)), O Israel, who brought you out (Kwl(h) of the land of Egypt‖ (v. 4). The 

demonstrative pronoun (hl)) indicates the immediate presence of what the people had 

desired (Myhl)). Aaron proceeds to build an altar before the calf (wynpl), making it a 

(short-lived) focal point of Israel‘s worship at Mount Sinai (vv. 5–6).
9
 

Both the demand made by the people and their acclamation of Aaron‘s creation 

contain a long-standing interpretive crux.
10

 With respect to the Israelites‘ command in 

verse 1, both the noun Myhl) and the verb ―will go‖ (Klh) are morphologically plural. 

And the same holds true for their exclamation in v. 4: The noun Kyhl) (―your ‘elohim‖) 

with its demonstrative pronoun as well as the verb ―brought you out‖ are all plural in 

form.
11

 In the Hebrew Bible, the noun ‘elohim, although morphologically plural, usually 

refers to one deity (i.e., the God of Israel, YHWH), and in such cases almost always takes 

singular adjectives and verbs. But, even when referring to a single deity, it is not entirely 

uncommon—though rare—for ‘elohim to take a plural attributive adjective or plural 

verb.
12

 And the immediate context of those two utterances offers some support for 

                                                           
9
 See Friedhelm Hartenstein, Das Angesicht JHWHs: Studien zu seinem höfischen und kultischen 

Bedeutungshintergrund in den Psalmen und in Exodus 32–34 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008) 268–69. 

 
10

 For a helpful discussion of the acclamations in Exod 32:4 and 1 Kgs 12:28, see Gary N. Knoppers, 

―Aaron‘s Calf and Jeroboam‘s Calves,‖ in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel 

Freedman in Celebration of His Seventieth Birthday (ed. Astrid B. Beck, et al.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Eerdmans, 1995) 100–1, including n. 22. Knoppers draws upon Herbert Donner, ―Hier sind deine Götter, 

Israel!‖ in Wort und Geschichte: Festschrift Karl Elliger (ed. H. Gese and H. P. Rüger; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 

Neukirchener Verlag, 1973) 45–50. 

 
11

 Cf. Neh 9:18, a version of the people‘s acclamation in which the demonstrative and verb are singular: 

―This (hz) is your God who brought you out (Kl(h) of Egypt.‖ See Cross, Canaanite Myth, 74; William H. 

C. Propp, Exodus 19–40: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 2a; New York: 

Doubleday, 2006) 551. 

  
12

 Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf,‖ 100, n. 22; Propp, Exodus 19–40, 551; Bruce K. Waltke and M. O‘Connor, 

An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990) 122. For examples of a 

plural adjective, see Deut 5:23; Josh 24:19 (with a singular pleonastic pronoun and singular verb); 1 Sam 

17:26, 36; Jer 10:10 (with singular pronominal suffixes on two nouns); 23:36. In all but one of those verses 
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translating ‘elohim in the singular (―G/god‖).
13

 Aaron clearly made only one calf, and the 

exclamation in v. 4 does evoke the exodus from Egypt. Aaron himself even announces 

after building the altar before the calf: ―Tomorrow shall be a festival for YHWH‖ (v. 5).
14

 

But the plural forms in vv. 1 and 4 cannot be explained away so easily.  

If one compares the Israelites‘ acclamation in Exod 32:4 with other formulaic 

references to the God of Israel and his responsibility for the Exodus, there are two 

significant differences. First, the other occurrences of that confession explicitly mention 

the divine name, YHWH; the proclamation before the calf does not. Second, the verbs 

denoting the divine rescue are singular in form, unlike the verb in v. 4.
15

 If we understand 

the noun and verb as plural in meaning, what is the rhetorical effect of the author‘s 

having placed those words in the mouths of the Israelites?
16

 The strangeness of the 

                                                                                                                                                                             

(Josh 24:19), the adjective is Myyx (―living‖). For instances of a plural verb, see Gen 20:13; 31:53; 35:7; 2 

Sam 7:23. 

  
13

 The New Jewish Publication Society version (Tanakh [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985]); 

The New American Bible (The Catholic Study Bible [Oxford: Oxford UP, 2006]); Everett Fox, The Five 

Books of Moses (The Schocken Bible: Volume I; New York: Schocken Books, 1995). Cf. the Septuagint 

and The New Revised Standard Version, which translate ‘elohim in vv. 1 and 4 as a plural noun, in 

agreement with the corresponding plural verbs. 

 
14

 The precise intent of Aaron‘s announcement in v. 5 is unclear: Does it register his approval of the 

people‘s acclamation (‘elohim = calf = YHWH), or is it his (doomed) last-ditch attempt to steer the people 

away from apostasy? 

  
15

 Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf,‖ 101, n. 22 (drawing on Donner‘s work); Cornelis Houtman, Exodus (trans. 

Sierd Woudstra; Historical Commentary on the Old Testament; Leuven: Peeters, 2000) 3:633. See, e.g., 

(employing the verb hl() Judg 6:13; 1 Sam 12:6; 2 Kgs 17:36; Jer 2:6; 16:14; 23:7; and (using )cy) Exod 

16:6; Deut 1:27; 6:12, 23; 7:8, 19; 1 Kgs 9:9; 2 Chr 7:22. 

  
16

 Scholars have attempted to resolve this interpretive dilemma by appealing to another calf story. Namely, 

the exclamation in Exod 32:4 is the same as that made by Jeroboam in 1 Kgs 12:28 (excepting one minor 

difference: Whereas the former acclamation begins with the demonstrative pronoun hl), the latter opens 

with the deictic particle hnh). Many modern scholars have considered this echo as significant evidence that 

the calf narrative in Exodus 32 is a not so thinly veiled polemic against the northern Kingdom of Israel and 

the bull cults instituted by Jeroboam in Bethel and Dan. The acclamation in Exod 32:4 with its plural forms 

indeed seems to be more apposite in the mouth of Jeroboam, the maker of not one, but two golden calves. 

But the dissonances with other references to the God of the Exodus (which explicitly refer to YHWH and 

use a singular verb) remain, making Jeroboam—who likely sought to remain a YHWHist—also seem more 
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acclamation only underscores that something is terribly amiss at the base of Mount Sinai. 

Even the Israelites‘ speech is ―corrupt‖ (cf. 32:7), more like that of polytheistic and 

idolatrous nations than that of YHWH‘s chosen people.
17

 And the molten calf, the object 

of the acclamation, is thereby dissociated from YHWH and his licit cult as well, despite 

Aaron‘s pronouncement in v. 5. In short, it is possible that the words of the Israelites in 

32:4 (as well as those of Jeroboam in 1 Kgs 12:28) are the narrators‘ ―polemical 

distortion‖ of a traditional confession, a distortion that is intended to portray the people in 

the worst possible light.
18

   

If we step outside the anti-idol polemic of this text: How might an ancient person 

have understood such a cultic object? What sort of ―presence‖ does a religious image 

such as this convey? Several possibilities, existing along a continuum, present 

themselves.
19

 At one end, the calf could have been considered the pedestal or throne for 

the deity. In ancient Near Eastern iconography, gods are sometimes depicted as sitting or 

standing upon the backs of animals, beasts that might have represented particular 

attributes of their divine cargo. For example, there are images of the storm god, Ba‗al 

(also known as Hadad or Adad), standing—lightning bolts in hand—upon a bull, symbol 

                                                                                                                                                                             

like a polytheist. Cf. 1 Kgs 14:9, in which Jeroboam is condemned as one who made for himself ―other 

gods (Myrx) Myhl)) and molten images.‖ 

 
17

 Cf. the words of the Philistines in 1 Sam 4:8b—―These (hl)) are the gods who struck (Mykmh) Egypt 

with every plague in the wilderness!‖ 

 
18

 The phrase in quotes is taken from Cross, Canaanite Myth, 73. 

 
19

 Theodore Lewis points out the difficulties that archaeologists confront when attempting to interpret 

theriomorphic artifacts. Is it a votive offering to the god(s), a pedestal/vehicle for the deity, or an image of 

the deity? See his article, ―Divine Images and Aniconism in Ancient Israel,‖ Journal of the American 

Oriental Society 118 (1998) 47–48. James Kugel, in his The God of Old: Inside the Lost World of the Bible 

(New York: Free Press, 2003), likewise notes that ―there existed a continuum of images, which were 

conceived of in different ways‖ (220). 
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of strength and virility.
20

 Biblical interpreters from Late Antiquity to modernity have 

subscribed, in one form or another, to this construal of the calf. There are midrashim that 

interpret the calf as originally one of the creatures of the divine chariot as described in 

Ezek 1:5–12;
21

 this rabbinic tradition is taken up by Naḥmanides (1194–1270) in his 

commentary on Exodus. In modern biblical studies, Umberto Cassuto and Nahum Sarna 

(among others) interpret the calf as a resting place for the deity akin to the Priestly ark 

with its cherubim.
22

 Originally intended as an object that was compatible with YHWHism, 

the calf-pedestal was quickly misused by the people as itself an object of worship.
23

 Such 

a figure also could have served simply as a divine emblem or logo, without the additional 

responsibility of bearing the deity.
24

 In both of the preceding cases, the object acts as an 

indirect, metonymic representation of the deity.
25

 At the opposite end of the iconographic 

spectrum, a statue such as this could have been treated as the very image of the deity 
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 Cross, Canaanite Myth, 74; Manfred Oeming, ―Der Kultstier aus goldenen Ohrringen (Ex 32,2f.). 

Erwägungen zur theologischen Programmatik des goldenen Kalbes,‖ in Verstehen und Glauben: 

Exegetische Bausteine zu einer Theologie des Alten Testaments (Berlin: Philo, 2003) 105–6. 

   
21

 E.g., Exodus Rabbah 42:5; 43:8. For a discussion of these midrashim, see David J. Halperin, ―The 

Merkabah and the Calf,‖ in his The Faces of the Chariot: Early Jewish Responses to Ezekiel‘s Vision 

(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988) 157–93. 

 
22

 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (trans. Israel Abrahams; Jerusalem: Magnes, 

1967) 407–8; Nahum M. Sarna, Exploring Exodus: The Heritage of Biblical Israel (New York: Schocken 

Books, 1986) 217–19. 

 
23

 According to the calf narrative itself, the Israelites demand that Aaron make ‘elohim for them (Exod 

32:1), not a throne or pedestal for YHWH. If one were to accept the suggestion of scholars such as Cassuto 

and Sarna, one would need to interpret the people‘s demand as an expression of the particular Tendenz of 

the author(s). 

 
24

 See Ronald S. Hendel, ―Aniconism and Anthropomorphism in Ancient Israel,‖ in The Image and the 

Book: Iconic Cults, Aniconism, and the Rise of Book Religion in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. 

Karel van der Toorn; Louvain: Peeters, 1997) 209–10. Kugel refers to such tauromorphic artifacts as 

―attribute animals‖ (The God of Old, 218). 

 
25

 For a brief discussion of ―metonymic representation,‖ see Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, 

Idolatry (trans. Naomi Goldblum; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1992) 48–49. 

 



21 

himself, a divine incarnation.
26

 In ancient Mesopotamia, for example, artisans would 

create a three-dimensional figure from precious materials; then that figure, via an 

elaborate ritual process referred to as the ―opening (or washing) of the mouth,‖ would be 

disassociated from its human creators and ―transubstantiated‖ into the deity.
27

 The statue 

would no longer be a mere work of human hands, an inanimate object made of wood or 

stone, but rather the sentient body of the still-transcendent deity. It is precisely that 

transformation from dead matter to living god that biblical anti-idol polemics deny so 

vehemently.
28

 As I discussed above, the diction of the Israelites‘ demand in Exod 32:1 

and their exclamation before the calf in v. 4 suggest the polemical intent of the 

narrator(s), an intent that comes to the fore in vv. 7–10.  

In the final form of the narrative, any sense of ambiguity regarding the intentions 

of Aaron and the people contrasts with the reaction of the LORD atop the mountain to the 

events that have unfolded down below—a clear and unqualified rejection of any 
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 It should be noted, however, that ancient Near Eastern divine images were generally anthropomorphic. 

According to Kugel, ―In Mesopotamian society… animals and inanimate objects were indeed sometimes 

associated with a deity, as symbols of their power, but images of the gods themselves were invariably in 

the shape of humans and not animals. This distinction between symbols and images is not always easy to 

make, of course, but it is nonetheless important. The same distinction apparently held in ancient Canaan‖ 

(The God of Old, 91). Cf. Rainer Albertz, A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period 

(trans. John Bowden; Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994) 1:311–12, n. 65. Albertz notes that 

Manfred Weippert challenged that scholarly consensus in his article, ―Gott und Stier,‖ by arguing for the 

possibility of tauromorphic deities in Syria. See M. Weippert, ―Gott und Stier: Bemerkungen zu einer 

Terrakotte aus Jāfa,‖ Zeitschrift des Deutschen Palästina-Vereins 77 (1961) 93–117. 

 
27

 Thorkild Jacobsen, ―The Graven Image,‖ in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore 

Cross (ed. Patrick D. Miller, Jr., Paul D. Hanson, S. Dean McBride; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987) 22–23, 

29. See also Michael B. Dick, ―The Mesopotamian Cult Statue: A Sacramental Encounter with Divinity,‖ 

in The Cult Image and Divine Representation in the Ancient Near East (ed. Neal H. Walls; Boston, Mass.: 

American Schools of Oriental Research, 2005) 43–67; Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the 

World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2009) 19–24.  

 
28

 For a brief discussion of that polemic, see Jon D. Levenson, Sinai & Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible 

(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1987) 109–11. 
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association of the calf and its cult with proper worship of Israel‘s deity (32:7–10).
29

 God 

tells Moses, ―[Your people] 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‘‖ (v. 8). According to the Deity, the calf is not simply a pedestal or a throne; it is 

itself an object of worship, as the two lamed-prepositions with their masculine singular 

suffixes (―to it,‖ referring to the calf) emphasize. And thus the acclamation is also 

understood as directed toward the calf itself, not to the empty space above it. It seems 

that, from the Deity‘s point of view, the people treat the calf as a (false) god. The diction 

of the LORD‘s indictment echoes in significant ways Exod 20:2–5a, the very beginning of 

the Decalogue. 

I the LORD am your God (Kyhl)) who brought you out (Kyt)cwh) of the land of 

Egypt, the house of bondage: You shall have no other gods (Myrx) Myhl)) 

besides Me. (Exod 20:2–3) 

 

And [your people] said, ―These are your gods (Kyhl)), O Israel, who brought 

you out (Kwl(h) of the land of Egypt.‖ (32:8)
30

 

 

You shall not make for yourself (Kl-h#(t )l) a sculptured image, or any 

likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters 

under the earth. You shall not bow down to them (Mhl hwxt#t-)l) or serve 

them. (20:4–5a)
31

 

                                                           
29

 Source critics have argued that vv. 7–14 are a secondary addition to the calf narrative, due in part to 

Moses‘ furious reaction to the calf cult after descending from atop the mountain (vv.19–20)—as if, before 

descending, he had not received God‘s report of the people‘s idolatry and had not assuaged the deity‘s own 

fierce anger. 

 
30

 This acclamation, lacking the Tetragrammaton and using a plural verb, thus becomes a parody of the 

opening of the Decalogue. The people have misidentified, and thereby rejected, the true God of the exodus. 

 
31

 The beginning of v. 5, with the masculine plural pronominal suffixes (―them‖), has long bedeviled 

interpreters. To what does ―them‖ refer? Either (1) the ―sculptured image‖ and ―any likeness‖ are to be 

considered together as the referents; or (2) ―them‖ referred originally to the ―other gods‖ of v. 3, with v. 4 

being a later insertion. See Brevard Childs‘ approving discussion of Walther Zimmerli‘s interpretation of 

the second commandment in his The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological Commentary (Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1974): 

[Zimmerli] points out that the vocabulary ‗bow down and serve‘ is a stereotyped Deuteronomic 

expression which refers without exception to worshipping ‗strange gods‘, and never has an image 

as its object. Morever, Zimmerli… notes that v. 5 not only refers syntactically to the ‗other gods‘ 
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[Your people] have made for themselves (Mhl w#() a molten calf and bowed 

down to it (wl-wwxt#yw) and sacrificed to it. (32:8) 

 

The making and worship of the molten calf are violations of the foremost stipulations of 

the covenant between Israel and the LORD.
32

 As he tells Moses, ―They have been quick to 

turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon them‖ (v. 8). And YHWH‘s anger, which 

threatens to ―blaze forth‖ and utterly consume his people (vv. 9–10), also brings to mind 

the conclusion of Exod 20:5—―For I the LORD your God am an impassioned God, 

visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children, upon the third and upon the fourth 

generations of those who reject Me.‖ It is the jealous anger of a covenant suzerain whose 

vassal has been disloyal. 

Tablets versus Idols in Exodus 32–34 and Deuteronomy 6–11 

In the Elohistic narrative of the Sinai apostasy, the tablets serve in part as an 

antipode to the molten calf. Those artifacts are set in opposition to each other from the 

very beginning of the narrative, with notice of Moses‘ receiving stone tablets inscribed by 

the Deity (31:18) immediately preceding reference to the Israelites‘ demanding that 

                                                                                                                                                                             

of v. 3, but also carries the major motivation clause for not worshipping strange gods. This 

interpretation means that in its present redaction the second commandment of v. 4 has been 

incorporated within the framework of the first commandment (405). 

The LORD‘s report to Moses about the molten calf in 32:8 seems to presuppose the present redaction of the 

Decalogue (20:3–5, in particular), with the Israelites bowing down and sacrificing to a human-made object, 

the calf (See also Ps 106:19). And given the use of ‘elohim in 32:1, 4 (discussed above), it also would seem 

that the narrator considers the calf ―another god‖—like those proscribed in 20:3. According to William 

Propp, ―The Bible does not distinguish clearly between polytheism and idolatry. The moment one makes a 

statue, even in the service of Y[HWH], one is worshiping ‗other gods‘‖ (Exodus 19–40, 580). 

   
32

 See Christine E. Hayes, ―Golden Calf Stories: The Relationship of Exodus 32 and Deuteronomy 9–10,‖ 

in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James L. Kugel (ed. Hindy Najman and Judith H. 

Newman; Leiden: Brill, 2004) 54–55. She rightly points out ―Aaron and the Israelites should have known 

better: they have heard explicit prohibitions against having other ‘elohim before God (Exod 20:3), against 

making and bowing down to the image of any creature in heaven, earth, or sea (Exod 20:4–5), and against 

the manufacture of ‘elohim of silver or gold (Exod 20:20). Thus, whatever their intentions toward YHWH, 

the people sin by violating his most basic and publicly declared stipulations against co-worship and against 

the manufacture and worship of images and idols‖ (54).  
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Aaron make a god for them (32:1).
33

 This narrative juxtaposition only underscores the 

gravity and ―outrage‖ of Israel‘s sin—violating a cardinal precept of the covenant even 

before having received it in written form.
34

 In two recent articles, Dmitri Slivniak argues 

persuasively for the existence of a word play in the Masoretic text of Exodus 32 that 

further highlights this juxtaposition of the tablets and calf-idol.
35

 In v. 1 the people 

command Aaron: ―Make god(s) for us (Myhl) wnl-h#().‖ And, according to v. 4, he 

does so by making a molten calf (hksm lg( wh#(yw). Later, in v. 16, the first set of 

tablets is described as ―the work of God (Myhl) h#(m).‖ The imperative ―Make!‖ (v. 1), 

the indicative verb ―he made (it)‖ (v. 4) and the noun ―work‖ (v. 16) are all based on the 

Hebrew root h#(.
36

 Whereas the impatient Israelites demand the illicit manufacture of 

―gods‖ (Myhl)), God (Myhl)) makes the tablets—which ostensibly contain, among 

other covenant stipulations, the prohibition of making and worshiping idols (20:4–5). As 
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 Nathan MacDonald makes this observation in his essay, ―Recasting the Golden Calf: The Imaginative 

Potential of the Old Testament‘s Portrayal of Idolatry,‖ in Idolatry: False Worship in the Bible, Early 

Judaism and Christianity (ed. Stephen C. Barton; London: T&T Clark, 2007) 29. 

 
34

 See Jeffrey Tigay‘s comment on Exod 31:18 in The Jewish Study Bible (ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi 

Brettler; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004) 183. ―At the very moment that God was giving Moses the Tablets of 

the Pact, which forbids idolatry (20.4–5), the people were demanding just that (see also Deut. 9.8–13). In 

modern terms, ‗the ink was not yet dry‘ on the covenant when the people violated it.‖ Note also the LORD‘s 

words to Moses about the disobedient Israelites: ―They have been quick to turn aside (rh'ma w%rsf) from the 

way that I enjoined upon them‖ (Exod 32:8, emphasis added). 

 
35

 Dmitri Slivniak, ―Our God(s) is One: Biblical Myhl) and the Indeterminacy of Meaning,‖ Scandinavian 

Journal of the Old Testament 19 (2005) 3–23, esp. 15; ―The Golden Calf Story: Constructively and 

Deconstructively,‖ Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 33 (2008) 19–38, esp. 24–25. He focuses on 

the occurrences of the root h#( in vv. 1 and 16. Prior to Slivniak‘s work, R. W. L. Moberly also suggested 

that in v. 16 ―[t]here is perhaps a contrast implied between [the tablets] and the man-made idol of the 

people‖ (At the Mountain of God, 53).  See also E. Fox, The Five Books of Moses, 442, 444; C. Houtman, 

Exodus, 3:617. 

 
36

 In addition to the verses cited above, one should note Moses‘ words in v. 31 (―Alas, this people is guilty 

of a great sin in making [w#(yw] for themselves a god of gold‖) as well as the troublesome v. 35 (―Then the 

LORD sent a plague upon the people, for what they did with the calf that Aaron made‖). In both of these 

verses, the root h#( is used with respect to the molten calf. 
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Nathan MacDonald observes, ―One of the basic contrasts between tablets and calf, then, 

is one of origins: divine and heavenly versus human and earthly. This reflects their 

accordance with the divine will.‖
37

 

 The reference to Aaron‘s making the calf in 32:4a, depending on the translation of 

this enigmatic half-verse, might offer another point of comparison, albeit subtle, between 

the tablets and idol. According to vv. 2–3, Aaron calls for gold earrings and the people 

comply. Then ―he took from their hand(s), +rExeba@ wOt)o rcay,fwa, and made it into a molten 

calf‖ (32:4a, with the difficult phrase left untranslated). One possible translation of the 

Hebrew phrase is that of the Septuagint: kai\ e1plasen au0ta_ e0n th~| grafi/di (―and he 

formed them with a stylus‖).
38

 The verb rcay,fwa is understood here as a rare qal form of the 

root rwc with the meaning ―to form or fashion‖;
39

 and the noun +rExe as an ―engraving 

tool,‖ like its only other occurrence in the Hebrew Bible, Isa 8:1—―Take a large tablet; 

write on it with a common stylus (#$wOn)v +rExeb@;).‖40
 Turning to the Middle Ages, Rashi 

(1040–1105) offers an interpretation like that of the Septuagint as one possible rendering 

of the phrase;
41

 and he is joined by modern scholars such as Umberto Cassuto and 

                                                           
37

 ―Recasting the Golden Calf,‖ 31. 

 
38

 The Septuagint translators understand the object of the verb as the gold earrings (ta_ e0nw&tia ta_ xrusa~) 
of vv. 2 and 3. 

 
39

 The root that usually denotes ―to form, fashion‖ in biblical Hebrew is rcy. 
  
40

 This is Joseph Blenkinsopp‘s translation of Isa 8:1ab–ba in his Isaiah 1–39 (AB 19; New York: 

Doubleday, 2000) 236. See also p. 237, note a. The Septuagint renders #$wOn)v +rExeb@; as grafi/di a)nqrw&pou. 
 
41

 ―rcyw — an expression of ‗forming,‘ +rxb — the crafts tool of metalworkers with which they cut and 

engrave shapes in gold, like the pen of a scribe who carves (+rwxh) letters into tablets and books, e.g., ‗and 

write on it with a common stylus‘ (Isa 8:1).‖ 
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Brevard Childs.
42

 And if one does render +rExe (ḥereṭ) as a ―stylus,‖ the possibility 

emerges of a word play with the participle tw%rxf (ḥārût) in v. 16, which describes the 

divine writing as ―incised‖ upon the tablets given to Moses. God engraved the tablets on 

Mount Sinai with his finger (cf. 31:18); Aaron formed the gold into an idol with an 

engraving tool. A midrash from a medieval collection highlights these related, yet 

antithetical, activities very nicely. 

R. Levi said: The Israelites were sitting down below and carving out (Ny+rwxw) 
the calf, as it is said, ―And he took from their hands and formed it with a stylus‖ 

(Exod 32:4). And the Holy One (blessed be He!) was up above engraving (qqwx) 

tablets in order to give them words of life, as it is said, ―And he gave to Moses, 

when he finished speaking with him on Mount Sinai, the two tablets of the pact‖ 

(31:18).
43

 

 

Note the stark contrast between the base of the mountain and its summit, between the 

people making a calf that violates the covenant and will threaten their very existence and 

God engraving tablets with ―words of life.‖ 

 The implicit competition between the objects becomes fiercest with Moses‘ 

descent from atop the mountain, carrying in his hands the two tablets as he approaches 

the Israelite camp and the idol. As Moses turns and begins his descent, the narrator 

briefly pauses and focuses our attention on the tablets themselves, providing the most 

detailed description of them in the Pentateuch. 

15
Thereupon Moses turned and went down from the mountain bearing the two 

tablets of the Pact, tablets inscribed on both their surfaces: they were inscribed on 
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 Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 412; Childs, The Book of Exodus, 553, 555–56; Fox, The 

Five Books of Moses, 441. 

 
43

 Midrash Tanḥuma Ki Tissa‘ 14 (end). Cf. Exodus Rabbah 41:1, 4. For a brief discussion of this midrash, 

see Leivy Smolar and Moshe Aberbach, ―The Golden Calf Episode in Postbiblical Literature,‖ Hebrew 

Union College Annual 39 (1968) 113–14. According to Smolar and Aberbach, the midrash expresses a 

view of divine forbearance and indulgence. Despite the Israelites making the calf-idol, God continued to 

engrave the tablets ―in order to give them words of life.‖ 
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the one side and on the other. 
16

The tablets—they were God‘s work; and the 

writing—it was God‘s writing, incised upon the tablets (Exod 32:15–16).
44

 

 

Verse 16 with its nominal clauses and clefting structures acts as a narrative ―hinge,‖ 

referring back to things previously mentioned and, more importantly, acting as a segue to 

what is about to happen to them—destruction at the hand of the prophet.
45

 After Moses 

and Joshua discuss the strange sounds coming from below, the narrative continues: ―As 

soon as Moses came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, he became enraged; 

and he hurled the tablets from his hands and shattered them at the foot of the mountain‖ 

(32:19).
46

 By highlighting the preciousness of the tablets in v. 16, the narrator makes their 

demise in v. 19 all the more jarring.
47

 The destruction of the tablets could be construed 

simply as an expression of prophetic indignation,
48

 but it likely also possesses another 

layer of meaning. In the ancient Near East, the destruction of a treaty document rendered 

the contents null and void.
49

 Against such a backdrop, Moses‘ deed symbolically 

represents and confirms what the Israelites themselves already effected with their making 
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 My translation of Exod 32:16 bears the influence of Waltke and O‘Connor, An Introduction to Biblical 

Hebrew Syntax, 298. 

 
45

 See Stephen A. Geller, ―Cleft Sentences with Pleonastic Pronoun: A Syntactic Construction of Biblical 

Hebrew and Some of its Literary Uses,‖ JANES 20 (1991) 15–33, esp. 25–26. Geller cites Gen 9:18 and 1 

Sam 17:12–14 as containing two other examples of the ―hinge‖ function of such clefting constructions. 

 
46

 Moses shatters the tablets where he had built an altar for the covenant-making ceremony—―at the foot of 

the mountain‖ (rhh txt, Exod 24:4). 

  
47

 William Propp makes the following comment on v. 16: ―The text stresses the heavenly origin of the 

tablets, the tragedy of their loss and the shock of Moses‘ spontaneous action‖ (Exodus 19–40, 556). 

 
48

 Christine Hayes writes: ―The explicit reference to Moses‘ anger suggests that the tablets were destroyed 

in an embarrassing lapse into raw emotion on the part of Israel‘s great leader‖ (―Golden Calf Stories,‖ 82). 

 
49

 In his Exploring Exodus, Nahum Sarna relates that ―[i]n Akkadian legal terminology, the term ‗to break 

the tablet‘ (tuppam hepû) means to invalidate or repudiate a document or agreement‖ (219). See also Propp, 

Exodus 19–40, 558, where he makes reference to the ritual destruction of Assyrian vassal treaties after the 

fall (in 612 BCE) of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian empire, and to Zech 11:10, ―where a broken staff 

represents an abrogated covenant.‖ 
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and worship of an idol—the breaking of their covenant with the LORD.
50

 After having 

broken the tablets, Moses proceeds to demolish the molten calf. Like matter and anti-

matter that upon colliding would both be annihilated, so the tablets and the calf-idol each 

meet their end at the hands of Moses.
51

 

 The very location of the destruction of the tablets, ―at the foot of the mountain‖ 

(v. 19), underscores the breaking of the pact, for it was there that Moses had set up an 

altar in preparation for the covenant-making ritual.
52

 According to the Elohist narrator, 

―Early in the morning, [Moses] set up an altar at the foot of the mountain (rhh txt), 

with twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel‖ (24:4).
53

 The calf narrative mirrors in 

                                                           
50

 In addition to Sarna and Propp, mentioned in the previous note, see also Brevard Childs, The Book of 

Exodus, 569. According to Childs, ―[Moses] threw down the tablets and shattered them, not because he was 

tired, but to dramatize the end of the covenant.‖ Cf. R. W. L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God, 53. 

Moberly argues that, in light of the success of Moses‘ first intercessory prayer (Exod 32:11–13), the 

breaking of the tablets does not represent the abrogation of the covenant between Israel and God. He 

writes: ―[I]n the light of v. 14 the reader knows that Y[HWH] has not rejected his people. Therefore, the 

covenant is not abrogated, despite the people‘s unfaithfulness, but somehow God will be merciful and 

restore his people.‖ Moberly‘s understanding of the broken tablets is based on a misinterpretation of vv. 

11–14. According to v. 14, God renounced his plans to wipe the people out entirely and begin anew with 

Moses (see v. 10). This change of heart does not refer to the status of the Sinai covenant per se, but rather 

to the immediate survival of Israel, with or without that covenant. Christine Hayes puts it well (―Golden 

Calf Stories,‖ 56): ―Moses has done no more than secure a stay of immediate execution. He has not [yet] 

asked for, nor obtained, forgiveness, nor has he secured a promise that the Israelites will not be punished 

for their deed.‖ 

    
51

 MacDonald observes that ―the narrative flow of Exodus 32–34 does not allow the calf and the tablets to 

coexist. When Moses sees the calf he smashes the tablets, and only when the sin of the calf has been fully 

resolved are the tablets remade‖ (―Recasting the Golden Calf,‖ 29). 

 
52

 See Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 419; Houtman, Exodus, 3:658; and Jan Christian 

Gertz, ―Beobachtungen zu Komposition und Redaktion in Exodus 32–34,‖ in Gottes Volk am Sinai: 

Untersuchungen zu Ex 32–34 und Dtn 9–10 (ed. Matthias Köckert and Erhard Blum; Gütersloh: Chr. 

Kaiser Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2001) 89. 

 
53

 Benjamin Sommer proposes that the pillars set up by Moses are dwelling places or embodiments of the 

God of Israel, like those venerated by Canaanites and Arameans. According to Sommer, although the 

Elohist condemned representational artifacts like the calf (Exod 20:4), that pentateuchal source considered 

stelae licit embodiments of the divine due to their being abstract and thus aniconic (The Bodies of God, 51, 

53). Pace Sommer, it is not entirely clear how the Elohist understood the standing stones in this particular 

liturgical context, other than their being ―for the twelve tribes of Israel.‖ And this brief narrative lacks an 

explicit description of a ritual, such as a dedicatory anointing, specifically directed toward them (cf. Gen 

28:18). Furthermore, Theodore Lewis, Ronald Hendel, and others have argued that standing stones had a 

variety of possible functions within ancient Semitic cults, not only as aniconic dwelling places for the gods. 
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ironic fashion—and thereby undoes—that covenant ceremony in more ways than one.
54

 

Just as Moses built an altar (24:4), so did Aaron before the calf (32:5).
55

 And as part of 

the liturgy establishing the pact, there were burnt offerings (tlo(o) and offerings of well-

being (Myml#) made to the LORD (24:5)—the same kinds of sacrifices that were offered 

up before the calf (32:6, 8). In response to Moses reading the record of the covenant 

(tyrbh rps) aloud, the people expressed their acceptance of its stipulations by 

exclaiming: ―All that the LORD has spoken, we will faithfully do!‖ (24:7). Later, in 

response to Aaron making the golden calf, those people uttered a very different 

acclamation signaling their approval of the illicit image: ―These are your gods, O Israel, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt!‖ (32:4). In the Deity‘s own words to Moses, 

―They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon them‖ (32:8).        

 And yet, after fervent intercession by Moses, the LORD indicates a willingness to 

reanimate the covenant with Israel; their relationship had not been sundered beyond 

repair. He commands Moses to make two new tablets ―like the first‖ so that he might 

write upon them ―the words that were on the first tablets‖ (Exod 34:1). The story of that 

second set of tablets contains another instance of wordplay, suggesting once again the 

tensive relationship between those covenantal artifacts and idols, including the molten 

calf. The Hebrew root (lsp) that denotes Moses‘ hewing the new stone tablets (Exod 

                                                                                                                                                                             

See Hendel, ―Aniconism and Anthropomorphism,‖ 205–6 (including n. 5) and Lewis, ―Divine Images,‖ 

40–42. Although Sommer‘s construal of the twelve pillars in Exod 24:4 is thought-provoking and worthy 

of serious attention, the brevity of the biblical text and the possibility of other uses for such artifacts 

warrant interpretive circumspection. Cf. Propp, Exodus 19–40, 293; Houtman, Exodus, 3:276–77. 

    
54

 See Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf,‖ 95–97; Gertz, ―Beobachtungen,‖ 89; Tigay, The Jewish Study Bible, 183. 

 
55

 See Houtman, Exodus, 3:642. 
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34:1, 4) occurs as a verb only six times in the Hebrew Bible,
56

 four of those occurrences 

with respect to the tablets of the covenant—the aforementioned verses in Exodus 34 as 

well as Deut 10:1, 3. The other, more numerous, occurrences of this root are as the noun 

lsepe%0 (pl. Myliysip;%), denoting a ―sculpted object‖ or ―image.‖
57

 And the first such 

occurrence is in the Decalogue of the book of Exodus—―
4
You shall not make for yourself 

a sculptured image (lsepe), or any likeness (hnfw@mt ;@) of what is in the heavens above, or on 

the earth below, or in the waters under the earth. 
5
You shall not bow down to them or 

serve them‖ (20:4–5a). Admittedly, the noun lsepe%0 is never used with respect to the 

molten calf; but the latter is clearly considered an idol in the context of the Elohistic 

narrative.
58

 It is thus possible that in 34:1–4 the author intentionally uses the verb lsap%f in 

an ironic, punning fashion.
59

 In the wake of Moses‘ destroying the calf idol, God 

commands him to carve a new set of tablets—a licit icon of the divine will and a 

reminder that God spoke to Israel ―from the very heavens,‖ without a visible form (cf. 

20:19–20). The tablets are thus an ―anti-idol,‖ artifacts that are the very antithesis and 

subversion of the golden calf. 
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 Exod 34:1, 4; Deut 10:1, 3; 1 Kgs 5:32; Hab 2:18. 

 
57

 In Hab 2:18 both the verbal and nominal forms are used—―What has the carved image (lsepe%) availed, / 

That he who fashioned it has carved it (wOlsfp;) / For an image (hkfs@'ma) and a false oracle— / That he who 

fashioned his product has trusted in it, / Making dumb idols?‖ Note the use of the term hkfs@'ma (―cast 

image,‖ from the root Ksn), which occurs in Exodus 32 with respect to the calf (vv. 4 and 8), here in 

parallelism with lsep e%. 
   
58

 See God‘s words to Moses in 32:7–8, telling the prophet what the Israelites have done at the foot of 

Mount Sinai. See also v. 31, Moses‘ words to the deity—―Alas, this people is guilty of a great sin in 

making for themselves a god of gold.‖ 

 
59

 See R. P. Carroll, ―The Aniconic God and the Cult of Images,‖ Studia Theologica 31 (1977) 51–64, esp. 

58; Christoph Dohmen, Exodus 19–40 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2004) 214, 352–53. In response to 

Carroll‘s article, MacDonald asserts that it is ―doubtful‖ that ―the command to Moses in 34.1 to ‗carve‘ 

(pasal) the tablets was an allusion to the second commandment [20:4]‖ (―Recasting the Golden Calf,‖ 29), 

but he does not explain his skepticism. 
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 In the book of Deuteronomy, the juxtaposition of tablets and molten calf is part of 

a larger discussion of the written word as an icon that displaces idols. With respect to the 

calf incident itself, Deuteronomy by and large reflects the Elohistic narrative. Echoing the 

sequence of Exod 31:18 (the gift of the tablets) and 32:1 (the initiation of the apostasy), 

the calf apostasy and the gift of the tablets are explicitly juxtaposed in Deut 9:11–12, 15–

16. As in Exodus, the audacity and offensiveness of the Israelites‘ misdeed are 

highlighted by describing its context—the LORD giving Moses the official document of 

the covenant between himself and Israel, the tablets.
60

 And when Moses sees the idolatry 

first-hand, he breaks the tablets; but its depiction in Deuteronomy is a revision of the 

Elohist account. 

As soon as Moses came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, he 

became enraged; and he hurled (Kl#yw) the tablets from his hands and shattered 

(rb#yw) them at the foot of the mountain. (Exod 32:19) 

 
16

I saw how you had sinned against the LORD your God: you had made yourselves 

a molten calf; you had been quick to stray from the path that the LORD had 

enjoined upon you. 
17

Thereupon I gripped (#pt)w) the two tablets and flung them 

away (Mkl#)w) with both my hands, smashing them (Mrb#)w) before your eyes. 

(Deut 9:16–17) 

 

The most prominent difference between the two accounts is the lack of any explicit 

reference in Deuteronomy 9 to anger on the part of Moses. Without a reference to Moses‘ 

rage, the Deuteronomist‘s account depicts the prophet as acting with a certain forceful 

deliberateness—―I gripped the two tablets and flung them away with both my hands‖ 

(9:17).
61

 Also noteworthy is the reference to the location of the deed—not explicitly ―at 
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 See Tigay, Deuteronomy, 98 (ad vv. 8, 9–10), 100 (ad v. 15); Moshe A. Zipor, ―The Deuteronomic 

Account of the Golden Calf and its Reverberation in Other Parts of the Book of Deuteronomy,‖ ZAW 108 

(1996) 29. 

  
61

 According to Moshe Weinfeld, ―Deuteronomy wants to make clear that the breaking of the tablets was an 

intentional act and not a spontaneous one, as it might appear from the text in Exodus‖ (Deuteronomy 1–11: 



32 

the foot of the mountain‖ (Exod 32:19), but ―before your (the Israelites‘) eyes‖ 

(Mkyny(l), in full view of the idolaters (Deut 9:17). All of this, in particular the latter 

phrase, lends the breaking of the tablets a greater legal and ceremonial weight, signifying 

even more clearly the breaking of the just-minted covenant between Israel and the LORD. 

According to Christine Hayes‘ paraphrase, ―The covenant was within your grasp, Moses 

scolds, but because of your sin it was destroyed.‖
62

 

 After Moses destroys the calf-idol and intercedes for the people, God responds in 

part by commanding that the prophet carve out (lsp)
63

 two new stone tablets and build a 

wooden ark for them (10:1–2). The deity inscribes the tablets with the same words that 

were on the first set—the Ten Commandments (v. 4), and Moses deposits them safely in 

the ark (v. 5). Unlike its counterpart in the Priestly source, the Ark of the Covenant in 

Deuteronomy is made without gold plating and golden cherubim; it is a simple wooden 

depository for the divinely inscribed tablets. The centrality of the written word to the 

Deuteronomic reform movement finds expression not only in the ark with its tablets, but 

also in commands like the following: 

6
Take to heart these instructions (hl)h Myrbdh) with which I charge you this 

day. 
7
Impress them upon your children. Recite them when you stay at home and 

when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up. 
8
Bind them as a 

sign (twO)) on your hand and let them serve as a headband (tpo+f+ o) on your 

forehead; 
9
inscribe them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (Deut 

6:6–9; cf. 11:18–21) 
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 Christine E. Hayes, ―Golden Calf Stories,‖ 75. See also Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1–11, 410. 
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 This root also occurs in Deuteronomy‘s version of the Decalogue (5:8; cf. Exod 20:4). 
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These verses prescribe a constant awareness of the covenant and its stipulations, a 

covenantal mindfulness sustained by means of concrete actions such as teaching, oral 

recitation, and writing.
64

 In effect, the Torah is to be made incarnate—in one‘s mind 

(bbfl'), on one‘s tongue, upon one‘s arm and forehead, in one‘s obedient actions.
65

 In 

addition to individual Israelites, the entrances of their homes and city gates are also to 

become visible bearers of the LORD‘s words. Rather than devoting attention to icons of a 

Deity whose form cannot be seen (Deut 4:12), Israel is to focus on the commands he has 

revealed to Moses. According to some scholars, the Deuteronomists—as proponents of a 

strict aniconism—pit the spoken and audible word against the image, with the former 

supplanting the latter. But, as the above verses indicate, this is not simply a matter of 

―word versus image,‖ but of ―word as image.‖ The written word becomes, according to 

Karel van der Toorn, a ―substitute image,‖ a veritable icon in its own right.
66
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 Cf. Josh 1:7–8, esp. v. 8. ―Let not this Book of the Teaching cease from your lips, but recite (tyghw) it 
day and night, so that you may observe faithfully all that is written in it. Only then will you prosper in your 

undertakings and only then will you be successful.‖ 
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 The original intent of Deut 6:8 has long been a source of disagreement among interpreters; indisputable 

archaeological evidence of the literal observance of Deut 6:8 does not predate the Second Temple period. It 

seems possible for both verses 7 and 9 to be interpreted literally, suggesting—if only for the sake of 

consistency—that perhaps verse 8 was intended to be observed likewise. There is also inner- and extra-

biblical evidence of ancient people wearing inscribed objects (e.g., Exod 28:36–38). For a judicious 

discussion of these issues, see Tigay, Deuteronomy, 78–79, 441–43. He concludes: ―Concrete, visible 

symbols are important [to the Deuteronomic reformers], and it may be that just as Deuteronomy advocated 

the precepts of fringes [22:12] and mezuzah [6:9], which serve as reminders of God‘s commandments, it 

advanced the precept of tefillin [6:8] for the same purpose. Given the current state of evidence, this 

suggestion is speculative, and whether the precept of tefillin goes back to Deuteronomy or only to Second 

Temple times remains an open question‖ (443). See also Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1–11, 342. Cf. Shaye J. 

D. Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishnah (2
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 ed.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006) 65. 
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 Karel van der Toorn, ―The Iconic Book: Analogies between the Babylonian Cult of Images and the 

Veneration of the Torah,‖ in The Image and the Book: Iconic Cults, Aniconism, and the Rise of Book 
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also Tigay, Deuteronomy, 443. ―Deuteronomy normally presents a more abstract approach to religion than 

do the other books of the Torah…. But Deuteronomy does not indiscriminately oppose religious symbols 

per se. It ordains the precept of mezuzah [6:9] and it preserves the injunction to wear fringes on one‘s 

garments (22:12; cf. Num. 15:37–41). It opposes only symbols that were too anthropomorphic or that had 

actual or potential idolatrous associations.‖ 
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Tabernacle versus Golden Calf in Exodus 25–40 

 According to modern source criticism, the non-Priestly calf narrative in Exodus 

32–34 is surrounded by Priestly texts regarding a very different man-made locus of 

divine presence—the Tabernacle. Detailed instructions for the Tabernacle precede the 

calf narrative in chapters 25–31, and the obedient execution of those commands 

immediately follows in chapters 35–40. The immediate juxtaposition of these texts by the 

compiler(s) of the Pentateuch invites a comparison of them, and there are indeed several 

intriguing parallels in terms of structure and vocabulary, despite the different source-

critical attributions.
67

  

According to 32:1, the Israelites ―gathered against (l(a… lh'q@fy,iwA) Aaron and said 

to him, ‗Come, make us (w%nlf-h#'&( j) gods that shall go before us.‖
68

 The making of the 

calf—a visible and tangible deity—resulted from a purely human initiative, in brazen 

opposition to ―the way‖ that God had enjoined upon the people (32:8). Conversely, at the 

beginning of the Tabernacle texts, it was the LORD who directed Moses, ―And let [the 

Israelites] make me (yli w%#&(fw:) a sanctuary that I may dwell (yti@n:ka#$fw:) among them‖ 

(25:8)—also using the verb h#( (―to make‖) and the l (lamed) of interest.
69

 After 

receiving the specifications for that sanctuary and its furnishings, ―Moses then convoked 

(lh'q;ya,wa) the whole Israelite community‖ (35:1) and conveyed the Deity‘s instructions to 
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 For a thorough enumeration of structural and verbal parallels between the calf narrative and Tabernacle 

texts, see Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, ―The Calf and the Tabernacle,‖ Shnaton 7 (1983–84) 53–54 (Hebrew). 

 
68

 For a brief discussion of the adversative sense of the preposition l(a in this verse, see Cassuto, A 

Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 411, who references Num 16:3; 20:2. 
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 See Waltke and O‘Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 207–8. ―The lamed of interest or 

(dis)advantage (dativus commodi et incommodi) marks the person for or against whom an action is 

directed…; the term ‗benefactive dative‘ is sometimes used of this l‖ (207). 
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them—a very different assembly than the hostile gathering about Aaron in Moses‘ 

absence.
70

 Whereas the latter engaged in a rebellion against the Deity and his prophet, the 

former acted in submissive conformity with the LORD‘s will.
71

 The initiative for the 

making of the Tabernacle—a physical dwelling place for YHWH in Israel‘s very midst—

clearly lay with the God of Israel himself, who not only imparted commands but also 

revealed to Moses the ―pattern‖ (tynib;ta @) for the Tabernacle and its furnishings (25:9, 

40).
72

 Furthermore, the Deity filled Bezalel, the master builder, with the ―spirit of God‖ 

(Myhl) xwr)—skill, intelligence, and knowledge (31:3);
73

 he likewise gave skill (hmkx) 

to all the other artisans, ―that they may make (w@#&(fw:) everything that I have commanded 

you‖ (v. 6).
74
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 Verbal forms of the root lhq occur in both Exod 32:1 and 35:1, the Niphal in the former and Hiphil in 

the latter. See also Lev 8:3 (lh'q;ha) and 4 (lh'q@ft@iwa), regarding the peaceful and obedient assembling of the 

Israelites at the Tent of Meeting for the priestly ordination of Aaron and his sons. 
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 Regarding the Tabernacle, see Childs, The Book of Exodus, 540. ―Every detail of the structure reflects the 

one divine will and nothing rests on the ad hoc decision of human builders.‖ 

 
72

 See also Exod 26:30 (wO+pf@#$;mik@;); 27:8 (K1t;)o h)fr:he r#$e)jk@a); Num 8:4 (h)er:m@ak@a). For a brief discussion of 

tynib;ta@, see Levenson, Sinai & Zion, 140. 
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 See Houtman, Exodus, 3:362, who points out that ―hmkx and [the] following terms with preposition b 

denote the qualities in which the possession of ‗the spirit of God‘ manifests itself.‖ The ―spirit of God‖ with 

which YHWH endowed Bezalel calls to mind another Priestly text, Gen 1:2, in which the Myhl) xwr swept 

over the primordial waters. See Joseph Blenkinsopp, Prophecy and Canon: A Contribution to the Study of 

Jewish Origins (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1977) 63–64; Jon D. Levenson, 

Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence (2
nd

 ed.; Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton UP, 1994) 84. As becomes more apparent at the conclusion of the Tabernacle texts (Exodus 39–

40), the Priestly source considers the building of the Tabernacle to be parallel to the creation of the world. 

The Tabernacle itself is thus a microcosm, and its completion is the goal of a creative trajectory whose 

beginnings are narrated in Genesis 1. According to ancient Israelite polemics against idolatry, the idolater 

acclaims his own handiwork as divine. Rather than worshiping his Creator, the human creature pays 

homage to a mundane artifact of his own imagination. But, as the Priestly source demonstrates, human 

craftsmanship and its raw materials were not thereby categorically condemned in Israel‘s scriptures. 
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 Cf. the use of the adjective Mkfxf (―skillful‖), not without some irony, to describe idol-makers in Isa 40:20 

and Jer 10:9 (cf. vv. 8, 14). 
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Another parallel between these texts is the collection of materials from the people 

for both building projects.
75

 In the calf narrative, Aaron responded to the people‘s 

demand by asking for gold rings. ―Aaron said to them, ‗Take off (w%qr:p%f\) the gold rings 

(bhfz@fha ym'z;ni) that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring 

them to me.‘ And all the people took off (w%qr:p%f\t;y,iwa) the gold rings that were in their ears 

and brought them to Aaron‖ (32:2–3). The first verb used by Aaron (w%qr:p%f\) often 

connotes the use of force, suggesting that he expected the women and children to be 

unwilling contributors.
76

 But the following verse indicates that—contrary to Aaron‘s 

expectations—everyone (M(fhf-lk@f) ripped off their own gold earrings and willingly 

brought them to him. He then melted the earrings and used the gold to make the figure of 

a calf (32:4, 24). Artisans in the ancient Near East would use precious metals such as 

gold in the manufacture of cultic images due in part to their light-bearing properties; the 

gleam of the metal conveyed the aura that surrounded the very presence of a deity.
77
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 Walther Zimmerli, ―Die Spendung von Schmuck für ein Kultobjekt,‖ in Mélanges bibliques et orientaux 

en l‘honneur de M. Henri Cazelles (ed. A. Caquot and M. Delcor; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 

Verlag, 1981) 513–28; Moberly, At the Mountain of God, 47–48; MacDonald, ―Recasting the Golden 
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 For other occurrences of this verb, see 1 Kgs 19:11; Ezek 19:12; Zech 11:16; Ps 7:3. And for a brief 

discussion of the possible nuances of the root qrp in Exod 32:2–3, as well as a comparison of ―the calf 

fund‖ and ―the Tabernacle fund,‖ see Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, ―What goes in is what comes out: 

Materials for creating cult statues,‖ in Text, Artifact, and Image: Revealing Ancient Israelite Religion (ed. 

Gary Beckman and Theodore J. Lewis; Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 2006) 19–20. Cf. Gertz, 

―Beobachtungen,‖ 90, 94. Gertz argues on p. 94 that the action denoted by qrp in Exod 32:3 is not the 

opposite of the expression ―to give voluntarily‖ ()wb + bl bydn) in the Tabernacle account. Rather, the use 

of qrp indicates that from the outset the making of the calf was an impetuous and volatile act, into which 

the Israelites willingly threw themselves. 
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 According to Cornelis Houtman, ―[g]old is the metal of choice because its shine and glitter make it 

uniquely suitable to bring out the aura of the deity‖ (Exodus, 3:635). Regarding anthropomorphic cult 

statues in Mesopotamia, Michael Dick writes: ―The divinity of the statue was manifested in its brilliance 

and splendor… which had to be maintained by the gold of its clothing and the polish of its precious metal 

plating‖ (―The Mesopotamian Cult Statue,‖ 50). Benjamin Sommer likewise observes, ―This brilliance that 

surrounds the statue is identical to the divine splendor that emanates from the gods in Mesopotamian myth 



37 

The Tabernacle project also required contributions of precious materials from the 

community. ―The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: ‗Tell the Israelite people to bring Me 

gifts (hmfw%rt@;); you shall accept gifts for Me from every person whose heart so moves him 

(w%n%bed@;yi)‘‖ (25:1–2; cf. 35:4–9). The people responded obediently and with great alacrity; 

and included among their many offerings were gold rings. ―Men and women,
78

 all whose 

hearts moved them, all who would make an elevation offering (tpaw%nt@; Pynih') of gold to 

the LORD, came bringing brooches, earrings (MzenewF), rings, and pendants—gold objects of 

all kinds‖ (35:22). The Israelites presented their gold as ―an elevation offering‖ (hpfw%nt@;), 

a Priestly ―ritual of dedication‖ that effected a transfer of ownership from the offerer to 

the LORD, a movement of the offering from the profane realm to that of the sacred.
79

 The 

people gave so generously that Moses had to order them to desist. 

[A]ll the artisans… said to Moses, ―The people are bringing more than is needed 

(yd@'mi) for the tasks entailed in the work that the LORD has commanded to be 

done.‖ Moses thereupon had this proclamation made throughout the camp: ―Let 

no man or woman make further effort toward gifts for the sanctuary!‖ So the 

people stopped bringing: their efforts had been more than enough (My,fda) for all the 

tasks to be done. (Exod 36:4–7) 

 

In 32:3, ―all the people‖ made contributions to the gravest violation of the newly-minted 

covenant between themselves and YHWH; here, in chapters 35–36, the people gave 

                                                                                                                                                                             

and poetry‖ (The Bodies of God, 20). See also Irene J. Winter, ―Radiance as an Aesthetic Value in the Art 

of Mesopotamia (With some Indian Parallels),‖ in Art: The Integral Vision (ed. B.N. Saraswati, S.C. Malik, 
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78

 Regarding the use of the preposition l(a in this verse (My#nh-l( My#n)h w)byw), see Waltke and 

O‘Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 217. ―The preposition can mark an object of excess 

(cf. ‗on top of that‘), involving accompaniment…, addition…, and even multiplication.‖ They translate the 

beginning of the verse thusly: ―Men together with women came.‖ 
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 See Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Anchor 

Bible 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991) 461–73, for an extended discussion of this type of offering. Milgrom 

writes: ―[T]he purpose of the tĕnûpâ is plain and simple: tĕnûpâ is a ritual of dedication that is performed in 

the sanctuary, with the result that the offering is removed from the domain of the owners and transferred to 

the domain of God‖ (464). 
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extravagantly to a divinely mandated building project, thereby fulfilling their calling as 

servants of the LORD.  The gold that those servants ―elevated‖ was reserved for the 

holiest part of the Tabernacle, the inner sanctum where the Deity himself would hold 

court. The preciousness and purity of this building material helped to render the 

Tabernacle a space that was ―radically and qualitatively different from the rest of the 

world,‖ ―an enclave of ideal reality within the world of profanity‖ and thus a worthy 

dwelling place for the resplendent God of Israel.
80

 

 After Aaron made the calf, the people ―exclaimed, ‗These are your gods, O Israel, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt!‘‖ (32:4). As I argued above, in this 

acclamation the people identified the molten calf with the deity(ies) who rescued them 

from Egypt—in complete disregard of the covenant stipulations they had received 

previously. A mere ―product of human industry‖
81

 was treated as a veritable theophany. 

The Israelites thereby deeply offended the LORD and alienated themselves from him, 

imperiling their very existence.
82

 The calf idol, as an affront to the God of the Exodus and 

provocation for that perilous state of estrangement, thus contrasts markedly with another 

artifact, the Priestly Tabernacle. According to the Priestly source, the LORD‘s abiding 

within that built environment is the telos of the Exodus and a testimony to the intimate 
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 The quotations are taken from Levenson, Sinai & Zion, 127–28. See also Haran, Temples and Temple-

Service, 158–65, esp. 163–64. 
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 Kugel, The God of Old, 84. 
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 Note the diction of the LORD‘s report to Moses in Exod 32:7—―Hurry down, for your people, whom you 

brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely‖ (emphasis added). Cf. Hos 1:9; 2:25. See Gary A. 

Anderson, ―Moses and Jonah in Gethsemane: Representation and Impassibility in Their Old Testament 
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Hays; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2008) 216–17; Yochanan Muffs, ―Who Will Stand in the Breach?: 

A Study of Prophetic Intercession,‖ in Love & Joy: Law, Language and Religion in Ancient Israel (New 

York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992) 12.  
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relationship between Israel and her immanent Redeemer.
83

 The Israelites thus could look 

to the Tabernacle and exclaim, ―Here is our God, O Israel, who brought us out of the land 

of Egypt!‖ (cf. 32:4). 

At the center of legislation regarding the regular cultic acts to be performed in the 

Tabernacle (29:38–30:10), the following promise of divine indwelling occurs. 

I will abide (yti@n;ka#$fw:) among the Israelites, and I will be their God (Mhelf ytiyyihfw : 
Myhilo)l'). And they shall know that I the LORD am their God, who brought them 

out from the land of Egypt that I might abide (ynik;#$fl;)84
 among them, I the LORD 

their God. (29:45–46) 

 

These two verses echo earlier divine pronouncements to Abraham and Moses in the 

Priestly source. In Gen 17:7–8, after promising that Abraham would be ―the father of a 

multitude of nations‖ (17:5), God told the patriarch: 

I will maintain My covenant between Me and you, and your offspring to come, as 

an everlasting covenant throughout the ages, to be God to you (K1l; twOyh;li 
Myhilo)l') and to your offspring to come. I assign the land you sojourn in to you 

and your offspring to come, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting holding. I 

will be their God (Myhilo)l' Mhelf ytiyyihfw:). 
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 Cf. Exod 15:17. See Jon D. Levenson, ―The Jerusalem Temple in Devotional and Visionary Experience,‖ 

in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible Through the Middle Ages (ed. Arthur Green; New York: Crossroad 

Publishing Company, 1987) 37; Sommer, The Bodies of God, 100, 110–11. 
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 Which of the preceding finite verbs in v. 46 this infinitive complements is somewhat ambiguous. Propp, 

following the lead of A. B. Ehrlich‘s Mikrâ ki-Pheschutô, has proposed that the infinitive is epexegetical, 

complementing the verb w(dyw—―and they will know that I am Y[HWH]… by my tenting among them‖ 

(Exodus 19–40, 317, emphasis added). According to Propp, ―the formula ‗I am Y[HWH]… Egypt‘ is the 

kerygma that they shall know…. Its visible proof is the Tabernacle in their midst, glowing with the divine 

presence‖ (473). This construal of the infinitive resonates with Naḥmanides‘ initial comments on Exod 

29:46. On the other hand, it is also possible to understand the infinitive as complementing the nearer verb, 

yt)cwh (―I brought out‖), and thus denoting the purpose of the Exodus. See Houtman, Exodus, 3:553, as 

well as the medieval commentaries of Rashi, Rashbam and Ibn Ezra. Cassuto preserves the ambiguity, 

adroitly combining both of the above possibilities in his comments on Exod 29:46—―And they shall know, 

through seeing the tabernacle that symbolizes My presence in their midst, that, as I declared at the 

beginning of the Decalogue, which I proclaimed on Mt. Sinai, I am the Lord their God, who brought them 

forth out of the Land of Egypt, with the object that I might dwell among them, in order to make a covenant 

with them so that they shall be to Me a people, and I shall be to them a God and cause My presence to 

dwell in their midst‖ (A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 388–89). For a general discussion of these 

two particular uses of the infinitive construct in biblical Hebrew, see Waltke and O‘Connor, An 

Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 605–10.      
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And, despite appearances to the contrary, the subsequent oppression of the Israelites in 

Egypt did not signal the annulment of that covenant. After revealing his personal name, 

YHWH (Exod 6:2–3), the LORD instructed Moses to tell the beleaguered Israelites: 

I am the LORD. I will free you from the labors of the Egyptians and deliver you 

from their bondage. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and through 

extraordinary chastisements. And I will take you to be My people, and I will be 

your God (Myhilo)l' Mkelf ytiyyihfw:). And you shall know that I, the LORD, am your 

God who freed you from the labors of the Egyptians. I will bring you into the land 

which I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you for a 

possession, I the LORD. (6:6–8) 

 

Central to the two preceding texts are YHWH‘s election of Israel, expressed using the 

idioms of marriage and adoption,
85

 and his promise of the land.
86

 The final text in this 

trio, Exod 29:45–46 (quoted above), conjoins that notion of election, using the same 

adoption formula as Gen 17:7–8 and Exod 6:7 (―I will be their God‖), as well as the 

recognition of YHWH as Israel‘s sole redeemer (6:7),
87

 to the promise of YHWH‘s 

dwelling amidst his chosen people. The Israelites were delivered from serving Pharaoh so 

that they might serve their savior, YHWH, by building him a sanctuary in which he would 

dwell and maintaining his sacrificial cult. And that divine indwelling is a tangible sign—
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 For brief discussions of the language of election in these Priestly texts, see Moshe Greenberg, ―Exodus, 

Book of,‖ in Encyclopaedia Judaica (Jerusalem: Encyclopaedia Judaica, 1972) 6:1066; Yochanan Muffs, 
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redemption. See Houtman, Exodus, 3:553; Levenson, ―The Jerusalem Temple,‖ 35–36. 
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 Cf. Deut 32:12; Hos 13:4. See the references to ―you/they shall know ((dy)‖ in Exod 6:7; 29:46. For a 

brief discussion of the root (dy (―to know‖) as a covenantal term denoting ―diplomatic recognition,‖ see 

Levenson, Sinai & Zion, 43–44, 78. 
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analogous to the covenantal ―signs‖ in the Priestly source—of the LORD‘s fulfilling his 

promise to Abraham that he would be his God and the God of his descendants.
88

 

 According to the Priestly source, the God of Israel dwells among his people in a 

sanctuary devoid of representations of him, but not of any artifacts. At the heart of the 

structure, the Holy of Holies, where in other ancient Near Eastern sanctuaries an often 

anthropomorphic icon of a deity would otherwise be ensconced,
89

 was only the ark, a 

small chest containing the ‗edut. And atop the ark was a gold lid (kapporet), itself 

adorned with statues of two cherubim. The cherubim were turned toward one another 

with wings uplifted and heads bowed. ―There I will meet (yt@id:(awOnw:) with you,‖ the LORD 

spoke to Moses, ―and I will impart to you—from above the cover, from between the two 

cherubim that are on top of the Ark of the Pact (tdu('hf Nro) j)—all that I will command you 

concerning the Israelite people‖ (25:22).
90

 The cover of the ark and the cherubim thus 

framed a small space from which the LORD would speak to Moses, an area unoccupied by 

any man-made divine image—the parade example of what scholars refer to as ―empty 

space aniconism.‖
91
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 Unlike the Tabernacle, the Priestly source refers to the following explicitly as covenantal ―signs‖ 

(twOtwO)): the rainbow (Gen 9:12–17), circumcision (17:9–14), and the Sabbath (Exod 31:12–17). See 

Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology: Volume I (trans. D.M.G. Stalker; San Francisco: Harper & 

Row, 1962) 241, where he discerns a connection between the promises to Abraham and the Tabernacle. 

―With the first solemn appearance of the glory of [YHWH] over the Tabernacle (Ex. XL. 34f.) the ancient 

promises to the patriarchs that [YHWH] would be Israel‘s God (Gen. XVII. 7) were fulfilled.‖ 

 
89

 See, for example, Propp, Exodus 19–40, 515. ―A typical ancient Near Eastern temple‘s inner chamber 

contains a statue toward which service is directed.‖  See also Dick, ―The Mesopotamian Cult Statue,‖ 47; 

van der Toorn, ―The Iconic Book,‖ 233. 
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 Cf. Num 7:89—―When Moses went into the Tent of Meeting to speak with Him, he would hear the 

Voice addressing him from above the cover that was on top of the Ark of the Pact between the two 

cherubim; thus He spoke to him.‖ According to this verse, Moses hears ―the Voice‖; mention is not made 

of his seeing anything. 

 
91

 See Lewis, ―Divine Images,‖ 49–50; Kugel, The God of Old, 104–7, 232–33. 
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 Priestly legislation severely restricted access to that sacred space, with the Day of 

Atonement being the only time each year that the high priest could pass behind the 

paroket-veil and enter it. And even during that brief annual visit strict protocols had to be 

followed. At the beginning of Leviticus 16, the LORD says to Moses: ―Tell your brother 

Aaron that he is not to come at will into the Shrine behind the curtain, in front of the 

cover that is upon the ark, lest he die; for I appear in the cloud over the cover‖ (v. 2). As 

we learn from subsequent instructions, the high priest was to create ―the cloud over the 

cover‖ himself from the burning of incense (v. 13). With that aromatic and protective 

screen, the high priest could survive the ―lethal aura‖ of the inner sanctum on the Day of 

Atonement.
92

 

And he shall take a panful of glowing coals scooped from the altar before the 

LORD, and two handfuls of finely ground aromatic incense, and bring this behind 

the curtain. He shall put the incense on the fire before the LORD, so that the cloud 

from the incense screens the cover that is over [the Ark of] the Pact, lest he die. 

(Lev 16:12–13) 

 

This passage indicates that merely seeing the cover of the ark would result in death. 

 

Scholars have often deemed the cherubim and the ark as the unseen Deity‘s 

throne and footstool, respectively.
93

 But if the Priestly author imagined the wings of the 

cherubim as forming a throne, it is a rather unusual one.
94

 In ancient Near Eastern royal 
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 See Haran, Temples and Temple-Service, 187–88. 
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 For example, see Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 334–35; Haran, Temples and Temple-

Service, 251, 252–53, 254, 257; Sommer, The Bodies of God, 74. The notion of the cherubim as YHWH‘s 

throne stems in part from extra-Pentateuchal texts that refer to God as ―sitting upon the cherubim‖ 

(Mybiruk@;ha b#$'yo)—1 Sam 4:4; 2 Sam 6:2; 2 Kgs 19:15; Isa 37:16; Ps 80:2; 99:1. 

  
94

 For a recent critique of the interpretation of the ark cover and cherubim as a throne, see Propp, Exodus 

19–40, 387, 390, 392, 519. ―Although Griffins [Propp‘s rendering of Mybiruk@;] can be associated with 

enthronement…, Exodus 25 does not describe a throne…. There is no seat, no armrests, no footstool; the 

creatures do not stand side-by-side but face each other…. There is no way this can be envisioned as a 

throne‖ (390). 
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iconography, hybrid creatures such as the cherubim usually flank the monarch‘s seat, 

even providing the armrests and legs for the throne.
95

 In the Priestly source, the cherubim 

are not side by side, but rather seem to be turned toward one another (#y) Mhynpw 

wyx)-l)) while covering the kapporet with their wings (25:20).
96

 Not only is the space 

above the cover and between the cherubim unadorned, but the positioning of those 

creatures—unlike for the throne of a human king—also seems to problematize any 

attempt to envision the Deity, anthropomorphically or otherwise. 

Although the Priestly Tabernacle does not contain a material icon of the Deity, the 

God of Israel is no less present to Israel there.
97

 The terminus technicus in the Priestly 

source for the presence of the divine is the term dwObk@f (kābôd, often translated as 

―glory‖). Etymologically, the noun dwObk@f is based on the root dbk (k-b-d), which denotes 

―weight‖ or ―heaviness,‖ both literally and figuratively (e.g., ―honor‖). Benjamin 

Sommer, deeply indebted to the work of Moshe Weinfeld, has argued recently that in 

certain contexts, including Priestly literature, kābôd ―can simply mean ‗body, 
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 Note the description of Solomon‘s throne in 1 Kgs 10:18–20. ―The king also made a large throne of 

ivory, and he overlaid it with refined gold. Six steps led up to the throne, and the throne had a back with a 

rounded top, and arms on either side of the seat. Two lions stood beside the arms, and twelve lions stood on 

the six steps, six on either side‖ (emphasis added). Cf. images of the Ahiram sarcophagus and Megiddo 

ivory in Michael D. Coogan, The Old Testament: A Historical and Literary Introduction to the Hebrew 

Scriptures (New York: Oxford UP, 2006) 127 (Figure 8.3), 225 (Figure 13.3). The first is ―[p]art of the 

relief carved on the stone coffin of Ahiram, king of the Phoenician city of Byblos in the late second 

millennium BCE. It shows the king sitting on a throne whose sides are winged sphinxes… The king‘s feet 

rest on a footstool‖ (127). The second is ―[a] carved ivory knife handle or plaque from Megiddo, dating to 

the end of the Late Bronze Age (thirteenth–twelfth centuries BCE)‖ (225). In one of the scenes on this piece 

of ivory, a Canaanite king sits upon a throne whose sides are also winged sphinxes, his feet likewise upon a 

small footstool. 

 
96

 Haran refers to the phrase wyx)-l) #y) Mhynpw (Exod 25:20a) once, using it to argue that ―each cherub 

has [only] one face‖ (Temples and Temple-Service, 258). He does not attempt to draw any conclusions 

from that phrase about the position of the cherubim relative to one another. 

  
97

 See, for example, Exod 25:8, 22; 29:42b–46. 
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substance.‘‖
98

 He highlights two poetic texts as containing examples of a concrete, 

physical sense of kābôd—Isa 17:4 and Ps 16:9. In the former, ―the kābôd of Jacob‖ is 

synonymously parallel to ―the fatness of his flesh (wOr#&fb;@).‖ In the latter, ―my kābôd‖ is 

parallel to both ―my heart‖ and ―my flesh (yrI#&fb;@).‖99
 Sommer notes several other texts as 

further evidence, including two verses in which ―my kābôd‖ is parallel to ―my nepeš‖ 

(―my throat,‖ ―my life,‖ or ―myself‖)—Gen 49:6 and Ps 7:6.
100

 ―Consequently,‖ he 

writes, ―one might suppose that Yhwh‘s kabod can simply refer to God‘s body.‖
101

 For 

both Weinfeld and Sommer, an especially compelling example of such a corporeal 

understanding of the divine kābôd outside of the Priestly source occurs in Exod 33:18–

23.
102

 Moses implores the Deity, ―Oh, let me behold Your kābôd!‖ (33:18). The LORD 

agrees to Moses‘ request, but only under certain conditions. ―You cannot see My face 

(ynapf%),‖ he warns, ―for man may not see Me and live‖ (v. 20, emphasis added). God then 

informs Moses: ―As My kābôd passes by, I will put you in a cleft of the rock and shield 

you with My hand (yp%ika) until I have passed by. Then I will take My hand (yp%ika@) away and 

you will see My back (yrFxo)j); but My face (ynap f) must not be seen‖ (vv. 22–23, emphases 
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 Sommer, The Bodies of God, 60. For Moshe Weinfeld‘s own provocative discussions of the term kābôd 

in Priestly literature, see the following: Moshe Weinfeld, ―God the Creator in Gen. 1 and in the Prophecy of 

Second Isaiah,‖ Tarbiz 37 (1968) 116–20 (Hebrew); idem, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School 

(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1972) 198–206; idem, ―dwObkf@ kābôd,‖ in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament 

(ed. G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef Fabry; tr. David E. Green; Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Eerdmans, 1995) 7:22–38. 
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 Sommer, The Bodies of God, 60. See also Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, 202; idem, ―dwObkf@ kābôd,‖ 24. 
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 Sommer, The Bodies of God, 60. See also Weinfeld, ―dwObkf@ kābôd,‖ 24. For a recent discussion of the 

term nepeš, see Jon D. Levenson, Resurrection and the Restoration of Israel: The Ultimate Victory of the 

God of Life (New Haven: Yale UP, 2006) 110–12. 
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 Sommer, The Bodies of God, 60. 
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 Ibid., 3–4, 60, 122. See also Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, 198, 202 (n. 3), 204. 
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added). The association of a ―face,‖ ―hand,‖ and ―back (parts)‖ with the kābôd in these 

verses strongly suggests that the author imagined the LORD‘s kābôd as a body of some 

kind.
103

 After having shown that ―body‖ and ―substance‖ are indeed semantic 

possibilities for kābôd, Sommer turns to the Priestly source, in which—so he argues with 

Weinfeld—―kabod [likewise] refers to God‘s body and hence to God‘s very self.‖
104

 In 

other words, the Priestly kābôd is not the hypostasis of a divine attribute, one or more 

steps removed from the Deity himself.
105

   

Keeping in mind the foregoing interpretation of the kābôd as corporeal and 

personal, I will discuss briefly three Priestly texts in which that term features 

prominently: the arrival of the kābôd atop Mount Sinai (Exod 24:15b–18a), its entrance 

into the Tabernacle (40:34–38), and its appearance to the Israelites at the inauguration of 

the sacrificial cult (Lev 9:22–24). According to the beginning of the lengthy Priestly 

account of the events at Mount Sinai, 

The cloud covered the mountain. The kābôd of the LORD abode (Nk@o#$;yi,wa) on Mount 

Sinai, and the cloud hid it for six days. On the seventh day it called to Moses from 

the midst of the cloud. Now the kābôd of the LORD appeared in the sight of the 

Israelites as a consuming fire on the top of the mountain. Moses went inside the 

cloud and ascended the mountain. (Exod 24:15b–18a) 
                                                           
103

 Note also the use of the first-person pronominal suffix on the verbs ―to see‖ (v. 20) and ―to pass by‖ (v. 

22), as well as the parallelism of the phrases ―as my kābôd passes by‖ and ―until I have passed by‖ (v. 22), 

all highlighting that the term kābôd refers to the Deity‘s very self. See Moberly, At the Mountain of God, 

76–77. 

 
104

 Sommer, The Bodies of God, 68. According to his construal of Priestly theology, this divine body is 

unlike those of humans in terms of its substance—dazzling light (ibid., 70–71), but ―basically similar‖ in 

terms of its shape, like that of a human being (ibid., 68). Regarding the anthropoid shape of the kābôd, 

Sommer draws inferences from the priest-prophet Ezekiel‘s vision in Ezek 1:26–28 and the priestly 

creation text, Gen 1:26–27 (ibid., 68–70). Any conclusions regarding the substance and shape of the 

Deity‘s kābôd/body in P must remain speculative, however, since the document contains very little 

evidence other than Exod 24:27—―And the likeness of the LORD‘s kābôd was like a consuming fire.‖ As 

Milgrom emphasizes, ―this is a simile, not an identity‖ (Leviticus 1–16, 589). A sense of awesome and 

nearly impenetrable mystery accompanies Priestly depictions of the manifestation of Israel‘s deity. 

 
105

 Cf. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 574. Commenting on Lev 9:4 (―For today the LORD will appear to you‖), 

he suggests that the kābôd is an intermediary between the Deity and humankind, a metonym rather than the 

LORD himself. See also Cross, Canaanite Myth, 153 (n. 30), 165–67.  
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There are several noteworthy elements regarding the kābôd in this brief passage, the 

prelude to the extensive divine instructions regarding the Tabernacle (chapters 25–31). 

To the Israelites gathered down below, the LORD‘s kābôd that tents (Nk#) atop the 

mountain looks ―like a consuming fire‖ (v. 17). In each of these texts, and throughout the 

Priestly narrative as a whole, there is a distinct reticence to attribute a form to the kābôd 

any more definite than this.
106

 According to William Propp, ―The text says what the 

Glory looked like to the Israelites, not what it actually was.‖
107

 And accompanying that 

fire-like kābôd is a cloud that usually enshrouds it completely, presumably to shield 

human beings from a potentially lethal direct view—as the divine hand does for Moses 

(33:22). The subject of the verb ―to call‖ in v. 16b is arguably the kābôd, which—as 

indicated by the preceding half-verse—is likewise in ―the midst of the cloud,‖ whence the 

call to Moses issues. After Moses enters into that cloud and ascends the mountain, the 

Priestly narrative continues: ―The LORD spoke to Moses‖ (25:1). This suggests that the 

kābôd is indeed not simply a divine attribute, but the very (personal) presence of the 

LORD himself.
108
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 The God of Israel is associated with fire, especially during the Sinai theophany, in non-Priestly literature 

as well. See, for example, Gen 15:17; Exod 3:2; 19:18; Deut 4:11–12, 24; 5:5, 22–23; 2 Sam 22:8–13. 

  
107

 Propp, Exodus 19–40, 299. He continues: ―This coyness in describing the Glory is still more pronounced 

in Ezekiel 1.‖ The Priestly source offers a quasi-phenomenology of the kābôd rather than speculation on the 

noumenon—the nature of the kābôd in and of itself, apart from limited human perception. See also James 

Barr, ―Theophany and Anthropomorphism in the Old Testament,‖ Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 7 

(Leiden: Brill, 1960) 35. 

  
108

 See Sommer, The Bodies of God, 73. The personal, yet exalted nature of the kābôd is nicely captured in 

Moshe Greenberg‘s rendering of the term as ―Majesty,‖ which brings to mind a way in which human 

monarchs are formally addressed (―Your/His/Her Majesty‖). See M. Greenberg, Ezekiel 1–20: A New 

Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Anchor Bible 22; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983) 

51.  
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 After the construction of the Tabernacle, in complete accord with the LORD‘s 

commands, the fire-cloud descends from the mountaintop in order to begin fulfillment of 

the Deity‘s promise—―I will dwell among them‖ (25:8 and 29:45–46). The one whom 

Moses previously encountered by climbing Mount Sinai now draws near to the Israelites 

far below; prophetic ascension is followed by the kābôd‘s condescension. The Book of 

Exodus concludes with a description of the kābôd serenely entering the Tabernacle and 

accompanying the community on its wilderness journeys. This mobility offers some 

support for the interpretation of the kābôd as corporeal, something that takes up space. 

The cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the kābôd of the LORD filled the 

Tabernacle. Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting, because the cloud had 

settled (Nka#$f) upon it and the kābôd of the LORD filled the Tabernacle.
109

 When the 

cloud lifted from the Tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on their various 

journeys; but if the cloud did not lift, they would not set out until such time as it 

did lift. For, a cloud of the LORD was over the Tabernacle by day, and fire would 

be in it by night, in the view of all the house of Israel throughout their journeys. 

(Exod 40:34–38) 

 

Just as the cloud had covered Mount Sinai, so now it covers the newly-built Tent of 

Meeting, the man-made site for the Deity‘s revelations to Moses. And with that cloud is 

the LORD‘s kābôd, which fills the Tabernacle—taking possession of that space and 

consecrating it (cf. Exod 29:43b).
110

 Presumably all of the furnishings of the Tabernacle 

thereby share in the aura and refulgence of that divine kābôd.
111

 Unlike when the fire-

cloud rested on the mountain, however, Moses is temporarily unable to enter the Tent of 
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 Cf. 1 Kgs 8:10–11. ―For the cloud had filled the House of the LORD and the priests were not able to 

remain and peform the service because of the cloud, for the kābôd of the LORD filled the House of the 

LORD.‖ 
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 See Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 138. ―God‘s purpose in filling the Tent with his presence, clearly, is to 

sanctify it by contact.‖ 
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 See Weinfeld, ―dwObk@f,‖ 28–29, in which he discusses ―glorified objects.‖ ―Not just the deity but all kinds 

of special religious objects may be endowed with kābôd‖ (28). 
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Meeting.
112

 This Priestly passage continues in Lev 1:1—―And he/it called to Moses, and 

the LORD spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting.‖ The transition from Exod 40:35 to 

Lev 1:1 is quite similar to the movement from Exod 24:16 to 25:1. Once again, the kābôd 

seems to be the subject of the verb ―to call‖ (Lev 1:1a) and can be identified with the 

Deity himself who, as the text explicitly states, proceeds to speak to Moses.
113

 

   The final three verses of this passage refer to the Israelites‘ wilderness march, as 

directed by the movements of the cloud.
114

 The Israelites would break camp and continue 

their journey only when the cloud lifted from the Tabernacle. While during the day the 

cloud alone was visible, at night the people could see a fire within it—presumably the 

flame-like appearance of the LORD‘s kābôd (cf. 24:17). The Priestly writers likely 

understood the kābôd as leaving the Tabernacle whenever it was dismantled for transport, 

but this particular text suggests that the kābôd was not always within the Tabernacle even 

when it stood fully assembled.
115

 The location of the fire-cloud, perpetually over the 

Tabernacle, is related once again in Num 9:15–16. ―On the day that the Tabernacle was 

set up, the cloud covered the Tabernacle, the Tent of the Pact; and in the evening it rested 

over the Tabernacle in the likeness of fire until morning. It was always so: the cloud 

covered it, appearing as fire by night.‖ Together with Exod 40:36–38, this passage 
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 Although Moses entered the cloud on Mount Sinai, it is not said that he entered into the LORD‘s kābôd. 

Cross asserts emphatically, ―He certainly did not enter the Glory‖ (Canaanite Myth, 166). Perhaps Exod 

40:35 then does not strike such a discordant note vis-à-vis 24:18. Just as Moses did not ―enter‖ the kābôd 

atop Mount Sinai, so he is unable to enter the Tent of Meeting when it is entirely filled with the kābôd. 
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 See Sommer, The Bodies of God, 73. 
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 Note that here in vv. 36–38 there are imperfect (prefix conjugation) verbs, denoting repeated actions, as 

opposed to the perfect (suffix conjugation) and converted perfect verbs of vv. 34–35. 
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 Milgrom writes: ―[A]ccording to P, the Lord does not reside in the adytum of the Tabernacle but only 

enters it from the suspended cloud whenever he wishes to address Moses (e.g., Num 17:7; 20:6)‖ (Leviticus 

1–16, 589). 
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brackets the lengthy series of laws given to the Israelites at Sinai before their march 

through the wilderness resumes.
116

 

 After the cloud descends from Mount Sinai and covers the Tabernacle, which is 

temporarily filled with the LORD‘s kābôd, the priests are ordained and the sacrificial cult 

is inaugurated. During this dedication of the Tabernacle, a public theophany occurs, 

reaffirming God‘s presence amidst his people and signaling his approval of their obedient 

service. 

Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed them; and he stepped down 

after offering the sin offering, the burnt offering, and the offering of well-being. 

Moses and Aaron then went inside the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, 

they blessed the people; and the kābôd of the LORD appeared to all the people. 

Fire came forth from before the LORD and consumed the burnt offering and the fat 

parts on the altar. And all the people saw, and shouted, and fell on their faces.
117

 

(Lev 9:22–24) 

 

The ―consuming fire‖ of the kābôd that the people had spied atop Mount Sinai wrapped 

in cloud (Exod 24:17) now issues spectacularly from within the Holy of Holies (―from 

before the LORD‖) without its cloud cover, consuming the burnt offering and the fat upon 

the altar. This is the high point and telos of the Priestly narrative: sacrificial worship at 

the Tabernacle performed by the priests in the presence of the assembled Israelite 
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 See Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 139—―Exod 40:36–38 serves as a prolepsis of Num 9:15–23, thereby 

bracketing the intervening material (Lev 1–Num 9:14) as one giant parenthesis containing the laws given to 

Israel at Sinai following the revelation of the Decalogue and Book of the Covenant (Exod 20–24).‖ 
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 I discussed above several parallels, both structural and verbal, between the calf narrative and the Priestly 

account of the Tabernacle; and this particular episode in Leviticus 9 offers additional resonances. In 

response to seeing the divine fire come forth from the adytum, the people ―shouted (w%n%roy,fwa), and fell on their 

faces‖ in worship (Lev 9:24). According to the narrative of the calf apostasy, the people bowed down to the 

molten calf and engaged in celebratory dancing and singing. ―When Joshua heard the sound of the people 

in its boisterousness (h(or'b@;), he said to Moses, ‗There is a cry of war in the camp‘‖ (Exod 32:17). See 

Hurowitz, ―The Calf and the Tabernacle,‖ 54 (and n. 11). He observes that (wr and Nnr are often paired in 

the Hebrew Bible—as, for example, in Isa 16:10; 44:23; Zeph 3:14; Ps 47:2; 81:2; 95:1. 
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community, and its fiery acceptance by the indwelling kābôd
118

—which, if the previous 

texts are any indication, is the very presence of the Deity himself. 

 Steven Fine has rightly argued that the use of the adjective ―aniconic‖ to describe 

Israelite and ancient Jewish religion conceals more than it reveals, due to the distinction 

that those traditions drew between what Saul Olyan terms ―favored icons‖ and 

―stigmatized icons‖ or ―idols.‖
119

 Fine writes: ―The truth is, the English language has no 

term that adequately represents the nuances of the Jewish attitude. The Jewish approach, 

which is specific in its dislike of the religious iconography of [Gentile] ‗idolaters‘ but is 

positive toward specifically Jewish imagery, might be most correctly called ‗anti-

idolic.‘‖
120

 The foci of his discussion are Second Temple Judaism and ancient rabbinic 

Judaism, but Fine‘s neologism is also appropriate for ancient Israel and the more nuanced 

attitudes toward religious imagery expressed in the sources of the Pentateuch—as 

evidenced by the significance of such ―favored‖ artifacts as the tablets and the Tabernacle 

with its accoutrements. According to the Elohist source and Deuteronomy, the molten 

calf, a ―stigmatized icon‖ utterly destroyed by Moses, is supplanted by the tablets of the 

covenant, icons of the divine will for Israel; devotion to lifeless idols must give way to 

inculcating the LORD‘s life-giving commandments. And the Priestly source describes an 

eye-catching physical space—the wilderness Tabernacle—in which the glory of the LORD 

might take up residence, an alternative to representational cultic imagery considered the 

very body of a deity.
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 See Gary A. Anderson, ―Biblical Origins and the Problem of the Fall,‖ Pro Ecclesia 10 (2001) 22. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Idolatry at Sinai and the Rejection of Jesus: 

The Calf Incident in the New Testament 

 

In the final compilation of pentateuchal sources, the narrative of Israel‘s idolatry 

at Sinai acts in part as a foil to depictions of right worship, licit liturgical spaces, and 

divinely prescribed religious artifacts. With respect to the Elohist source, the apostasy at 

the base of Mount Sinai (Exod 32:1–6) is the antithesis of the covenant-making rituals 

performed there previously (24:4–8). And in the redacted form of Exodus, Priestly 

material concerning the Tabernacle (chapters 25–31, 35–40) envelopes the non-Priestly 

calf incident. The earliest instances of the church‘s reception of the calf narrative, 1 

Corinthians 10 and Acts of the Apostles 7, while offering their own distinctive 

interpretations, make use of those very juxtapositions. In his first letter to the church in 

Corinth, Paul implicitly contrasts idol worship—both at Sinai and in Corinth—with 

covenant rituals past and present. And Stephen‘s speech in Acts 7 employs the 

juxtaposition of calf idol and Tabernacle found in the final form of the Pentateuch. But 

Paul and the author of Acts also offer a significant adaptation of the Exodus account of 

Israel‘s apostasy, using it as a figure for those who reject Jesus, understood as the 

Anointed One of the God of Israel and the one Lord of the nascent church. These two 

texts thereby redefine and transform the terms of true and false religion as presented in 

the Elohist source as well as in the canonical placement of the sin at Sinai amidst the 

Priestly Tabernacle texts. 
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First Corinthians 10: Cults and Counter-cults
1
 

 The earliest extant Christian reference to the calf narrative occurs in Paul‘s first 

letter to the church in the eastern Mediterranean port city of Corinth, a letter composed 

sometime in the mid-first century CE.
2
 The occasion for this reference is a dispute within 

the community concerning the eating of meat offered to idols. In chapter ten of his 

epistle, Paul addresses that specific socio-religious situation by treating the calf incident 

and Israel‘s other failures in the wilderness as an admonitory lesson to his own ―Israel-

like‖ community.
3
 And, in light of that remembrance of Israel‘s past, he places idol-

worship in Corinth in stark contrast to celebration of the Lord‘s Supper (to_ kuriako_n 

dei=pnon),
4
 the nascent church‘s covenantal meal in memory of its ―one Lord‖ (1 Cor 8:6) 

and his sacrificial death (11:26). Just as the Elohist depicts the Israelites‘ worship of the 

golden calf in Exodus 32 as a perversion of the covenant-making rituals in chapter 24, so 

Paul implicitly understands the Corinthian Christians‘ participation in idolatry as 

seriously endangering a ―new covenant‖ (1 Cor 11:25), one also established with the 

blood of a sacrifice. 

                                                           
1
 I have taken this phrase from Gary N. Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf and Jeroboam‘s Calves,‖ in Fortunate the 

Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Seventieth Birthday (ed. 

Astrid B. Beck, et al.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1995) 95. 

 
2
 See, for example, Hans Dieter Betz and Margaret M. Mitchell, ―Corinthians, First Epistle to the,‖ in The 

Anchor Bible Dictionary (ed. David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1992) 1:1143. They date the 

letter to sometime in the period 53–55 CE. 

 
3
 I have borrowed the phrase ―Israel-like‖ from George A. Lindbeck‘s article, ―Confession and Community: 

An Israel-Like View of the Church,‖ The Christian Century 107 (1990) 492–96. See also his ―The Story-

Shaped Church: Critical Exegesis and Theological Interpretation,‖ in Scriptural Authority and Narrative 

Interpretation (ed. Garrett Green; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987) 161–78; and ―The Church as Israel: 

Ecclesiology and Ecumenism,‖ in Jews and Christians: People of God (ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. 

Jenson; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003) 78–94. 

 
4
 See 1 Cor 11:20. 
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 First Corinthians 10:1–22 falls roughly into two main sections: a recalling of the 

blessings given to the wilderness generation and their subsequent misdeeds (vv. 1–13), 

followed by a focus on idolatry in Corinth and its dangers, with reference to the Lord‘s 

Supper as antipode (vv. 14–22). The first section begins with an enumeration of five 

ways in which ―all‖ of ―our ancestors‖ found blessing during and immediately after the 

exodus from Egypt: being under the cloud, passing through the sea, being baptized into 

Moses, eating spiritual food, and drinking spiritual drink (vv. 1–4).
5
 An abrupt and 

ominous transition to Israel‘s misdeeds in the wilderness, with exhortations to the church 

in Corinth, follows: ―Yet God was not pleased with most of them (e0n toi=j plei/osin 

au0tw~n), for they were struck down in the desert‖ (10:5).
6
 Framing the list of failings are 

references to the typological nature of those events in verses 6 and 11, inclusios that 

highlight the existence of a distinct subsection.
7
 Together with verse 5, the first reference 

to ―types‖ in verse 6 serves as a summation of what follows: ―These things (tau=ta) 

happened as examples for us (tu/poi h9mw~n), so that we might not desire evil things, as 

they did‖ (10:6).
8
 A list of four acts committed by ―some‖ of the people (tinej au0tw~n), 

                                                           
5
 The word pa&ntej is repeated five times in this section, before each of the graced events listed above. 

 
6
 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations of the New Testament are taken from the Revised New Testament 

of the New American Bible in The Catholic Study Bible (2
nd

 ed.; ed. Donald Senior and John J. Collins; 

Oxford: Oxford UP, 2006). 

 
7
 See Wayne A. Meeks, ―‗And Rose Up to Play‘: Midrash and Paraenesis in 1 Corinthians 10:1–22,‖ 

Journal for the Study of the New Testament 16 (1982) 64–78, here 65. 

 
8
 See Raymond F. Collins, First Corinthians (Sacra Pagina 7; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 

1999) 370.  Ellen Bradshaw Aitken, in her Jesus‘ Death in Early Christian Memory: The Poetics of the 

Passion (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), understands verse 6 not as a summary statement, but 

as the first in a list of five misdeeds to be avoided by the Corinthians, a list that is antithetically parallel to 

the five blessings (44). Pace Aitken, I distinguish between verses 5–6 (the summary) and 7–10 (the 

exhortations) on the following bases. Verse 6 concludes with a purpose clause whereas verses 7–10 contain 

either imperatives or verbs in the subjunctive. Verses 7–10 are also linked together by a fourfold repetition 

of the phrase kaqw&j (or kaqa&per) tine\j au0tw~n.  
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deeds that Paul commands the Corinthians themselves to avoid, then follows in verses 7–

10: idolatry, sexual immorality (pornei/a), putting Christ to the test, and murmuring. 

 The series of four misdeeds committed by ―some‖ of the Israelites (10:7–10) 

begins with idolatry and the citation of what proves to be an especially apt biblical verse. 

―And do not become idolaters, as some of them did, as it is written, ‗The people sat down 

to eat and drink (fagei=n kai\ pei=n), and rose up to revel (pai/zein)‘‖ (10:7). In order for 

Paul‘s audience to have understood and appreciated his proof text as a reference to 

idolatry, they presumably would have needed to be familiar with the original context of 

the verse—the narrative of Israel‘s apostasy at Mount Sinai (Exodus 32).
9
 But of all the 

verses in Exodus 32 which Paul might have cited, why this particular one? Wayne Meeks 

argues that this quotation is the hermeneutical center of Paul‘s entire evocation of the 

wilderness generation in 1 Cor 10:1–13. According to Meeks, while the first part of Exod 

32:6, the reference to the Israelites sitting to eat and drink, gestures to the spiritual food 

and drink that God gave them on their journey, the reference to ―revelry‖ evokes in 

midrashic fashion the ancestors‘ misdeeds as enumerated by Paul. In Meeks‘ own words: 

The cited text may have a more intimate connection with the structure of the 

whole homily than first appears. It may be that it is quoted verbatim because it 

                                                           
9
 See Richard B. Hays, ―The Conversion of the Imagination: Scripture and Eschatology in 1 Corinthians,‖ 

New Testament Studies 45 (1999) 398. Cf. Steven DiMattei, ―Biblical Narratives,‖ in As It is Written: 

Studying Paul‘s Use of Scripture (ed. Stanley E. Porter and Christopher D. Stanley; Atlanta: Society of 

Biblical Literature, 2008) 59–93. DiMattei argues, contra Richard Hays, that Paul‘s audience did not need 

to know the original context of the biblical text cited in 1 Cor 10:7 in order to understand its significance. 

Rather, ―the citation can be understood contextually as speaking about the Corinthians‘ current plight. That 

is, Exod 32:6 aptly speaks to, and about, the contemporary context‖ (89, emphasis added). DiMattei goes 

on to ask rhetorically: ―Is… Paul‘s use of Exod 32:6 meant to invoke the context of the golden calf 

narrative and those who were slaughtered? Or is it meant to invoke the Corinthian behavior at the Lord‘s 

Supper and insinuate their destruction if they do not shape up?‖ I would argue, together with Hays, that the 

force of the citation is blunted and its aptness obscured if its narrative context is irrelevant. For example, it 

is difficult for the verse to ―insinuate [the Corinthians‘] destruction‖ if it does not evoke, even in general 

terms, that broader literary context. DiMattei frames this important hermeneutical issue as a choice between 

either the literary context of the citation or the socio-historical context of Paul‘s audience. I see no reason 

to dismiss out of hand the possibility of both/and, with each context informing the other in the minds of 

Paul and his addressees. 
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provides the midrashic basi[s] for the antithesis… [that is] central to the whole 

passage‘s logic: ‗They sat down to eat and drink‘—that is, they ‗ate the spiritual 

food and drank the spiritual drink‘—‗and rose up to play‘—that is, to commit the 

five sins listed in [vv. 6–10].
10

 

 

Exodus 32:6 is indeed the only biblical verse that Paul explicitly quotes in 1 Cor 10:1–13. 

And this certainly helps lead Meeks to his aforementioned explication of it. Why does 

Paul quote only this verse and thus draw more attention to it, unless it is illustrative of 

Israel‘s entire wilderness experience? But I would hold that Paul‘s quotation is specific to 

his admonition regarding idolatry. If the quoted verse were indeed serving as a précis of 

the homily, why then is it not cited earlier or even later, at its conclusion? It is clearly 

introduced after the exhortation, ―Do not become idolaters‖—not in the preceding 

summary statement of verses 5–6.
11

 

Paul seems to have had in mind the meaning of Exod 32:6 within its original 

context, the calf narrative. Accordingly, the people‘s sitting down to eat and drink 

(fagei=n kai\ pei=n) is part of their idolatry at Mount Sinai; it is the antithesis to the divine 

providence during Israel‘s journey from Egypt, when the ancestors ate (e1fagon) 

―spiritual food‖ and drank (e1pion) ―spiritual drink‖ (10:3–4). And as an evocation of the 

ancestors‘ idolatrous feasting, the cited verse is also very relevant to the controversy in 

the Corinthian church regarding the eating of idol meat.
12

 Later in chapter 10, Paul makes 

                                                           
10

 Meeks, ―‗And Rose Up to Play,‘‖ 69. Meeks considers ―desiring evil things‖ (v. 6) to be the first of five 

errors set over against the five blessings (vv. 1–4). 

 
11

 Meeks emphasizes that ―play‖ is the tie binding together verses 7–10. His discussion of pai/zein as 

connoting idolatry and fornication (vv. 7–8) is more persuasive, however, than his attempt to draw 

connections between that verb and the references to ―desire‖ (v. 6), ―testing‖ (v. 9), and ―murmuring‖ (v. 

10). Some of the incidents to which Paul alludes are related as much or even more so with respect to 

―eating and/or drinking‖ as to ―play‖ (cf. Aitken, Jesus‘ Death, 44–47). 

 
12

 In his commentary on 1 Corinthians, Richard Hays briefly discusses these two ways of understanding the 

reference to eating and drinking in 10:7 (First Corinthians [Louisville: John Knox, 1997] 163–64). The 

first is that of Meeks—the citation refers to the people‘s consumption of spiritual food and drink (10:3–4). 

The other possibility, in keeping with the plain sense of Exod 32:6, is that the eating and drinking refer to 
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explicit reference to illicit meals before idols in Corinth, contemporary analogues to the 

infamous meal before the calf. See, for example, 10:21, in which Paul mentions ―the cup 

of demons‖ and ―the table of demons.‖ Eating and drinking thus have both positive and 

negative connotations in 1 Corinthians 10, with the latter coming to the fore in vv. 7–10 

and 20–21.  

The conclusion of Exod 32:6, ―and they rose up to revel (pai/zein),‖ is an apt 

segue to the following exhortation. ―Let us not indulge in immorality (mhde\ 

porneu/wmen) as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand fell within a single day‖ (1 

Cor 10:8). This exhortation alludes to the events recorded in Numbers 25, the Israelites‘ 

sexual relations with Moabite women leading to their worship of Baal-peor.
13

 The word 

translated as ―revel‖ in 10:7 (pai/zein) does carry sexual connotations; and an important 

biblical trope for idolatry is sexual immorality, in particular marital infidelity—a 

metaphor in prophetic literature for the breaking of the covenant between Israel and 

YHWH. The (admittedly) subtle allusion to covenantal infidelity in 10:8 becomes more 

pronounced as Paul‘s discourse proceeds to focus on the issue of idolatry and the danger 

of syncretism in verses 14–22. 

In that second section of 1 Cor 10:1–22, Paul introduces the Lord‘s Supper—a 

ritual meal prefigured in the miraculous provision of the Israelites in the wilderness (vv. 

3–4)—as the church‘s alternative to idol worship. He argues for an ―exclusivity of cult‖ 

that is in keeping with certain forms of ancient Judaism and has strong affinities with 

                                                                                                                                                                             

the feasting before the calf idol. Hays writes, ―There are two major advantages of this second 

interpretation: it is in keeping with the contextual meaning of the sentence in Exodus 32 (unlike the first 

interpretation), and it relates directly to the problem that Paul is addressing in 1 Corinthians 10:1–22—

eating sacrificed meat in a pagan temple. All things considered, the second reading is to be preferred‖ 

(164). 

 
13

 See Aitken, Jesus‘ Death, 45. 
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biblical notions of covenant.
14

 But that central cult of the church departs strikingly from 

biblical precedent with its focus on the figure of a crucified and risen Messiah. According 

to Paul, in the Lord‘s Supper ―the cup of blessing that we bless‖ is ―a participation 

(koinwni/a) in the blood of Christ‖ and ―the bread that we break‖ is ―a participation 

(koinwni/a) in the body of Christ‖ (10:16). Paul considers this to be analogous to Israel‘s 

Temple ritual, in which ―those who eat the sacrifices [are] participants (koinwnoi/) in the 

altar‖ (10:18).
15

 And, as with the exclusive cult of the Jerusalem Temple, one may not 

engage in both the Lord‘s Supper and idol worship; they are completely incompatible.
16

 

Although for Paul an idol, in and of itself, is nothing (10:19), the rituals involving such 

an object are not entirely innocuous.
17

 Whereas the Lord‘s Supper involves koinwni/a 

with the body and blood of Christ, idol worship results in an unacceptable and dangerous 

koinwni/a with demons (10:20). ―You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and also the cup 

of demons. You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and of the table of demons‖ 

                                                           
14

 I have borrowed the phrase ―exclusivity of cult‖ from Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The 

Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven: Yale UP, 1983) 98, 100, 159–60. 

 
15

 The phrase ―according to the flesh‖ (kata_ sa&rka) in 1 Cor 10:18 is not meant—in this particular 

context—to denigrate or critique Israel, past or present (cf. the use of the phrase in Rom 1:3; 9:3, 5). Paul is 

not referring in v. 18 to Israel‘s worship of the golden calf (mentioned earlier in v. 7) or to any 

contemporary Jewish idolatry, but rather to the simple reality of the sacrificial meals in the temple. Cf. 9:13 

(―Do you not know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food from the temple, and 

those who serve at the altar share in what is sacrificed on the altar?‖). The Lord‘s Supper is thus analogous 

to temple liturgy with respect to the sacred koinwni/a that they each engender. Paul appeals to ‘Israh_l 
kata_ sa&rka and to temple ritual as support for his ideas in vv. 16–17, as further evidence of what 

engaging in any ritual entails, whether for good (vv. 16–18) or ill (vv. 20–21). 

 
16

 Cf. 2 Cor 6:16–7:1, esp. 6:16 (―What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple 

of the living God‖). 

 
17

 Joel Marcus, ―Idolatry in the New Testament,‖ in The Word Leaps the Gap: Essays on Scripture and 

Theology in Honor of Richard B. Hays (ed. J. Ross Wagner, C. Kavin Rowe and A. Katherine Grieb; Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2008) 107–31, here 125. 
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(10:21).
18

 Paul sets the demons of idolatry over against not only God (10:20), but also 

―the Lord‖—Jesus the Messiah. 

I noted above the important analogy Paul draws in 1 Corinthians 10 between the 

Lord‘s Supper and Jewish Temple ritual, each being the matrix for a particular blessed 

koinwni/a. In the following chapter, he rehearses a tradition regarding the Lord‘s Supper 

which contains an allusion to another Israelite ritual, the making of the covenant at 

Mount Sinai. ―In the same way also [Jesus took] the cup, after supper, saying, ‗This cup 

is the new covenant in my blood (h( kainh\ diaqh/kh e0n tw~| e0mw~| ai3mati). Do this, as often 

as you drink it, in remembrance of me‘‖ (11:25).
19

 The words ―the new covenant in my 

blood‖ conjure up those of Moses as he dashed blood upon the people at Mount Sinai—

―This is the blood of the covenant (to\ ai[ma th~j diaqh/khj) that the LORD has made with 

you in accordance with all these words‖ (Exod 24:8).
20

 That brief phrase in 1 Cor 11:25, 

together with its pentateuchal intertext, sheds new light on Paul‘s own words in the 

previous chapter, especially verses 7 (his oblique reference to the calf incident) and 14–

22 (his juxtaposition of meals before idols and the Lord‘s Supper). The opening of the 

calf narrative, particularly the worship of the idol, bears an ―ironic resemblance,‖ in the 

                                                           
18

 See Paula Fredriksen, ―Allegory and Reading God‘s Book: Paul and Augustine on the Destiny of Israel,‖ 

in Interpretation and Allegory: Antiquity to the Modern Period (ed. Jon Whitman; Leiden: Brill, 2000) 

125–49, who  nicely captures the way in which Paul uses the wilderness generation as a warning to any 

Corinthians who might engage in such syncretism: ―The destruction of those ancient sinners who had drunk 

of Christ in the desert allows Paul to segue into warnings against those eating and drinking of Christ now 

who might feel similarly tempted by idolatry and its perennial accompaniment, fornication (vv. 14–22)‖ 

(131). 

 
19

 The language of ―in remembrance of me‖ echoes the ritual memory commanded in the Passover 

legislation (Exod 12:14; 13:3). Cf. 1 Cor 5:7 (―Our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed‖). 

 
20

 Another intertext of 1 Cor 11:25 is the reference to a ―new covenant‖ in Jer 31:31. See James L. Kugel, 

Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible As It Was at the Start of the Common Era (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard UP, 1998) 667–68, 709–10; Rolf Rendtorff, ―What Is New in the New Covenant?‖ in Canon and 

Theology: Overtures to an Old Testament Theology (trans. and ed. Margaret Kohl; Minneapolis: Fortress, 

1993) 196–206, esp. 202–3. 
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words of Jeffrey Tigay, to the inauguration of the covenant in Exodus 24.
21

 The blood 

that Moses dashed on the people (v. 8) came from sacrificial offerings—―And they 

offered whole burnt offerings (o(lokautw&mata) and sacrificed bulls as a sacrifice of 

well-being (qusi/an swthri/ou) to God‖ (v. 5). Later, after having made the molten calf, 

Aaron likewise ―brought up whole burnt offerings (o(lokautw&mata) and offered a 

sacrifice of well-being (qusi/an swthri/ou)‖ upon the altar before the calf (32:6).
22

 The 

people then sat down to eat and drink (fagei=n kai\ piei=n), mirroring in distorted fashion 

the earlier sacred meal on Mount Sinai (24:11).
23

 While meals before idols in Corinth are 

analogous to the Israelites‘ feast before the molten calf (32:6), the Lord‘s Supper is the 

church‘s analogue to the covenant-making rituals at Mount Sinai (24:4–8). Just as the 

idolatry in Exodus 32 violated the covenant inaugurated in chapter 24, so the idolatrous 

rituals in Corinth and the koinwni/a with demons they engender imperil the covenant 

celebrated in the Lord‘s Supper.
24

    

                                                           
21

 Jeffrey H. Tigay, ―Annotations to Exodus,‖ in The Jewish Study Bible (ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi 

Brettler; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004) 183. ―The people‘s celebration of the calf also bears an ironic 

resemblance to the covenant ceremony in ch 24: An altar is built, burnt offerings and sacrifices of well-

being are made, and the people eat and drink (cf. 24.4–5, 10–11).‖ The idolatry is a parody—and 

consequently an undoing—of the rituals that established the covenant. See also Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf,‖ 

95–97, 98 n. 15; Aitken, Jesus‘ Death, 38–39. 

 
22

 In the Septuagint, unlike the Masoretic text, the verbs in this portion of Exod 32:6 (a)nebi/basen and 

prosh/negken) are in the singular, and the nearest preceding logical subject is Aarwn. 

  
23

 Kai\ w!fqhsan e0n tw~| to/pw| tou= qeou= kai\ e1fagon kai\ e1pion (Exod 24:11). 

 
24

 Ellen Aitken argues that 1 Cor 10:1–13 contains an implicit contrast between ―the preeminent example of 

a cultic meal gone wrong,‖ consumed before the calf idol, and ―another, equally central, cultic and 

covenantal meal‖ (Jesus‘ Death, 38, 42). According to Aitken, verses 1–4 of 1 Corinthians 10 allude to that 

licit covenantal meal. She argues that the ―spiritual food‖ and ―spiritual drink‖ refer to the meal eaten in 

God‘s presence on Mount Sinai, as narrated in Exod 24:9–11. ―The food and drink are pneumatika& 
(‗spiritual‘) because they are a covenant meal in the divine presence‖ (40). She bases this interpretation in 

part on Exod 24:11 (LXX). According to the Masoretic text of that verse, ―[God] did not lay his hand on the 

chief men of the people of Israel.‖ The Septuagint, however, reads: ―And not one (ou0de\ ei[j) of those 

summoned of Israel deserted‖ (emphasis added). Aitken sees this difference as ―significant in light of the 

emphasis in 1 Corinthians 10. 1 Cor 10:1–4 stresses the experience of all the ancestors, whereas 1 Cor 

10:6–11 draws out their subsequent desertion and quarreling‖ (40, n. 36). Pace Aitken, I would argue that 
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The importance for Paul of a covenantal notion of loyalty comes into sharper 

focus with two allusions to the Song of Moses (Deut 32:17, 21) in 1 Cor 10:20 and 22. I 

already briefly mentioned 1 Cor 10:20 above—―[W]hat they sacrifice (qu/ousin), [they 

sacrifice] to demons, not to God (daimoni/oij kai\ ou0 qew~|), and I do not want you to 

become participants with demons.‖ Here Paul borrows a phrase from Deut 32:17, itself 

an indictment of an unfaithful and idolatrous Israel. 

They sacrificed (e1qusan) to demons, not to God (daimoni/oij kai\ ou0 qew~|), 
to gods whom they had not known; 

new ones came recently, 

which their ancestors had not known. 

If one engages in both idol worship and the Lord‘s Supper, one risks incurring retribution 

from the Lord. Paul makes this clear by asking rhetorically at the conclusion of this 

section: ―Or are we provoking the Lord to jealous anger (h@ parazhlou=men to_n ku/rion)? 

Are we stronger than he?‖ (1 Cor 10:22). The first query echoes Deut 32:21, in which 

YHWH declares: ―They provoked me to jealousy (parezh/lwsa&n) with what is not God; 

they provoked me to anger with their idols (ei0dw&loij).‖ The notion of divine jealousy is 

prominent in other covenantal texts that prohibit idolatry (Exod 20:1–6; 34:14; Deut 

4:24).
25

 As in ancient Near Eastern suzerainty treaties, central elements of which were 

exclusive loyalty and obedience to one lord, so in the covenantal relationship between 

                                                                                                                                                                             

the text of the Septuagint—like the Masoretic text—is not referring to all the Israelites, but only to the 

seventy elders (―those summoned,‖ a select group). Thus the reference to ―all‖ in 1 Cor 10:3–4 suggests 

that the ―eating‖ and ―drinking‖ more likely refer to the miraculous gifts of manna and water which were 

available to the entire band of Israelites. Like Aitken, I also argue that the concept of ―covenant‖ is very 

important to Paul‘s discourse in 1 Corinthians 10, but I do not discern an implied contrast between Exodus 

24 and 32 before vv. 16–21. 

  
25

 Note, in particular, Exod 34:14–15, which—due its reference to the eating of illicit sacrifices (v. 15)—

also might have been echoing in Paul‘s mind together with Deut 32:21. ―
14

For you must not worship any 

other god, because the Lord God, whose name is Impassioned (zhlwto_n), is an impassioned (zhlwth/j) 

God. 
15

You must not make a covenant with those who dwell with foreigners in the land, for they will lust 

(e0kporneu/swsin) after their gods and sacrifice to their gods and invite you, and you will eat of their 

sacrifices (kai\ fa&gh|j tw~n quma&twn au0tw~n).‖ 
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Israel and YHWH—the divine sovereign brooks no rivals, even gods of wood and stone.
26

 

It is important to note that in 1 Cor 10:22, Paul applies the language of covenantal 

jealousy in Deut 32:21—language predicated of YHWH, the God of Israel—to Jesus, ―the 

Lord.‖
27

 For Paul, Jesus the Anointed One is the suzerain to whom the fledgling church‘s 

allegiance and obeisance are due.
28

 For the Corinthian church to fall away from exclusive 

devotion to its one lord would be like Israel‘s violating its covenant with YHWH, 

including (most especially) the worship of the molten calf at Mount Sinai.
29

 This raises 

the question: In Paul‘s attempt to dissuade Corinthian Christians from committing 

idolatry, does his insistence on devotion to Jesus as ―the Lord‖ threaten to run afoul of 

the first commandment (Exod 20:3)—―You shall have no other gods besides me‖ (ou0k 

e1sontai/ soi qeoi\ e3teroi plh\n e0mou=)? In order to answer this question, we need to 

consider the beginning of Paul‘s discussion of idol meat. 

                                                           
26

 See Jon D. Levenson, Sinai & Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible (New York: HarperCollins, 1987) 

65–67. 

 
27

 The wider context of 10:22 lends support to this understanding of to_n ku/rion. For example, in the 

preceding verse, Paul refers to ―the cup of the Lord‖ and ―the table of the Lord,‖ constitutive elements of 

the Lord‘s Supper, with ―the Lord‖ being Jesus the Messiah (11:23, 26, 27). Cf. texts such as 1:2; 8:6 (―one 

Lord, Jesus Christ‖); 12:3 (―Jesus is Lord‖). See Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel: God 

Crucified and Other Studies on the New Testament‘s Christology of Divine Identity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Eerdmans, 2008) 99–100. ―The implication for Jewish monotheism and Christology is remarkable: the 

exclusive devotion that YHWH‘s jealousy requires of his people is required of Christians by Jesus Christ. 

Effectively he assumes the unique identity of YHWH‖ (100). I agree with Bauckham that Paul applies the 

covenantal language of ―jealousy‖ to Jesus Christ, but I do not think—for reasons to be discussed below—

that Jesus ―assumes the unique identity of YHWH‖ in Paul‘s theology. See also Larry W. Hurtado, Lord 

Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003) 112, 146. 

 
28

 Cf. Phil 2:9–11, esp. v. 11 (―
9
Because of this, God greatly exalted him and bestowed on him the name 

that is above every name, 
10

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, of those in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, 
11

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 

Father‖). See also Rom 10:9–13, esp. v. 9 (―If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe 

in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved‖). 

 
29

 See, for example, 1 Cor 16:22 (―If anyone does not love [filei=] the Lord, let him be accursed 

[a)na&qema]‖).        
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The entire discussion of idol meat in 1 Corinthians begins with Paul‘s affirmation 

of two fundamental tenets of the community‘s theological worldview, including the 

lordship of Jesus, over against the polytheism of Greco-Roman Corinth. 

5
Indeed, even though there are so-called gods in heaven and on earth (there are, to 

be sure, many ―gods‖ and many ―lords‖), 
6
yet for us (h9mi=n) there is 

 

one God (ei[j qeo_j), the Father, 

                 from whom all things are and for 

                          whom we exist, 

 and one Lord (ei[j ku/rioj), Jesus Christ, 

      through whom all things are and 

               through whom we exist. (1 Cor 8:5–6) 

 

The diction of verse 6 echoes that of Deut 6:4, the beginning of the Shema‗—ku/rioj o( 

qeo_j h(mw~n ku/rioj ei[j e0stin (―The Lord our God, the Lord is one‖).
30

 In the latter, the 

terms qeo/j and ku/rioj clearly refer to the same divine figure—the God of Israel. But in 1 

Cor 8:6, each of those terms refers seemingly to a different figure—―the Father‖ and 

―Jesus Christ,‖ respectively. Keeping in mind that ku/rioj is the rendering of YHWH in 

Deut 6:4 (LXX), some scholars have argued that the Pauline text thus rather provocatively 

identifies Jesus with YHWH. Both ―the Father‖ and ―Jesus Christ‖ together constitute, in 

binitarian fashion, the one God.
31

 

                                                           
30

 For discussions of the Shema‗ as an expression of covenantal theology in both Israel‘s scriptures and 

rabbinic traditions, see Levenson, Sinai & Zion, 80–86; Reuven Kimelman, ―The Rabbinic Theology of the 

Physical: Blessings, Body and Soul, Resurrection, and Covenant and Election,‖ in The Cambridge History 

of Judaism (vol. IV: The Late Roman-Rabbinic Period; ed. Steven T. Katz; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 

2006) 965–75. 

  
31

 See, for example, N. T. Wright, ―Monotheism, Christology and Ethics: 1 Corinthians 8,‖ in The Climax 

of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) 120–36. According 

to Joel Marcus, the theology of 1 Cor 8:6 is similar to that of the (later) Gospel of John, ―where Jesus 

reinterprets the Shema as being compatible with the coinherence of the Father and the Son, so that the two 

are ‗one‘ (John 10:30; 17:11, 22–23)‖ (―Idolatry in the New Testament,‖ 127). Cf. Daniel Boyarin, Border 

Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), who 

argues for the Jewish roots of such a binitarian theology. See especially Part II, ―The Crucifixion of the 

Logos: How Logos Theology Became Christian‖ (pp. 89–147).     
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But such an interpretation of 1 Cor 8:6 is difficult to reconcile with three other 

passages in the letter that express, not an identification of God with Jesus, but rather the 

subordination of the latter to the former. Note the following, with emphases added: 

 Pa&nta u9mw~n, u9mei=j de\ Xristou=, Xristo\j de\ qeou=. 
 22

All belong to you, 
23

and you to Christ, and Christ to God. (3:22–23) 

 
Qe/lw de\ u9ma~j ei0de/nai o3ti panto\j a)ndro\j h( kefalh\ o( Xristo/j e0stin, 
kefalh\ de\ gunaiko\j o9 a)nh/r, kefalh_ de\ tou= Xristou= o( qeo/j. 
But I want you to know that Christ is the head of every man, and a husband the 

head of his wife, and God the head of Christ. (11:3) 

 

The third text is taken from Paul‘s discussion of the resurrection of the dead. Once again 

Paul clearly distinguishes Christ from ―his God and Father‖ (15:24). As the Son and 

Anointed One who has been raised from the dead and exalted, Jesus rules ―the kingdom‖ 

in the Deity‘s stead until ―the end.‖ At that time he will hand it over to the Father and 

then will be subjected to him, ―so that God may be all in all‖ (v. 28). According to this 

schema, the temporary reign of the triumphant second Adam does not impugn the 

ultimate sovereignty of his Father, the one true God.  

22
For just as in Adam all die, so too in Christ shall all be brought to life, 

23
but each 

one in proper order: Christ the first-fruits; then, at his coming, those who belong 

to Christ [cf. 3:23]; 
24

then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to his 

God and Father, when he has destroyed every sovereignty and every authority and 

power. 
25

For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet [Ps 

110:1]. 
26

The last enemy to be destroyed is death, 
27

for ―he subjected everything 

under his feet‖ [Ps 8:7]. But when it says that everything has been subjected, it is 

clear that it excludes the one who subjected everything to him. 
28

When everything 

is subjected to him, then the Son himself will [also] be subjected to the one who 

subjected everything to him, so that God may be all in all. (15:22–28) 

 

These three passages indicate that one should interpret the affirmation of Jesus Christ as 

the church‘s ―one Lord‖ in 1 Cor 8:6 as a supplement to the Shema‗ rather than as an 

attempt to include Christ within the one Godhead. The church must adhere to both the 

Father and the Lord Jesus, with the latter subordinate—not identical—to the former.  
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  Paul employs the calf narrative as a cautionary tale (tu/poj) for the members of 

the Corinthian church, whom he urges to flee idolatry rather than to risk incurring their 

Lord‘s jealous anger. Those who participate in the Lord‘s Supper are thus prohibited 

from also worshiping idols; the two cults, and the distinctive koinwni/a they each 

engender, are deemed entirely incompatible. Paul‘s juxtaposition of those two rituals 

conjures up the Elohist‘s contrasting depictions of the covenant liturgy at Sinai and the 

worship of the calf. His reference to ―jealousy‖ and concern with cultic exclusivity 

likewise evoke the covenantal language of the Torah. And this covenantal idiom is deeply 

informed by Paul‘s own christological convictions, with ―jealous anger‖ attributed to the 

Lord Jesus, whose sacrificial death established the ―new covenant.‖ The ―Israel-like‖ 

church in Corinth repeats the sin at Sinai by defecting from its Lord, Jesus the Anointed 

One, and participating in Greco-Roman idol cults. This correlation of the Sinai apostasy 

and rejection of Christ, implicit in Paul‘s letter, is integral to the appropriation of the calf 

episode in the Acts of the Apostles, written perhaps around thirty years later (80–85 

CE).
32

                    

Acts of the Apostles, chapter 7 

The Calf Incident: Rejection of Moses, God‘s Prophet 

The primary focus of Stephen‘s retelling of the calf incident is the Israelites‘ 

rejection of God‘s prophet, Moses—prefiguring the rejection of Jesus and of his apostles 

by the descendants of that idolatrous Exodus generation. According to Stephen‘s 

narrative, Moses‘ prophetic career was marked by two rejections, one in Egypt (by a 

                                                           
32

 Regarding the date of composition of Luke-Acts, see: Mark Allan Powell, What Are They Saying about 

Acts? (New York: Paulist Press, 1991) 36–37; Luke Timothy Johnson, ―Luke-Acts, Book of,‖ in The 

Anchor Bible Dictionary (ed. David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1992) 4:404–5; Joseph A. 

Fitzmyer, S.J., The Acts of the Apostles: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Anchor 

Bible 31; New York: Doubleday, 1998) 51–55. 
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single Israelite) foreshadowing the other at Mount Sinai (by the entire Israelite 

community). After killing an Egyptian who was oppressing a fellow Israelite, Moses 

attempted to defuse a conflict between two of his own kinsmen, but was rebuffed. ―Then 

the one who was harming his neighbor pushed [Moses] aside (a)pw&sato au0ton), saying, 

‗Who appointed you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed 

the Egyptian yesterday?‘‖ (7:27–28; cf. Exod 2:13–14). Thereupon Moses fled and lived 

in Midian as an alien for forty years, until he encountered the burning bush near Mount 

Sinai and was sent by God back to Egypt. Stephen proceeds to describe and underline 

Moses‘ role using a series of clauses introduced by demonstrative pronouns and 

adjectives (in emphatic first position), beginning with a reminder of that initial rejection. 

35
This Moses (Tou=ton to_n Mwu+sh~n)—whom they had rejected (h0rnh/santo)

33 
with the words, ―Who appointed you ruler and judge?‖— 

this one (tou=ton) God sent as [both] ruler and deliverer, through the angel who 

appeared to him in the bush. 
36

This one (ou[toj) led them out, performing wonders and signs in the land of 

Egypt, at the Red Sea, and in the desert for forty years. 
37

This (ou[toj) is the Moses who said to the Israelites, ―God will raise up for you, 

from among your own kinsfolk, a prophet like me.‖ 
38

This (ou[toj) is the one who, in the assembly in the desert, was with the angel 

who spoke to him on Mount Sinai and with our ancestors, and he received living 

utterances to hand on to us. (Acts 7:35–38)
34

 

 

Despite all of the foregoing, from the ―wonders and signs‖ to the ―living utterances,‖ the 

ancestors refused to obey the prophet; ―instead, they pushed him aside (a)pw&santo) and 

in their hearts turned back to Egypt‖ (7:39; cf. v. 27). The much earlier rebuff by a single 

Israelite was but the foretaste and harbinger of a much graver rejection by the entire 

                                                           
33

 Cf. vv. 27–28, in which one person ―pushed [Moses] aside‖ and questioned him. But see v. 25 (emphasis 

added)—―[Moses] assumed [his] kinsfolk would understand that God was offering them deliverance 

through him, but they did not understand.‖ 

 
34

 I have departed somewhat from the NAB translation in order to highlight the repetition of demonstratives 

in the Greek. 
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community. Stephen then cites the people‘s demand to Aaron in Exod 32:1, the only 

direct quotation of the calf narrative, with the preceding series of demonstratives still 

echoing in the ears of his audience. 

Make us gods who will be our leaders. 

As for that Moses (o( ga&r Mwu+sh~j ou[toj) who led us out of the land of Egypt, 

we do not know what has happened to him (Acts 7:40). 

 

Craig Koester observes that the use of ou[toj in this verse emphasizes the sharp contrast 

between ―the panegyric on Moses‖ in vv. 35–38 and the rebelliousness of Israel at 

Sinai.
35

 Here in v. 40, as in Exod 32:1, the demonstrative carries a dismissive or even 

derisive tone. Before his first experience of rejection, ―[Moses] assumed [his] kinsfolk 

would understand that God was offering them deliverance through him, but they did not 

understand‖ (v. 25). Even after God vindicated his prophet, sending him back to be 

Israel‘s ruler and deliverer, the people rejected him once again, and in doing so rejected 

the One who sent him. 

 Commentators tend to understand the last clause of v. 39—―and in their hearts 

they turned back (e0stra&fhsan) to Egypt‖—as indebted to LXX Num 14:3–4.
36

 After 

hearing the report of the spies regarding the land of Canaan, the Israelites said to one 

another, ―Let us appoint a leader and return (a)postre/ywmen) to Egypt‖ (14:4). An even 

                                                           
35

 Craig R. Koester, The Dwelling of God: The Tabernacle in the Old Testament, Intertestamental Jewish 

Literature, and the New Testament (CBQMS 22; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic Biblical Association of 

America, 1989) 83.  For a helpful discussion of Exod 32:1 and 23 in the Masoretic text, see J. Joosten, ―The 

Syntax of zeh Mošeh (Ex 32,1.23),‖ Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 103 (1991) 412–15. 

 
36

 See, for example, Pier Cesare Bori, The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-Jewish Controversy 

(trans. David Ward; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990) 94; Hans Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles (trans. 

James Limburg, A. Thomas Kraabel, and Donald H. Juel; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987) 54; 

James D. G. Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles (Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1996) 95; 

Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary (trans. Bernard Noble and Gerald Shinn; revised 

and updated by R. McL. Wilson; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971) 283; and Luke Timothy Johnson, The 

Acts of the Apostles (Sacra Pagina 5; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1992) 130. See also the 

cross reference listed for Acts 7:39 (i.e., Num 14:3) in The Greek New Testament (ed. Barbara Aland, et al.; 

fourth revised edition; Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1993) 433. 



67 

 

more likely influence, however, is Neh 9:17–18 (LXX 2 Esdras 19:17–18), which 

resonates with Stephen‘s speech in more ways than one.
37

 

17kai\ a)ne/neusan tou= ei0sakou=sai kai\ ou0k e0mnh/sqhsan tw~n qaumasi/wn sou, 
w{n e0poi/hsaj met‘ au0tw~n, kai\ e0sklh/runan to\n tra&xhlon au0tw~n kai\ e1dwkan 
a)rxh\n e0pistre/yai ei0j doulei/an au0tw~n e0n Ai0gu/ptw|…. 18e1ti de\ kai\ e0poi/hsan 
e9autoi=j mo/sxon xwneuto\n kai\ ei1pan Ou[toi oi9 qeoi\ oi9 e0cagago/ntej h9ma~j e0c 
Ai0gu/ptou. 
 
17

They refused to obey and were unmindful of your wonders that you did among 

them, and they stiffened their neck(s) and appointed a leader to return to their 

slavery in Egypt…. 
18

And yet they made for themselves a molten calf and said, 

―These are the gods that brought us out of Egypt‖ (2 Esdras 19:17, 18). 

 

Both 2 Esdras 19:17 and Acts 7:39 open with reference to the ancestors‘ brazen refusal to 

obey, whether commandments in the former (cf. 2 Esdras 19:16) or Moses in the latter 

(cf. Acts 7:37). 

16kai\ au0toi\ kai\ oi9 pate/rej h9mw~n… ou0k h1kousan tw~n e0ntolw~n sou 17kai\ 
a)ne/neusan tou= ei0sakou=sai (2 Esdras 19:16, 17) 

 
37ou[to/j e0stin o9 Mwu+sh=j… 39w|{ ou0k h0qe/lhsan u9ph/kooi gene/sqai oi9 pate/rej 
h9mw~n (Acts 7:37, 39) 

  

And the people appointing a (new) leader (a)rxh_n) in order to return to their Egyptian 

servitude (2 Esdras 19:17) echoes in Stephen‘s account of the ancestors rejecting Moses, 

the ruler (a!rxonta) sent by God (Acts 7:35), and turning in their hearts toward Egypt 

(7:39). Other correspondences are the references to stiffened necks (cf. 2 Esdras 19:17 

and Acts 7:51) and to the marvels performed in Israel‘s midst that are too soon forgotten 

                                                           
37

 See H. Alan Brehm, ―Vindicating the Rejected One: Stephen‘s Speech as a Critique of the Jewish 

Leaders,‖ in Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel: Investigations and Proposals (ed. 

Craig A. Evans and James A. Sanders; JSNTSup 148; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999) 275–76. 

Brehm argues that ―[t]he closest parallel with Stephen‘s summary of Israelite history is found in the prayer 

of confession and repentance recorded in Neh. 9.6–37‖ (275). 
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(cf. 2 Esdras 19:17 and Acts 7:36).
38

 Most importantly, in both 2 Esdras 19:17–18 and 

Acts 7:39–40, mention of a turning toward Egypt occurs before reference to the calf 

episode—unlike the order of events in the Pentateuch.
39

 And, at least for the author of 

Acts 7, the latter becomes the very expression of the former; the people reverse course by 

commanding Aaron to make gods for them.
40

 The people‘s description of those gods in v. 

40 (quoting Exod 32:1)—―gods that will go before us‖ (qeou\j oi4 proporeu/sontai 

h(mw~n)—also evokes the references to the Israelites‘ desire for a leader (a)rxh_n) in 

Numbers 14 and 2 Esdras 19. Interestingly, this first-century interpretation of the peculiar 

juxtaposition of events in 2 Esdras 19:17–18 is not unlike that found in the tannaitic 

midrash collection, Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Vayassa‗ 1. 

R. Eliezer says: By the word of the Almighty [the Israelites] marched, for thus we 

find in several places that they marched only by the word of the Almighty. What 

is the significance then of saying: ―And Moses caused Israel to set out‖ (Exod 

15:22)? It is but to teach that Moses forced them with a rod to set out against their 

will. For, when they looked on the corpses of the men who used to oppress them 

with rigor and hard labor—all of them corpses lying dead on the seashore, they 

said: ―It seems to us that no one has been left in Egypt. ‗Let us appoint a leader 

(#)r hntn) and return to Egypt‘ (Num 14:4); (and) let us make for ourselves an 

idol (hrz hdwb() to go down ahead of us (wn#)rb), and we will return to Egypt.‖ 

One might think that they [merely] said so, but did not act. [But] behold it says: 

―Refusing to obey, unmindful of Your wonders that You did for them, they 

stiffened their necks, and appointed a leader (#)r wntyw) to return to their 

slavery… And indeed they made themselves a molten calf‖ (Neh 9:17, 18).
41

 

                                                           
38

 Glaringly absent from the several echoes of 2 Esdras 19:17–18 in Acts 7 is the conclusion of 2 Esdras 

19:17, in which God is described as so ―merciful and compassionate, longsuffering and abounding in 

mercy,‖ that he does not abandon his people despite their rebelliousness. 

 
39

 Brehm enumerates several parallels between Nehemiah 9 and Acts 7 (―Vindicating the Rejected One,‖ 

276), but he does not discuss this particular resonance. 

 
40

 In his A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), 

C. K. Barrett points out: ―Here [at the beginning of Acts 7:40] the aorist participle [ei0po/ntej] expresses 

coincident action. The desire to return to Egypt and the proposal to Aaron belong together‖ (1:367). 

 
41

 I have translated the text found in Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael (ed. and trans. Jacob Z. Lauterbach; 

Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1949) 86–87, consulting both Lauterbach‘s 

translation and that of Daniel Boyarin in his Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington, Ind.: 
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Especially relevant to our present discussion are the quotation of Num 14:4 and the words 

that immediately follow it, the conclusion of the Israelites‘ imagined speech after 

crossing the Red Sea—―Let us make for ourselves an idol to go down ahead of us, and 

we will return to Egypt.‖ It seems that the latter is an interpretive paraphrase of the 

biblical citation, with the ―head‖ (#)r) of Num 14:4 understood as an idol that will go 

down at the ―head‖ of the Israelites (wn#)rb).
42

 

(Num 14:4) hmyrcm hbw#nw #)r hntn 
 

(the interpretive paraphrase)     Myrcml rwzxnw wn#)rb drtw hrz hdwb( wnl h#(nw 
 

The realization of the Israelites‘ plan then follows, in the words of Neh 9:17, 18. As we 

discussed above, the appointing of a leader almost immediately precedes the making of 

the calf-idol in that biblical text. And, like the author of Acts 7, the rabbinic homilist 

seems to consider the calf incident (Neh 9:18) as an explanation of the people‘s 

designating a new head in order to return to Egypt (9:17). 

My examination of the last clause of Acts 7:39 has focused thus far only on the 

words ―they turned… to Egypt‖ (e0stra&fhsan… ei0j Ai1gupton) and the ways in which 

they echo not only Num 14:3–4, but also—and most especially—Neh 9:17–18. Still to be 

considered is the prepositional phrase, ―in their hearts‖ (e0n tai=j kardi/aij au0tw~n), 

which is not found among the echoes of scripture in Stephen‘s speech discussed above.
43

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Indiana UP, 1990) 45. Studying this midrash and Boyarin‘s thought-provoking analysis of it inspired me to 

read Acts 7:39–41 with new eyes. 

 
42

 Cf. Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash, 45–46. He considers the quotation of Num 14:4 

and the following statement as two distinct proposals by the rebellious Israelites. ―[N]ot only did the people 

wish to appoint a new chief to preside over the return, but they also wished a new god‖ (46). 

 
43

 Stephen‘s diction, here and elsewhere, resonates with Jeremiah‘s temple sermon: ―They neither listened 

to me nor lent their ear(s); but rather they went along in the devices of their evil heart (e0n toi=j 
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It is a phrase that suggests the ancestors were not attempting to return physically to 

Egypt, but were casting their minds back to that place while commanding Aaron to make 

gods for them. The desire for man-made gods becomes the expression of an Egyptian 

state of mind, of what Stephen later will criticize as an ―uncircumcised heart‖ (Acts 

7:51).
44

 The last clause of v. 39 (beginning with e0stra&fhsan), followed immediately by 

the quotation of Exod 32:1 (v. 40), then could allude to an understanding of the calf-idol 

itself as Egyptian in provenance, as evidenced in the writings of Philo,
45

 and/or to 

isolated biblical memories of Israel committing idolatry while still in Egypt.
46

 For 

example, in the Deuteronomistic History, Joshua exhorts the tribes of Israel at Shechem: 

―Now, therefore, revere the LORD, and serve Him with undivided loyalty; put away the 

foreign gods that your forefathers served beyond the Euphrates and in Egypt, and serve 

the LORD‖ (Josh 24:14). The prophet Ezekiel levels an even more stinging indictment of 

                                                                                                                                                                             

e0nqumh/masin th~j kardi/aj au)tw~n th=j kakh=j). They have gone backward (ei0j ta_ o!pisqen), not forward, 

from the day your fathers left the land of Egypt until today‖ (LXX Jer 7:24–25; emphases added). 

 
44

 Cf. the use of that expression in Lev 26:41 and Jer 9:25. In the words of Ernst Haenchen: ―Of course, the 

present verse [Acts 7:39] ‗spiritualizes‘ this return: ‗they became once more Egyptian in their hearts‘, i.e. 

fell into the idolatry which prevailed in Egypt‖ (The Acts of the Apostles, 283). Haenchen does not discuss 

the possibility of biblical precedents for such an understanding of the Israelites (re)turn to Egyptian 

idolatry. Cf. Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles, 54. ―Num 14:3 is translated into psychological terms—an 

inward turning to the gods (cf. Ezek 20:8, 13).‖ 

 
45

 See De Vita Mosis II:161–62 in Philo (Loeb Classical Library 289; trans. F. H. Colson; Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard UP, 1935) 6:526–29. Philo writes that ―the men of unstable nature‖ in Israel ―became 

zealous devotees of Egyptian fables,‖ fashioning ―a golden bull, in imitation of the animal held most sacred 

in that country.‖ 

  
46

 See Josh 24:14; Ezek 20:7–8; 23:3, 8 (cf. Deut 29:15–16). There are also rabbinic traditions that preserve 

those canonical memories of Israel‘s idolatry while in Egypt. For example, in the Mekhilta de-Rabbi 

Ishmael, Vayassa‗ 1, the following midrash on Exod 15:22 (―And Moses caused Israel to set out‖) follows 

the passage we discussed above. ―R. Judah the son of Il‗ai says: An idol (hrz hdwb() crossed the sea with 

(M() Israel, and Moses removed it (h(yshw) at that time, as it is said, ‗And Moses removed [what was] 

with (t)) Israel from the Red Sea‘ (Exod 15:22). [This text] speaks about what was with them (Mm() in 

the Red Sea. And what was it? It was an idol. Thus it is said, ‗And Moses removed [what was] with Israel‘ 

(Exod 15:22).‖ This is my own translation of the text in Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael (ed. Lauterbach) 87; and 

I have rendered Exod 15:22 according to R. Judah‘s midrashic construal of it, with the particle t) 

understood as the preposition ―with‖ (like M(, also used in the midrash) rather than as the definite direct 

object marker. 
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the ancestors in his idiosyncratic presentation of Israel‘s early history, in which the 

people rebelled against the LORD‘s command by committing idolatry while still in Egypt. 

And I said to them [the sons of Jacob in Egypt], ―Let each one cast away the 

detestable things of his eyes (ta_ bdelu/gmata tw~n o0fqalmw~n au0tou=), and do 

not become defiled with the practices of Egypt (toi=j e0pithdeu/masin Ai0gu/ptou); 

I am the LORD your God.‖ But they rebelled against Me and refused to listen to 

Me; they did not cast away the detestable things of their eyes, nor did they forsake 

the practices of Egypt (Ezek 20:7–8). 

 

Admittedly, Stephen does not explicitly mention such pre-exodus rebelliousness in his 

own recounting of Israel‘s sojourn in Egypt (Acts 7:17–34). Again, it is the contiguity of 

his references to the Israelites‘ hearts turning to Egypt (v. 39) and to their demand for 

gods (v. 40) that lends itself to the possibility that texts such as those referenced above 

exerted some influence on the author of Acts 7. 

 The verse that follows the people‘s rejection of Moses (Acts 7:41), a paraphrase 

of Exod 32:4 and 6, highlights the illicitness and folly of Israel‘s rebellion. The calf 

which the people made and to which they offered a sacrifice is called an ―idol‖ (kai\ 

a)nh&gagon qusi/an tw~| ei0dw&lw|).47
 First and foremost, this calls to mind the second 

commandment of the Decalogue: ―You shall not make for yourself an idol (ou0 poih&seij 

seautw~| ei1dwlon) or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, 

or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them‖ (Exod 

                                                           
47

 See Robert Hayward, ―Observations on Idols in Septuagint Pentateuch,‖ in Idolatry: False Worship in 

the Bible, Early Judaism and Christianity (ed. Stephen C. Barton; London: T&T Clark, 2007) 40–57, esp. 

55–56. Hayward points out that the Septuagint Pentateuch does not use the word ei1dwlon with respect to 

the golden calf. He writes: ―It will be noted that the word is not used to speak of the matter of the Golden 

Calf, which might seem prima facie to constitute the parade example of an ‗idol‘ to which cult is offered. 

Yet LXX associate nothing remotely resembling this word with the calf. On the contrary: as Alain le 

Boulluec and Pierre Sandevoir have shown [in La Bible d‘Alexandrie 2. L‘Exode], the translators have not 

only avoided any references to ‗idols‘ here, but have made efforts to exonerate Aaron, and possibly the 

people as well‖ (55). In response to Hayward, it is important to note that even the Masoretic text itself does 

not contain any of the usual Hebrew terms for ―idol,‖ although in both the MT and LXX the calf is described 

using words associated elsewhere in Exodus with illicit cultic objects. Cf. Exod 32:4 (mo/sxon xwneuto_n) 

and 34:17 (qeou_j xwneutou_j); 32:31 (qeou_j xrusou~j) and 20:20 (qeou_j xrusou~j).   
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20:4–5 LXX).
48

 Such idolatry, in flagrant violation of the ―living utterances‖ received by 

Moses, is further condemned as a sinful parody of licit Israelite festivals—―They rejoiced 

(eu0frai/nonto) in the works of their hands (toi=j e1rgoij tw~n xeirw~n au0tw~n).‖ Luke 

Timothy Johnson makes the intriguing comment that the use of eu0frai/nw (―to rejoice‖) 

in this half-verse is ―particularly cutting‖ since it is ―the term used consistently by the 

LXX for the rejoicing that the people were to do at the feasts of Y[HWH].‖
49

 The astuteness 

of this observation is only heightened if we keep in mind Aaron‘s announcement to the 

people in Exod 32:5—―Tomorrow is a festival (e9orth_) of the LORD!‖ As further support, 

see in particular the following text from Deuteronomy regarding the Festival of Sukkoth 

(Deut 16:15): 

You shall hold a festival (e9orta&seij) for the LORD your God seven days, in the 

place that the LORD your God will choose for himself. The LORD your God will 

bless you in all your produce and in every work of your hands (e0n panti\ e1rgw| 
tw~n xeirw~n sou); and you shall rejoice (e1sh| eu0fraino/menoj). 

 

Stephen depicts the Israelites‘ worship of the calf-idol—a rejoicing in the works of their 

own hands—as a perversion of such festival observance.
50

 The expression ―works of their 

hands‖ in Acts 7:40, in stark contrast to its use in Deut 16:15, bears the decidedly 

                                                           
48

 The term ei1dwlon in Exod 20:4 is a rendering of the Hebrew word lsep@e0. 
 
49

 Johnson, The Acts of the Apostles, 131. In support of his interpretation, Johnson cites the following texts: 

Lev 23:40; Deut 12:7, 12, 18. In addition to those verses, one also should see Deut 16:11, 14, 15. 

 
50

 Cf. Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple-Service in Ancient Israel: An Inquiry into the Character of 

Cult Phenomena and the Historical Setting of the Priestly School (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978) 300–303. 

―Aaron‘s proclamation: ‗Tomorrow shall be a ḥag to Y[HWH]‘ (Exod. 32:5) is nothing more than the 

retrospective application of a concept borrowed from life in biblical Israel. Nor should there be any doubt 

that several details in the narrative of the golden calf are calculated to bring to mind features of a pilgrim-

feast as performed in a temple court: the sacrificing of burnt- and peace-offerings, accompanied by eating, 

drinking, and public gaiety (ibid., v. 6), the clamour of the people, heard from afar as ‗the sound of singing‘ 

(ibid., vv. 17–18), and the frenzied dances around the image (ibid., v. 19)‖ (303).  
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negative connotations of biblical idol polemic.
51

 Rather than worshiping the creator of all 

things (Acts 7:49–50), the people offer a sacrifice to and rejoice in their own creation. 

The Calf Apostasy and Exile     

 Stephen‘s depiction of the deity‘s response to the Sinai apostasy does not adhere 

closely to the biblical accounts. Although the figure of Moses is central to this speech, his 

successful appeals for divine mercy on behalf of Israel go unmentioned. The focus, 

rather, is on divine judgment and the inveterate infidelity of the people. The people 

turned (e0stra&fhsan) to Egypt in their hearts by making the calf-idol (7:39–41); in 

response, ―God turned (e1streyen) and gave them up to worship the host of heaven‖ 

(7:42).
52

 Stephen cites a text from the Book of the Prophet Amos (5:25–27) as the basis 

for his version of events. 

 
42 

As it is written in the book of the prophets: 

  ‗Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings  

       for forty years in the desert, O house of Israel? 

 
43 

No, you took up the tent of Moloch 

       and the star of [your] god Rephan, 

       the images that you made to worship. 

  So I shall take you into exile beyond Babylon.‘ (Acts 7:42–43)
53

  

                                                           
51

 Note the use of this expression in texts such as Deut 4:28; 2 Kgs 19:18; Isa 2:8; Jer 1:16; Hos 14:4; 

Micah 5:12; Ps 115:4; 135:15. See also Saul M. Olyan, ―The Ascription of Physical Disability as a 

Stigmatizing Strategy in Biblical Iconic Polemics,‖ Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 9 (2009) 1–15, esp. 5–6, 

for a brief discussion of the emphasis on ―the material and/or manufactured nature of ‗idols‘‖ in biblical 

polemics against them. In and of itself, human handiwork is not sinful; but when such work becomes an 

object of worship, in place of the Creator, it is severely maligned. 

 
52

 Earl Richard also notes the use of stre/fw in these verses in his ―The Creative Use of Amos by the 

Author of Acts,‖ Novum Testamentum 24 (1982) 49. 

 
53

 The italicized words are the major divergences from the text of Amos in the Septuagint, with ―to worship 

[them]‖ (proskunei=n au0toi=j) being an addition and ―Babylon‖ (Babulw~noj) replacing ―Damascus‖ 

(Damaskou=). Any discrepancies aside, the Septuagint version is more conducive to Stephen‘s purposes 

than the Hebrew (at least of the Masoretic text). According to the latter, Amos 5:25 is a rhetorical question 

which implies that the wilderness sojourn was sacrifice-free, an ideal opposed to present religious practice 

(cf. vv. 21–24). Then verse 26 begins with the we-qatal (the ―converted perfect‖) form of the verb )#&n, 
translated into English as ―you shall carry.‖ I.e., the verse introduces an oracle of judgment: ―

26
And you 

shall carry off your ‗king‘— / Sikkuth and Kiyyun, / The images you have made for yourselves / Of your 

astral deity— / 
27

As I drive you into exile beyond Damascus‖ (5:26–27). The Septuagint, on the other hand, 

renders the opening verb of v. 26 as an aorist (a)nela&bete), not a future (―You carried the tent of 
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The final word of the quotation is a significant deviation from the Septuagint. Instead of 

God proclaiming, ―I will remove you beyond Damascus‖ (Amos 5:27 LXX), he will 

displace Israel ―beyond Babylon.‖ The sin with the calf thus ultimately led to the exile, 

evoked by mention of ―Babylon,‖ a complete reversal of the narrative of Israel‘s history. 

God ―made [Abraham] migrate (metw&|kisen) to this land where you now dwell‖ (Acts 

7:4). But as punishment for the people‘s idolatry, beginning with worship of the calf and 

continuing with service of the heavenly host, he declared, ―I will remove (metoikiw~) you 

beyond Babylon‖ (7:43).
54

 Israel was in effect consigned to the fate of the (idolatrous) 

nations that God had driven out of the land promised to Abraham (7:45). 

This association of ancestral infidelity in the wilderness with the exile and 

dispersion of a later generation was by no means unprecedented. Two biblical texts in 

particular, Ps 106:26–27 and Ezek 20:23–24, make such a connection. According to the 

psalmist, God responded to the people‘s rejection of the promised land by swearing ―to 

make them fall in the wilderness, to disperse
55

 their offspring among the nations and 

scatter them through the lands‖ (Ps 106:26–27). The exodus generation would perish in 

the wilderness; their descendents who came to inhabit the land would suffer the 

punishment of exile.
56

 The prophet Ezekiel includes nearly the same divine oath in 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Moloch…‖), transforming the verse into a response to the preceding question (―Did you offer to me slain 

victims and sacrifices forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel?‖). Instead of offering the God of 

Israel ―slain victims and sacrifices‖ in the wilderness, the people worshipped alien deities. 

    
54

 Richard also observes this correspondence in terminology (―The Creative Use of Amos,‖ 42). Note the 

earlier references to Abraham in ―Mesopotamia‖ (7:2) and ―the land of the Chaldeans‖ (7:4). 

 
55

 The NJPS translation replaces lyphlw (MT) with Cyphlw (cf. Ezek 20:23). 

  
56

 Cf. these verses in Psalm 106 and the Pentateuchal narrative of the spies, an episode to which our psalm 

text likely alludes (cf. Num 14:22–24, 29–35; esp. 31–33). In Numbers 14, God vows that the exodus 

generation will perish in the wilderness, but that their children shall enter the land. The younger generation 

will not go unscathed, however. ―Your children who, you said, would be carried off—these I will allow to 
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another retelling of Israel‘s history. God relates that, rather than pouring out his fury upon 

the disobedient second generation in the desert, ―I swore to them in the wilderness that I 

would scatter (Cyphl) them among the nations and disperse (twrzlw) them through the 

lands, because they did not obey My rules, but rejected My laws, profaned My sabbaths, 

and looked with longing to the fetishes of their fathers‖ (20:23–24).
57

 Both texts thus 

explicitly contain the notion of a punishment deferred, the exile and dispersion being 

divine retribution for sins of the ancestors before they had even entered the land. 

According to some interpreters, pre-modern as well as modern, the calf narrative 

itself contains the cryptic promise of a delayed punishment in Exod 32:34b. After Moses 

ascended Mount Sinai again and implored God either to forgive the people‘s ―great sin‖ 

of idolatry or else to erase him from the deity‘s book (vv. 31–32), the LORD responded: 

―
33

He who has sinned against Me, him only will I erase from My record. 
34a

Go now, lead 

the people where I told you. See, My angel shall go before you. 
b
But when I make an 

accounting (ydqp Mwybw), I will bring them to account (ytdqpw) for their sins‖ (vv. 33–

34). The following verse tersely reports that the LORD struck the people with a plague (v. 

35). On the one hand, God‘s ominous promise to ―visit‖ (dqp) the people (v. 34b) could 

be understood as having been fulfilled not long after being uttered, via the plague 

                                                                                                                                                                             

enter; they shall know the land that you have rejected. But your carcasses shall drop in this wilderness, 

while your children roam the wilderness for forty years, suffering for your faithlessness (Mkytwnz-t) 
w)#&nw), until the last of your carcasses is down in the wilderness‖ (14:31–33, emphasis added). For a brief 

discussion of this passage, see Jacob Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers (Philadelphia: The 

Jewish Publication Society, 1990) 395. 

 
57

 According to Moshe Greenberg, ―By placing this oath after the apostasy of the wilderness generation, 

Ezekiel depicts it as punishment for the threefold rebellion he has described in vss. 8, 13, and 21. Since the 

people proved to be confirmed rebels, God sealed their fate even before they entered the promised land; it 

was only a question of time till that fate was realized‖ (Ezekiel 1–20 [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & 

Company, Inc., 1983] 368).  
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recorded in the very next verse.
58

 Alternatively, some have interpreted v. 34b as the 

announcement of a punishment deferred, likely beyond the generation of the Exodus.
59

 

Although God promises to ―visit‖ the people, he does not designate the precise day 

(Mwyb) on which he will do so. And the preceding half-verse, in which God commands 

Moses to ―lead the people where I told you‖ (i.e., to the land of Canaan), might suggest 

that the promised visitation will occur only after the Israelites have entered the land. 

Umberto Cassuto, in his commentary on Exodus, concludes: ―The general punishment for 

[the people‘s] collective sin will be postponed to some future time, and will take 

whatever form it has to take.‖
60

 Michael Fishbane has proposed that Ezek 20:23 (cited 

above) is an ancient exemplar of just such an interpretation of Exod 32:34b. Fishbane 

considers the latter half-verse ―a precise textual comment announcing YHWH‘s decision 

to defer punishment for the apostasy of the calf—one that could have inspired or 

supported Ezekiel‘s announcement that the exile was in fact the divine punishment for 

                                                           
58

 See, for example, Christine E. Hayes, ―Golden Calf Stories: The Relationship of Exodus 32 and 

Deuteronomy 9–10,‖ in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James L. Kugel (ed. Hindy 

Najman and Judith H. Newman; Leiden: Brill, 2004) 61, 67. ―God promises to settle accounts at some 

future date (v. 34)…. [T]he immediate narrative fulfillment of this promise is spelled out in the very next 

verse—God sent a plague to punish the people (v. 35)‖ (61). ―[T]he unspecified punishment mentioned in 

v. 34 (‗I will bring them to account for their sins‘) is in all likelihood identified with, rather than distinct 

from, the plague mentioned in v. 35‖ (67). See also R. W. L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God: Story and 

Theology in Exodus 32–34 (JSOTSS 22; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983) 57–59. 

 
59

 See, for example, Yochanan Muffs, ―Who Will Stand in the Breach?: A Study of Prophetic Intercession,‖ 

in Love & Joy: Law, Language and Religion in Ancient Israel (New York: The Jewish Theological 

Seminary of America, 1992) 16–24. Muffs reads Exod 32:34b in light of 34:7, which also contains the root 

dqp (―[The LORD! The LORD! A God] extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, 

transgression, and sin; yet He does not remit all punishment, but visits [dq'po@] the iniquity of parents upon 

children and children‘s children, upon the third and fourth generations‖). Cf. also 20:5. 

 
60

 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (trans. Israel Abrahams; Jerusalem: The 

Magnes Press, 1967) 424. Some have read v. 34b as a veiled reference to the fall of the Northern Kingdom 

of Israel (722/21 BCE), whose first monarch, Jeroboam, made two golden calves and installed them at Dan 

and Bethel (1 Kings 12:28–29). See, for example, William H. C. Propp, Exodus 19–40: A New Translation 

with Introduction and Commentary (Anchor Bible 2a; New York: Doubleday, 2006) 565. 
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sins committed generations earlier.‖
61

 Although Fishbane‘s proposal is very suggestive, it 

should be noted that Ezek 20:23–24 does not contain any of the terminology found in 

Exod 32:34b; and the rehearsal of Israel‘s history in Ezekiel 20 does not refer explicitly 

to the calf apostasy. An explicit correlation of Exod 32:34b with the destruction of 

Jerusalem—via the prophet Ezekiel—does occur later in rabbinic literature, where Ezek 

9:1 is read as the fulfillment of God‘s ominous promise in Exodus 32. Perhaps Stephen‘s 

linking of Amos 5:25–27 with the calf incident is an even earlier attempt to decipher that 

cryptic divine declaration in Exodus 32.
62

 Whether or not the author of Acts 7 had Exod 

32:34b in mind, Stephen‘s speech does seem to be a participant in a broader tradition of 

reflection on the relationship of Israel‘s earliest history to its subsequent catastrophes. 

Another author of the first century CE, Pseudo-Philo, speaks of the calf apostasy 

and the destruction of the Temple in nearly the same breath in his Liber Antiquitatum 

Biblicarum.
63

 In Pseudo-Philo‘s rewriting of the calf episode, God makes the following 

announcement to Moses after the people have made the idol: 

Hurry from here, because the people have been corrupted and have turned aside 

from my ways that I commanded them [cf. Exod 32:7–8]. What if the promises I 

made to your fathers had been fulfilled, when I said to them, ‗To your seed I will 

give the land in which you live‘ [Gen 12:7]? For behold the people have not even 

entered the land yet and already now are guilty, and they have abandoned me. 

Thus, I know that if they enter that land, they will do greater iniquities. Now I in 

turn will abandon them, but I will turn again and be reconciled with them so that a 

                                                           
61

 Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) 366. 

Fishbane does not discuss the correspondences between Ezek 20:23 and Psalm 106:26–27. 

 
62

 Cf. Bruce Norman Fisk, Do You Not Remember? Scripture, Story and Exegesis in the Rewritten Bible of 

Pseudo-Philo (Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha Supplement Series 37; Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 2001) 189, n. 162. ―Acts 7.39–44 may attest to a first-century reading of the Amos text 

[5:25–27] that linked Israel‘s wilderness idolatry to the Babylonian exile. A causal link between idolatry in 

general and Israel‘s exile is a familiar Old Testament theme (e.g. Jer. 44).‖ It is possible that Ezekiel 20 

also lies in the background of Stephen‘s recital of Israel‘s history. 

 
63

 For discussions of the dating of the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum, see D. J. Harrington, ―Pseudo-Philo,‖ 

in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (ed. James H. Charlesworth; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and 

Company, Inc., 1985) 2:299; Fisk, Do You Not Remember, 34–39. 
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house may be built for me among them, a house that in turn will be destroyed 

because they will sin against me. And the race of men will be to me like a drop 

from a pitcher and will be counted as spittle [cf. Isa 40:15].
64

 

 

This speech begins like that of Exod 32:7–10, but Pseudo-Philo does not mention God‘s 

threat to destroy Israel and begin anew with Moses (32:10). Here the deity considers the 

sin with the calf to be a foretaste and even portent of the people‘s illicit behavior in the 

land. ―The people have not even entered the land yet and already now are guilty, and they 

have abandoned me. Thus, I know that if they enter that land, they will do greater 

iniquities.‖ As punishment for the people‘s abandoning God for the golden calf, he will 

abandon them (cf. Acts 7:42)—but not forever.
65

 He ―will turn again and be reconciled 

with them‖; and that reconciliation will make possible the building of his Temple.
66

 But 

that ―house‖ is doomed to destruction ―because they will sin against me.‖ Rather than 

threatening the destruction of the people (as in Exod 32:10), God foresees the destruction 

of the Temple.
67

 Although the calf apostasy is not the immediate cause of the destruction 

of the Temple, it does mark the beginning of a pattern of behavior which will lead 

                                                           
64

 Pseudo-Philo, Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum (LAB) 12:4, as translated from the Latin in Fisk, Do You 

Not Remember, 154. 

 
65

 God‘s promised abandonment of Israel in the wake of the calf incident calls to mind Exod 33:1–6. See 

Fisk, 160, n. 75, and p. 169, n. 102. 

 
66

 This notice of a future reconciliation and the resultant building of a house for God calls to mind the 

construction of the Tabernacle (Exodus 35–40) after the renewal of the covenant between God and Israel 

(Exodus 34). In the Biblical Antiquities, Pseudo-Philo does follow the structure of the Book of Exodus by 

providing a summary of the instructions for the Tabernacle (11:15) before his retelling of the calf incident 

(12:2–10), after which he relates the making of the Tent of Meeting (13:1). But one also must keep in mind 

that in LAB 12:4 God speaks of this ―house‖ as doomed to destruction—a clear reference to the Temple. 

Perhaps LAB 12:4 contains a double exposure, so to speak, with the ―house‖ evoking both the Tabernacle 

and its doomed successor, the Temple. See James N. Rhodes, The Epistle of Barnabas and the 

Deuteronomic Tradition: Polemics, Paraenesis, and the Legacy of the Golden-Calf Incident (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 2004) 117, n. 14. Rhodes concludes that, despite resonances with the Exodus account of the 

Tabernacle, the ―house‖ of LAB 12:4 must be the Temple. 

   
67

 See Judith H. Newman, ―The Staff of Moses and the Mercy of God: Moses‘ Final Intercession in Pseudo-

Philo 19,‖ in Israel in the Wilderness: Interpretations of the Biblical Narratives in Jewish and Christian 

Traditions (ed. Kenneth E. Pomykala; Leiden: Brill, 2008) 142. ―The effect is to mitigate the threat to the 

people of Israel, shifting the object for destruction from the people to a building.‖ 
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inexorably to that tragic event.
68

 This perspective is not entirely unlike that of Stephen in 

Acts 7:39–43, where the calf incident is the first link in a chain of events that ultimately 

results in exile ―beyond Babylon.‖ Later in Pseudo-Philo‘s narrative, God associates the 

calf incident with the Temple once again, this time drawing an analogy between the 

breaking of the tablets and the razing of the Temple. 

I will show you [i.e., Moses] the place where [the people] will serve me for 740 

years. And after this it will be turned over into the hands of their enemies, and 

they will destroy it, and foreigners will encircle it. And it will be on that day as it 

was on the day I smashed the tablets of the covenant that I drew up for you on 

Horeb; and when they sinned, what was written on them flew away. Now that day 

was the seventeenth day of the fourth month [i.e., Tammuz].
69

 

  

As with LAB 12:4 (cited above), here the author does not draw an explicit causal link 

between the two episodes.
70

 Rather, the relationship between the two is merely figurative, 

existing on the level of analogy. How is the smashing of the tablets like the destruction of 

the Temple? Bruce Fisk has enumerated five ways in which the two events correspond 

with one another, beginning with the date on which they both reputedly occurred, the 

seventeenth of Tammuz.
71

 ―[B]oth are violent acts in which one of Israel‘s treasures, her 

city or her Law, is destroyed.‖
72

 And both destructions were precipitated by Israel‘s 

                                                           
68

 According to Rhodes, ―Pseudo-Philo (explicitly)… make[s] a connection between the golden-calf 

incident and the Jewish temple. Pseudo-Philo simultaneously legitimizes the future temple and 

acknowledges that it will ultimately be destroyed on account of the sin of the people‖ (The Epistle of 

Barnabas, 117). Rhodes does not define that ―connection‖; and it must be noted that Pseudo-Philo does not 

explicitly identify the calf apostasy with ―the sin of the people‖ that results in the destruction of the temple. 

     
69

 LAB 19:7, as translated in Fisk, 268 and 271. Cf. m. Ta‗anit 4:6, to be discussed in the following chapter. 

 
70

 James Rhodes writes: ―This is now the second time that Pseudo-Philo has linked the golden-calf episode 

with the temple, an interpretive juxtaposition that cannot be accidental…. On the one hand, it is possible 

that the author intended no more than to compare one infamous day in Israel‘s history to another. But… it 

is also possible that the link already presupposes a tendency to view the golden-calf incident as Israel‘s 

archetypal transgression‖ (The Epistle of Barnabas, 119). As with LAB 12:4, Rhodes‘ discussion of 19:7 is 

unfortunately all too brief. 

 
71

 See Fisk, Do You Not Remember, 271–73. 

  
72

 Ibid., 271. 
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disobedience, particularly her idolatry. The next correspondence, described by Fisk as 

―less certain,‖ rests on the unexpected first-person verb contrivi (―I smashed‖) uttered by 

God with respect to the tablets.
73

 If we refrain from emending the text so as to align it 

with the calf narratives of the Pentateuch, God becomes the agent of the destruction of 

the tablets, just as the razing of the Temple is an act of divine judgment (cf. LAB 12:4). 

Finally, within the broader context of biblical narrative and prophetic expectation, both 

destructions are only temporary. The tablets are indeed restored, and there is an abiding 

hope for the rebuilding of the Temple. 

Tabernacle versus Idols    

After citing Amos 5:25–27, Stephen presents the tent of witness (h( skhnh_ tou= 

marturi/ou) as the antipode to Israel‘s idolatry. The people, ―unwilling to obey [Moses],‖ 

made a calf-idol (e0mosxopoi/hsan) on their own initiative (7:39, 41). Subsequently, 

during their wilderness sojourn, they ―took up the tent (th_n skhnh_n) of Moloch‖ and the 

images which they had made (tou_j tu&pouj ou4j e0poih&sate) as objects of worship 

(7:43). In stark contrast to the illicit behavior of the Israelites, Moses acted as he was 

divinely commanded, obediently making (poih~sai) an entirely different tent ―according 

to the model (to_n tu&pon) he had seen‖ (7:44).
74

 

 You took up the tent (th_n skhnh_n) of Moloch, 

 and the star of [your] god Rephan, 

 the images that you made (tou_j tu&pouj ou4j e0poih&sate) to worship (Acts 7:43). 
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 Ibid., 272. 

 
74

 The Priestly depiction of the enthusiastically generous response of the entire Israelite community to the 

LORD‘s request for building materials (Exod 35:20–29; 36:3–7) goes unmentioned in this tendentious re-

telling. Stephen‘s discussion of the tabernacle is a continuation of his earlier juxtaposition of Moses and the 

people of Israel. 
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Our ancestors had the tent (h( skhnh_) of testimony in the desert,  

 just as the One who spoke to Moses commanded him to make (poih~sai) it 
 according to the pattern he had seen (kata_ to_n tu&pon o3n e9wra&kei) (v. 44).

75
 

  

Besides diction, the structure of this section of the speech also highlights the antithesis of 

Israel‘s false worship and the Tabernacle.
76

 Parallel references to the revelation of the 

―living words‖ at Sinai (7:38) and the command to make the Tabernacle (7:44), each 

containing participial forms of the verb lale/w, envelop the cluster of references to the 

people‘s idolatry (7:39–43) as an inclusio.
77

 This structure is analogous to that of Exodus, 

in which the calf narrative (chapter 32) is located between a lengthy series of divine 

commands (chapters 25–31) and a report of those instructions being carried out (chapters 

35–40).
78

  

 But the Tabernacle by no means overshadows the infidelity of Israel. Philip 

Alexander writes: ―In Stephen‘s speech in Acts 7.39–43 [the calf incident] is used to hint 

that the covenant between Israel and God was never fully consummated…. The 
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 Cf. Hans Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles, 55. He remarks: ―Verses 44 and 43 do not fit together. The 

strange result is that two tents were brought along…. The connection of vs 43 and vs 44 occurs in the 

catchword skhnh/, ‗tent,‘ which brought about the peculiar duplication, probably not noticed by the author.‖ 

I argue that, rather than simply ―strange‖ or ―peculiar,‖ the immediate juxtaposition of the two tents serves 

a rhetorical-theological purpose. 

 
76

 Huub van de Sandt has argued that the ―tent of witness‖ in Acts 7:44–45 is the oracle tent of Exodus 33 

(ascribed to the Elohist source) rather than the wilderness tabernacle of the Priestly source (Exodus 25–31, 

35–40). See his ―Why is Amos 5,25–27 quoted in Acts 7,42f.?‖ Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche 

Wissenschaft 82 (1991) 67–87. Pace van de Sandt, it is more likely that the author of Acts 7 is referring to 

the wilderness tabernacle. The phrase kata_ to_n tu&pon in Acts 7:44 reflects Exod 25:40 (LXX), in which 

to_n tu&pon is the translation of the Hebrew term tynbt. There is also a correspondence between kaqw_j 
dieta&cato (Acts 7:44) and certain phrases in Exod 40:16, 19, 21, 23, 25 and 27 (LXX). Cf. Max Wilcox, 

―‗According to the Pattern (TBNYT)…‘: Exodus 25,40 in the New Testament and Early Jewish Thought,‖ 

Revue de Qumran 13 (1988) 647–56.  

  
77

 Cf. 7:38 (―the angel who spoke [tou~ lalou~ntoj] to him‖) and 7:44 (―as the One who spoke [o( lalw~n] 

to Moses directed‖). Koester makes a similar observation: ―The angel who spoke to Moses on Sinai (o( 
lalw~n, 7:38, 44) commanded him to make [the tabernacle] and revealed the pattern‖ (The Dwelling of 

God, 84). 

 
78

 This is another datum that goes against van de Sandt‘s argument (referenced in a previous footnote) that 

the ―tent of witness‖ is the oracle tent of Exodus 33.  
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implication is that the redemption from Egypt never achieved its purpose of uniting Israel 

to the one true God.‖
79

 And the seeming coexistence of the two tents in the wilderness 

only strengthens the impression that ―the covenant… was never fully consummated.‖
80

 In 

Stephen‘s speech, the Tabernacle and its cult thus do not effect and represent the 

complete reconciliation of God and Israel in the wake of the calf incident, as they do in 

rabbinic literature. This is due not only to ―the peculiar duplication‖ of tents, in 

Conzelmann‘s words, but also to the occluding of Moses‘ successful intercessions on 

behalf of the people. By contrast, in another ancient retelling of the calf incident, Pseudo-

Philo includes a lengthy prayer of Moses, following his destruction of the calf and 

punishment of perpetrators, to which God responds: ―Behold I have been made merciful 

according to your words‖ (LAB 12:10; cf. Num 14:20). Moses then descends the 

mountain and proceeds to make two new stone tablets as well as the Tent of Meeting and 

all its accoutrements (13:1). According to Stephen‘s (even briefer) narrative, the Sinai 

apostasy is followed immediately by God‘s punishment, with the people given up to 

continued idolatry and ultimately going into exile—a punishment that the existence of the 

Tabernacle and later the Temple does not mitigate.
81

 

All that being said, however, the passage discussed by Alexander also needs to be 

considered in light of the verses that follow, where one finds that God‘s turning away 
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from Israel following the calf incident (v. 42) is not total.
82

 As the antipode to Israel‘s 

idolatry, the Tabernacle was a sign of God‘s faithfulness to his promises to Abraham 

despite the infidelity of the patriarch‘s descendants.
83

 The making of the Tabernacle was 

an earnest in particular of God‘s fulfilling his promise regarding worship ―in this place‖ 

(7:7).
84

 And indeed ―[o]ur ancestors… with Joshua‖ brought the tent of witness into the 

land during ―the dispossession (e0n th~| katasxe/sei) of the nations that God drove out 

before our ancestors‖ (7:45)—the fulfillment of another patriarchal promise (7:5).
85

 And 

there the tent remained until the time of David (7:45) and the transition to a temple 

(―house‖) under the kingship of his son, Solomon (7:47). In response to the men who 

were instigated to say that he had spoken ―blasphemous words against Moses and God‖ 

(6:11), Stephen emphasizes God‘s faithfulness to his promises; it is the ancestors and 

their descendants, including Stephen‘s contemporaries, who are portrayed as consistently 

unfaithful.  

 Stephen concludes his discussion of the Tent of Meeting and the Temple with a 

terse, yet striking, declaration: ―Yet the Most High does not dwell (ou0x… katoikei=) in 
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things made by (the human) hand (xeiropoih/toij)‖ (7:48).
86

 He attempts to support this 

bold claim with the following prooftext, a quotation of Isa 66:1–2a. 

  
49

The heavens are my throne, 

   the earth is my footstool. 

  What kind of house can you build for me? 

    says the Lord, 

   or what is to be my resting place? 

  
50

Did not my hand make all these things? (Acts 7:49–50) 

 

These words from Trito-Isaiah fittingly echo those of Stephen in the preceding two 

verses. As if in response to Solomon‘s building a house for him (v. 47), God asks 

rhetorically in v.49, ―What kind of house can you build for me?‖ And the unequivocal 

claim of v. 48, that God does not reside in anything manufactured by human beings, finds 

confirmation in the divine sovereign‘s declaration that heaven and earth—made by his 

own hand (v. 50)—constitute his temple. 

  Solomw~n de\ oi0kodo/mhsen au0tw|~ oi]kon (v. 47). 

  poi=on oi]kon oi0kodomh/sete/ moi, le/gei ku/rioj (v. 49). 

 

  a)ll‘ ou0x o9 u3yistoj e0n xeiropoih/toij katoikei= (v.48). 

  ou0xi\ h9 xei/r mou e0poi/hsen tau=ta pa&nta (v. 50). 

 

Any human effort to construct a dwelling place for God is thus deemed hopelessly 

inadequate, if not entirely unnecessary.
87

 After he has finished speaking, Stephen receives 

a nonverbal affirmation of both his declaration in v. 48 and quotation of Isa 66:1–2a with 

an arresting vision of ―the glory of God (do/can qeou=) and Jesus standing at the right hand 

                                                           
86

 I have changed ―houses made by human hands‖ (NAB) to simply ―things made by (the human) hand,‖ a 

more literal rendering of the Greek (xeiropoih/toij). 

  
87

 For discussion of Isa 66:1–2, see Jon D. Levenson, ―The Temple and the World,‖ Journal of Religion 64 

(1984) 295–96; idem, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence (2
nd

 

ed.; Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994) 88–89. 

 



85 

 

of God‖ in heaven (7:55–56).
88

 This vision mirrors ―the God of glory (o9 qeo\j th=j 

do/chj)‖ appearing to Abraham in Mesopotamia, reported at the beginning of the speech 

(v. 2). The deity‘s refulgent presence, outside of any particular temple structure, frames 

the entire discourse.
89

  

Stephen quotes only the beginning of Isa 66:2, but the remainder of the verse is not 

irrelevant to his overall concerns. The verse continues: 

  Yet to such a one I look: 

  To the lowly (tapeino_n) and silent (h(su/xion), 

  The ones who tremble (tre/monta) at my word. 

   

Although God‘s throne is in heaven, he is attentive to those far below, especially those 

who ―tremble at [his] word‖ (Isa 66:2b).
90

 Perhaps this half-verse echoes in Stephen‘s 

concluding condemnation of his audience as a ―stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in 

heart and ears‖ and ―always oppos[ing] the holy Spirit‖ (Acts 7:51). In other words, they 

do not ―tremble at‖ God‘s word as inscribed in the Torah and proclaimed by prophets. 

Rather than concern for the Temple, a mere handiwork in which God does not dwell, 

what matters most is obeying the Law and heeding the prophets—most especially in 

terms of accepting ―the righteous one‖ (v. 52) to whom they refer. Trusting in the ―works 
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of one‘s hands,‖ whether in a proscribed idol or even in the Temple built by Solomon, to 

the exclusion of heeding those inspired words of the prophets, will result in judgment—

including the destruction of the Temple.
91

 

Moses-Jesus Typology 

Like Paul in 1 Corinthians 10, Stephen uses the calf episode analogically in his 

address before the Sanhedrin. But whereas Paul warns of a possible correspondence 

between the idolatrous Israelites and the Corinthian church, Stephen draws two other 

parallels: one between Moses and Jesus (rejected yet vindicated prophets), the other 

between the rebellious ancestors and the present generation of Jewish leaders (opponents 

of the prophets). 

It was this Moses who said to the Israelites, ―God will raise up for you, from 

among your own kinsfolk, a prophet like me (profh/thn… w(j e0me/).‖ (7:37) 

 

You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always oppose the 

holy Spirit; you are just like your ancestors (w(j oi9 pate/rej u9mw~n kai\ u9mei=j). 

(7:51) 

 

Paul addresses the ecclesial community, speaking about the danger of its own members 

repeating the failings of ―our ancestors‖; Stephen directs his discourse outward in 

polemical fashion, focusing on opponents of the fledgling church. In both texts, one‘s 

stance vis-à-vis the figure of Jesus Christ is of central importance.   

 The name ―Jesus‖ and the title ―Christ‖ actually never pass Stephen‘s lips during 

his speech, and he only refers to Jesus directly as ―the righteous one‖ at the accusatory 

conclusion (v. 52). 

51
You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always oppose 

the Holy Spirit; you are just like your ancestors. 
52

Which of the prophets did your 
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ancestors not persecute? They put to death those who foretold the coming of the 

righteous one, whose betrayers and murderers you have now become. 
53

You 

received the law as transmitted by angels, but you did not observe it. (Acts 7:51–

53) 

 

But there are allusions to the figure of Christ earlier, particularly in the section devoted to 

Moses.
92

 The very diction of Stephen‘s address suggests, even if only implicitly, that 

Moses is a type of Christ, as well as drawing parallels between Moses‘ Israelite 

contemporaries and those of Jesus. According to Stephen in v. 35, at the beginning of the 

so-called ―panegyric on Moses,‖ ―they rejected (h0rnh/santo) [the prophet] with the 

words, ‗Who appointed you ruler and judge?‘‖ Peter, in his speech in Solomon‘s Portico, 

uses the same verb (a)rne/omai) with respect to Jesus and his trial (3:13–14).
93

 

13
The God of Abraham, [the God] of Isaac, and [the God] of Jacob, the God of 

our ancestors, has glorified his servant (to_n pai=da au0tou=) Jesus whom you 

handed over and denied (h0rnh&sasqe) in Pilate‘s presence, when he had decided to 

release him. 
14

You denied (h0rnh&sasqe) the Holy and Righteous One and asked 

that a murderer be released to you. 

 

Moses anticipates Jesus not only as a victim of rejection, but also as a miracle worker. 

Stephen once again echoes the words of Peter, this time his Pentecost speech. 

This one [i.e., Moses] led them out, performing wonders and signs (te/rata kai\ 
shmei=a) in the land of Egypt, at the Red Sea, and in the desert for forty years 

(7:36).
94

 

 

Jesus the Nazorean was a man commended to you by God with mighty deeds, 

wonders, and signs (duna&mesi kai\ te/rasi kai\ shmei/oij), which God worked 

through him in your midst (2:22).
95
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Stephen then uses words ascribed to Moses in Deut 18:15 to make a not so veiled 

reference to Jesus—―God will raise up for you, from among your own kinsfolk, a prophet 

like me‖ (Acts 7:37). The citation of this verse echoes Peter‘s speech in the Temple, 

where he is portrayed as also using this very prophecy, which he explicitly relates to 

Jesus (cf. verses 20 and 22 of chapter 3).  

19
Repent, therefore, and be converted, that your sins may be wiped away, 

20
and 

that the Lord may grant you times of refreshment and send you the Messiah 

already appointed for you, Jesus, 
21

whom heaven must receive until the times of 

universal restoration of which God spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets 

from of old. 
22

For Moses said: 

 

 ―A prophet like me will the Lord, your  

  God, raise up for you 

    from among your own kinsmen; 

 to him you shall listen in all that he may 

  say to you. 

 
23

Everyone who does not listen to that 

  prophet 

    will be cut off from the people.‖ (Acts 3:19–23) 

 

The author of Acts seems to make a telling revision of Deut 18:19 at the conclusion of 

this passage (Acts 3:23). The punishment of being ―cut off from the people‖ 

(e0coleqreuqh/setai e0k tou= laou=) is not found in the extant Hebrew or Greek versions.
96

 

Richard Hays observes that ―Luke [the putative author of Acts] has introduced the motif 

of exclusion from the people in order to specify the dire consequences of unbelief and in 
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order to make it clear that Jews who refuse to accept the preaching of the gospel are, in 

his theological perspective, opting out of Israel.‖
97

 

In addition to the above verbal resonances between the references to Moses and 

Jesus in the Acts of the Apostles, there are also similarities in the plot-structures of their 

prophetic careers. According to Luke Timothy Johnson, the career of Moses in Stephen‘s 

speech reflects in significant ways that of Jesus in the two volumes of Luke-Acts. The 

story of Moses in Acts 7 is Luke-Acts in miniature.
98

 Moses‘ first small-scale attempt to 

aid his people met with rejection, but is followed by his empowerment via a divine 

commission at the burning bush; Jesus‘ own prophetic ministry, as narrated in the Gospel 

of Luke, also met with rejection—ultimately in the form of crucifixion, but was 

vindicated by his resurrection from the tomb and ascension to heaven. Moses, despite 

performing wonders and signs as well as handing on ―living utterances,‖ suffered a much 

graver rejection than the first when the people committed idolatry at Mount Sinai; in the 

Acts of the Apostles, Jesus‘ followers, after having received the Holy Spirit, carried on 

his ministry only to meet continued stiff resistance from the people of Israel. And just as 

the Israelites suffered retribution for rejecting Moses, God‘s prophet, at Mount Sinai, so 

the Jews who reject Jesus—the prophet like Moses—and his wonder-working followers 

are threatened with divine punishment. 

Stephen‘s re-telling of the calf incident focuses primarily on the Israelites‘ 

rejection of Moses, the one whom God had sent as their ruler and deliverer. ―[Moses] 
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assumed [his] kinsfolk would understand that God was offering them deliverance 

(swthri/an) through him, but they did not understand‖ (Acts 7:25), neither before the 

exodus from Egypt nor afterwards at Mount Sinai where ―he received living utterances to 

hand on to us‖ (7:38). According to the author of Acts 7, this narrative of conflict 

between the prophet and his own people pre-figures the rejection of Jesus and 

foreshadows Stephen‘s own confrontation with the Sanhedrin. The calf incident is not 

only a paradigmatic event in Israel‘s ongoing history of ―hard-heartedness,‖ but is also a 

source of future national catastrophes, as Stephen‘s citation of Amos‘ prophecy of exile 

―beyond Babylon‖ suggests. Associating ancestral rebellion with the exile and dispersion 

of a later generation pre-dates the composition of Acts 7 and—as I will discuss in the 

following chapter—extends beyond it into rabbinic literature. In counterpoint to the 

portrayal of ancestral infidelity and God‘s severe punishment thereof, the other important 

theme of Stephen‘s speech is the Deity‘s own fidelity to his promises. And the 

Tabernacle, obediently constructed by Moses as the antipode to Israel‘s idolatry in the 

wilderness, is an earnest of God‘s fulfilling his promise to Abraham regarding worship 

―in this place‖ (7:7). The Tabernacle as an emblem of divine constancy also will play an 

important role in rabbinic interpretations of the calf incident, to which we now turn.
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CHAPTER 3 

―There is Forgiveness for Israel‖: 

The Crisis and Promise of Divine Presence 

in Rabbinic Interpretations of the Calf Episode
1
 

 

As I discussed in the first chapter, the non-Priestly calf narrative (Exodus 32–34, 

often ascribed to some combination of J and E) is enveloped by Priestly texts that deal 

with the wilderness Tabernacle (chs. 25–31, 35–40). Source-critical attributions and 

divisions aside, one prominent theme that runs through that entire complex group of texts 

is the ―presence‖ of the divine. The Priestly Tabernacle texts contain detailed instructions 

for a space into which the glory (dwbk) of the LORD might descend and abide. Over 

against this licit means of drawing the Deity near, Exodus 32 opens with the making of 

an illicit object of worship, a molten calf—―Myhl) who shall go before us‖ (v. 1). In 

response, God declares that he will not go up in the midst of the Israelites from the 

wilderness to the land of Canaan (33:3). God‘s presence with Israel has been put in 

serious jeopardy. But Moses ultimately persuades the LORD not to abandon his people; 

the prophet himself is the recipient of a theophany atop Mount Sinai, and the Tabernacle 

is constructed in accord with God‘s commands. The rabbinic midrashic tradition evinces 

sensitivity to the variegated contours of this canonical narrative, not only to the renewal 

and heightening of the divine presence amidst Israel via the Tabernacle, but also to the 

real—if only temporary—tenuousness of that presence in the wake of the calf incident. 

The Crisis of Divine Presence 

The association of the calf apostasy with future national disasters, including the 

destruction of God‘s earthly abode, occurs throughout rabbinic literature, both early and 

                                                           
1
 Cf. the title of an essay by Walter Brueggemann, ―The Crisis and Promise of Presence in Israel,‖ in Old 

Testament Theology: Essays on Structure, Theme, and Text (ed. Patrick M. Miller; Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1992) 150–82. 
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late.
2
 And, as I discussed previously, this association has antecedents within Israel‘s 

scriptures and intertestamental literature. Perhaps the earliest example in classical 

rabbinic literature is in tractate Ta‗anit of the Mishnah
3
: ―Five events took place for our 

fathers on the seventeenth of Tammuz [a communal fast day]. . . . (1) the tablets [of the 

Torah] were broken, (2) the daily whole offering was cancelled, (3) the city wall [of 

Jerusalem] was breached, (4) Apostemos burned the Torah, and (5) he set up an idol in 

the Temple‖ (4:6).
4
 Moses‘ breaking the tablets of the covenant upon witnessing the 

worship of the golden calf is mentioned alongside such catastrophes as the breaching of 

Jerusalem‘s defenses and the desecration of the Temple.
5
 

There is a similar associative network in Lamentations Rabbah, an amoraic 

midrash compendium to which we will return below. 
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5
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the Ninth of Av Season (Brown Judaic Studies 338; Providence, R.I.: Brown Judaic Studies, 2004) 29. She 

writes: ―The identification of the seventeenth of Tammuz and the ninth of Av as the dates of multiple tragic 

events is symbolic and paradigmatic rather than historical.‖  
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―Weeping, she weeps (hkbt wkb)‖ (Lam 1:2).
6
 (―Weeping‖) on account of (one) 

calf and (―she weeps‖) on account of (two) calves; on account of the first 

destruction and on account of the second destruction; on account of Zion and on 

account of Jerusalem; on account of Israel and on account of the exile of Judah; as 

well as on account of the exile of the ten tribes and on account of the exile of 

Judah and Jerusalem.
7
 

 

In typical midrashic fashion, the infinitive absolute (wkb) and the following finite verb 

(hkbt) of the same root (hkb) in Lam 1:2 are construed as two outpourings of grief, 

each having their own specific provocation; sources of deep sorrow here come in woeful 

pairs.
8
 Daughter Zion weeps due to both the calf made at Mount Sinai and the calves 

made at the behest of King Jeroboam (1 Kgs 12:28). According to other interpretations, 

she also laments the destructions of both the First and Second Temples, as well as the 

falls of both the northern and southern kingdoms. No causal link is explicitly drawn 

between the calf incidents and the (much) later events that are enumerated in both m. 

Ta‗anit 4:6 and Lamentations Rabbah 1:2, but other texts do make such a connection. 

In Exodus Rabbah 32:1, for example, there is the following assertion: ―Had Israel 

waited for Moses and not perpetrated that act,
9
 there would have been no exile, neither 

would the Angel of Death have had any power over them.‖ Another tradition contained in 
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As It Was (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap, 1997) 20–21; Yaakov Elman, ―Classical Rabbinic Interpretation,‖ 

in The Jewish Study Bible (ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004) 1848–49. 

   
9
 The phrase ―that act‖ is a rabbinic euphemism that refers in this context to the calf apostasy. 
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older anthologies such as the Babylonian Talmud and Lamentations Rabbah uses Exod 

32:34 as a means of interrelating the Sinai apostasy and the destruction of the Temple. 

God tells Moses, ―But when I make an accounting (ydqp Mwybw), I will bring them to 

account (ytdqpw) for their sins‖ (Exod 32:34). When (Mwybw ―on what day‖) will God 

fulfill this ominous promise? According to b. Sanhedrin 102a: 

R. Isaac said: There is no retribution (twn(rwp) whatsoever which enters the 

world that does not have within it a minute portion
10

 of the first calf, as it is 

written, ―But when I make an accounting (ydqp Mwybw), I will bring them to 

account (ytdqpw) for their sins‖ (Exod 32:34). R. Ḥanina said: This verse was 

fulfilled (hbgn ―collected‖) after twenty-four generations, as it is written, ―Then 

He called loudly in my hearing, saying, ‗Approach, you men in charge (twOd@qup%; 
―retributions‖) of the city, each bearing his weapons of destruction‘‖ (Ezek 9:1). 

   

There are two interpretations of that verse in this Talmudic passage. On the one hand, R. 

Isaac understands Exod 32:34 as indicating that whenever God exacts punishment, he 

always does so, at least in some small measure, for the sin of the golden calf. On the 

other hand, R. Ḥanina considers the destruction of Jerusalem as the specific fulfillment of 

that promised retribution, reading Ezek 9:1 in light of Exod 32:34 due to the occurrence 

of the root dqp (―to visit‖) in each verse. Likewise, according to Lamentations Rabbah 

2:1, R. Samuel b. Naḥman says in the name of R. Jonathan that the promise of 

punishment in Exod 32:34 was fulfilled with the destruction of the Temple (tyb Nbrx 

#dqmh).
11

 Within the rabbinic imagination, the calf incident is thus a paradigmatic 

                                                           
10

 The phrase ―a minute portion‖ is a paraphrastic rendering of the Hebrew; a woodenly literal translation 

would be: ―one twenty-fourth of the overweight ((rkh) of a liṭra.‖ According to the notes of the Soncino 

edition of the Babylonian Talmud, ―[b]y the overweight of a liṭra… is meant the slight addition which is 

made to tip the scales in the direction of the weights.‖ 

 
11

 Lamentations Rabbah 2:1 (ed. S. Buber). This notion of deferred punishment is in keeping with a brief 

passage in Lamentations itself—―Our fathers sinned and are no more; / And we must bear their guilt [or 

punishment]‖ (5:7). See Bernard M. Levinson‘s nuanced reading of this verse in his Legal Revision and 

Religious Renewal in Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008) 58–59. Levinson discerns therein 
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catastrophe, a singular point of reference when recalling other infamous moments in the 

people‘s history. In addition to being prototypical, it is also pivotal from the perspective 

of rabbinic theodicy in terms of its supposed long-lasting effects. But, as I noted above, 

this linkage of idolatry at Sinai with the razing of the Temple, exile, and (threatened) 

divine absence, is counter-balanced by traditions that focus upon the relationship between 

the calf and the subsequent construction of the Tabernacle. The calf apostasy not only 

plays a role in the rabbinic theology of divine justice, but also is an opportunity for 

reflections on divine mercy and forbearance. 

The Promise of Divine Presence 

There are midrashic traditions of Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages that 

read the Priestly Tabernacle texts and the calf narrative in light of one another, as a 

narrative whole, according to the interpretive principle of twy#rp twkyms (or simply 

Nykwms)—―juxtaposition of sections‖ or ―conjunctions.‖
12

 The juxtaposition of texts 

dealing with the calf and the Tabernacle is not seen as accidental or the result of editorial 

exigencies, à la some modern historical critics, but as both purposeful and with deep 

theological significance. In doing so, these tradents understand the calf episode and its 

aftermath as in part a story about ―divine presence.‖ They interpret the Tabernacle, from 

the donations made for its construction to its sacrificial rites, either as another means of 

mending the breach in the God-Israel relationship opened by the worship of the calf, or as 

                                                                                                                                                                             

an allusion to Exod 20:5 (―For I the LORD your God am an impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the 

fathers upon the children‖). ―God‘s threat of punishment [in Exod 20:5] is here [in Lam 5:7] invoked as 

accomplished fact—but now from the perspective of the progeny who proclaim their innocence by 

restricting culpability to the previous generation [―their punishment‖]. By insinuating the innocence of his 

own generation, the speaker asserts the injustice of divine justice‖ (59). 

 
12

 For discussions of this interpretive principle, see Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient 

Israel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) 399–407, 424–25; Avigdor Shinan and Yair Zakovitch, ―Midrash 

on Scripture and Midrash within Scripture,‖ in Scripta Hierosolymitana 31 (ed. Sara Japhet; Jerusalem: 

Magnes, 1986) 267–70. 
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a witness to that repair. But before delving into several of those midrashim, I would like 

to introduce briefly the role of the Tabernacle itself, apart from the calf narrative, in 

rabbinic thought.  

God‘s indwelling presence (Shekhinah) within the Tabernacle is a vital expression 

of his enduring faithfulness to, and love for, Israel. Like the Priestly source of the Torah, 

some rabbis understood the Shekhinah within the Tabernacle as testimony to Israel‘s 

having been irrevocably chosen by God—i.e., as a marker of chosenness.
13

 The following 

passage in Exodus Rabbah is an illustration of this. 

Another interpretation of ―They shall make an ark‖ (Exod 25:10). What is written 

before it? ―And let them make Me a sanctuary‖ (25:8). [a.] The Holy One (blessed 

be He!) said to Israel, ―You are My flock and I am the shepherd,‖ for it is said, 

―For you, My flock, flock that I tend, are men‖ (Ezek 34:31); ―and I am the 

shepherd,‖ for it is said, ―Give ear, O shepherd of Israel‖ (Ps 80:2)! ―Make a hut 

for the shepherd so that he might come and feed you.‖ Therefore it is said, ―And 

let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them‖ (Exod 25:8). [b.] 

―You are a vineyard,‖ for it is said, ―For the vineyard of the LORD of Hosts is the 

House of Israel‖ (Isa 5:7); ―and I am the guardian,‖ for it is said, ―See, the 

guardian of Israel neither slumbers nor sleeps‖ (Ps 121:4)! ―Make a booth for the 

guardian so that he might protect you.‖ [c.] ―You are children and I am your 

father,‖ for it is said, ―You are children of the LORD your God‖ (Deut 14:1); ―and 

I am your father,‖ for it is said, ―For I am ever a Father to Israel‖ (Jer 31:9). It is 

an honor for the children whenever they are beside their father, and it is an honor 

for the father whenever he is beside his children. And thus it says, ―Grandchildren 

are the crown of their elders / And the glory of children is their parents‖ (Prov 

17:6). ―Make a house for the father so that he might come and dwell beside his 

children‖; therefore it is said, ―And let them make Me a sanctuary.‖
14

 

 

Three metaphors for Israel‘s intimate relationship with God (marked a.–c. above) are 

adduced here, each one with deep roots in biblical literature, as evidenced in part by the 

                                                           
13

 Note the following felicitous expression in Jon D. Levenson‘s ―The Jerusalem Temple in Devotional and 

Visionary Experience,‖ in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible Through the Middle Ages (ed. Arthur Green; 

World Spirituality 13; New York: Crossroad, 1987) 37. ―The Tent is a visible relationship between God 

and Israel, a relationship whose other great testimony is the exodus‖ (emphasis added). 

 
14

 Exodus Rabbah 34:3. Solomon Schechter makes reference to this text in his discussion of the rabbinic 

conception of God‘s relationship with Israel in Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (A Jewish Lights Classic 

Reprint; Woodstock, Vt.: Jewish Lights, 1993) 48–49. 
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explicit scriptural references. And with each of these metaphors (flock-shepherd, 

vineyard-guardian, children-father) a fitting re-figuration of the wilderness sanctuary is 

offered: a hut (ryd), a booth (hkws), and house (tyb), respectively; all denoting one 

place built by the Israelites in and from which God carries out His covenantal duties 

towards Israel. Another passage in the same collection (Exodus Rabbah 49:2) 

understands the very materials used to construct the Tabernacle as signifying the people 

of Israel and the patriarchs. Following the logic of this midrash, the Tabernacle becomes 

a synecdoche for Israel, amidst whom the LORD God dwells. Like the stones on the high 

priest‘s ephod (Exod 28:6–12), the sanctuary becomes a material means of reminding the 

indwelling God of his chosen people, Israel. 

Again as in the biblical Priestly source, the significance of the Tabernacle in the 

collective rabbinic imagination extends beyond the immediate circle of the descendants 

of Jacob to the entire created order—the wilderness sanctuary is at the intersection of 

creation and election.
15

 There are rabbinic traditions that understand the building of the 

Tabernacle not only as homologous with the creation of the world, but also as its very 

capstone. 

―Who has established (Myqh) all the extremities of the earth?‖ (Prov 30:4). 

[Moses, by means of] the Tent of Meeting. For the verse, ―On the day that Moses 

finished setting up (Myqhl) the Tabernacle‖ (Num 7:1), signifies that the earth 

was established with it. As R. Joshua ben Levi, in the name of R. Simeon ben 

Yoḥai, pointed out: The text does not [simply] say ―setting up the Tabernacle‖ 

(Nk#m Myqhl), but rather ―setting up [something else] along with the Tabernacle‖ 

(Nk#mh t) Myqhl).
16

 What was set up with it? The earth was set up with it. 

Before the Tabernacle was set up, the earth trembled. After the Tabernacle was 

set up, the earth became firmly established.
17

 

                                                           
15

 See Jon D. Levenson, ―The Jerusalem Temple,‖ 36–37. 

 
16

 According to this midrash, the definite direct object marker (t)) is here understood according to its other 

sense, that of the preposition, ―with.‖ 
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This midrashic correlation of world building and Tabernacle construction is effected in 

part via the use of the verb Myqh (―to set up‖) in both Prov 30:4 and Num 7:1. In addition 

to this verbal correspondence, R. Joshua ben Levi exploits the semantic possibilities of 

the word t) in the latter verse. It serves not only as the marker of a definite direct object, 

but also as the preposition ―with.‖ Thus when Moses finished (twlk) setting up the 

Tabernacle, he thereby concluded the establishment of something else—namely, as 

suggested by Prov 30:4, a stable, well-ordered cosmos.
18

 And, according to R. Joḥanan, 

that stability includes the quality of interpersonal relationships. 

R. Joḥanan said, ―‗On the day that Moses finished (twlk) [setting up the 

Tabernacle]‘ (Num 7:1)—on the day that enmity ceased to exist (tlk) in the 

world. Before the Tabernacle was set up, there was enmity, jealousy, rivalry, 

quarreling, and dissension in the world. But after the Tabernacle was set up, love, 

affection, friendship, mercy, and peace were bestowed upon the world.‖
19

 

 

As the midrashim to be discussed below illustrate, this cosmic shalom extends to the 

relationship between the LORD and his chosen people, Israel. Any ―enmity‖ between the 

Deity and Israel due to the calf incident is assuaged by the setting up of the Tabernacle, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
17

 Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 1:4 (ed. B. Mandelbaum). The interpretation offered by R. Joshua ben Levi in 

the name of R. Simeon ben Yoḥai also occurs at the end of §5. For a discussion of this text, see Peter 

Schäfer, ―Tempel und Schöpfung: Zur Interpretation einiger Heiligtumstraditionen in der rabbinischen 

Literatur,‖ Kairos 16 (1974) 131–33. Jon D. Levenson offers further reflections on the relationship between 

the Tabernacle, Temple, and creation in both biblical texts and post-biblical Jewish literature in his 

Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence (2
nd

 ed.; Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 1994) chapter 7 (esp. pp. 95–99). See also his ―The Jerusalem Temple,‖ 51–53. 

 
18

 In addition to the Hiphil infinitive Myqhl, another resonant term in Num 7:1, one not openly exploited in 

this midrash, is the Piel infinitive twlk. Note the use of the latter verb in Gen 2:1 and 2. 

 
19

 Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 1:5 (ed. B. Mandelbaum). 
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the locus of divine immanence and of the renewed intimacy between two reconciled 

covenant partners.
20

 

In this chapter I will focus in particular on four texts, one from the Pesiqta de-Rab 

Kahana (Ki tissa‘ 1) and three from Exodus Rabbah (33:2–3; 51:4), each of which 

reflects on God‘s being present to Israel via the Tabernacle despite the sin of making and 

worshiping the golden calf. These represent the fullest and most robust rabbinic 

articulations of a theology of the Shekhinah in the context of interpreting the calf 

incident. I would like to begin by examining a text from the Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, a 

midrash collection that was compiled in the late fifth or early sixth century CE.
21

 It is 

taken from the first petiḥta in the pisqa Ki tissa‘ (―When you take a census‖).
22

 A petiḥta 

is a rabbinic discourse that introduces the synagogue Torah lection, in this case Exod 

30:11–16, a text that mandates a half-shekel census tax to be used for the work on the 

Tent of Meeting (cf. 38:25–28). The petiḥta begins, however, with a verse that is far 

afield from the Torah reading, often a text from the Writings, as is the case here: ―[M]any 

say of me, ‗There is no deliverance for him through God.‘ Selah‖ (Ps 3:3). The rabbinic 

preacher (darshan) then proceeds gradually to wend his way from that opening verse to 

the Torah lection, often by means of other biblical texts, and demonstrates thereby not 

                                                           
20

 See Numbers Rabbah 12:1. According to R. Berekiah the priest, in the name of R. Judah son of R. 

Simon, ―The Holy One (blessed be He!) said to Moses, ‗Formerly there was enmity between me and my 

children, there was hatred between me and my children, there was contention between me and my children. 

But now that the Tabernacle has been made there is love between me and my children, there is peace 

between me and my children.‘‖ 

  
21

 See, among other works, Stern, From Rebuke to Consolation, 79–83 (including the footnotes). 

 
22

 Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 2:1 (ed. B. Mandelbaum). Cf. Pesiqta Rabbati 10:10; Midrash Tehillim ad Psalm 

3. 
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only his own interpretive and theological virtuosity, but also the unity of the diverse 

Torah-centered biblical canon.
23

   

Our petiḥta is actually composed of two interpretive interweavings of Ps 3:3–4 

and Exod 30:12, one devoted to David and his affair with Bathsheba and the other to the 

people Israel and their ―affair‖ with the calf. According to the latter, ―the Rabbis‖ 

understand the referent of ―many‖ in Ps 3:3 (―Many say of my soul‖) to be ―the nations 

of the world,‖ citing the use of ―many‖ with respect to ―nations‖ in Isa 17:12. The 

midrash then continues as follows: 

 [The nations of the world] say to Israel, ―A nation that heard from the mouth of 

 its God on Mount Sinai, ‗You shall have no other gods besides Me‘ (Exod 20:3), 

 but at the end of forty days said to the calf, ‗This is your God, O Israel‘ (32:4)—Is 

 there help for it? No, ‗there is no deliverance for it through God ever
24

‘ (Ps 3:3).‖ 

 

―The nations‖ state the gravity of Israel‘s misdeed in concise and stark terms. The people 

heard from their deity‘s own mouth the command for strict adherence to the One ―who 

brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of bondage‖ (Exod 20:2). But despite 

hearing the prohibition of idolatry and assenting to it (see 24:3), the Israelites violate it 

only forty days later. It seems that the people have sealed their fate—one of destruction. 

Israel responds to this claim, addressing God rather than the nations: 

Israel said, ―Though You, O LORD, agreed with them [the nations of the world], 

[for] You wrote in Your Torah and said, ‗Whoever sacrifices to a god other than 

the LORD alone shall be proscribed‘ (Exod 22:19), You are ‗a shield about me‘ 

(Ps 3:4), for You encircled us by the merit of our fathers. And You are ‗my glory‘ 

(ibid.), for You caused Your presence (Ktnyk#) to dwell among us: ‗And let them 

make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell (ytnk#w) among them‘ (Exod 25:8). ‗And 

He who holds my head high‘ (Ps 3:4). While we deserved the removal of our 

                                                           
23

 For brief discussions of the form and function of the petiḥta, see James L. Kugel, In Potiphar‘s House: 

The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts (2
nd

 ed.; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1994) 263; David Stern, 

Midrash and Theory: Ancient Jewish Exegesis and Contemporary Literary Studies (Evanston, Ill.: 

Northwestern UP, 1996) chapter 3, esp. pp. 57–58. 

 
24

 For this rabbinic understanding of the term selah (hls), here rendered as ―ever,‖ see b. ‗Erubin 54a. 
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heads, You granted us a lifting of the head through Moses and You said, ‗When 

you lift the heads of the children of Israel‘ (Exod 30:12). 

  

The claim of the nations is indeed true—―You, O LORD [the first two words of Ps 3:4], 

agreed with them‖—but it is not the whole truth. Although there is no deliverance (Ps 

3:3) from the perspective of strict justice (Nydh tdm), there is salvation when the utter 

graciousness of divine mercy (Mymxrh tdm) manifests itself. Israel confesses that 

despite violating the newly-sealed covenant and meriting ―proscription,‖ it has been the 

undeserving recipient of divine grace. 

Each of the terms that describe YHWH in Ps 3:4 are then read as referring, in very 

condensed fashion, to God‘s actions following the people‘s sin with the calf. ―You are ‗a 

shield (Ngm) about me‘ (Ps 3:4), for You protected (tngh)
25

 us on account of the merit of 

our fathers (the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob).‖ ―The merit of our fathers‖ calls 

to mind Moses‘ successful intercessory prayer in Exod 32:11–13 that helps to mend the 

yawning breach torn open by worship of the calf.
26

 The divine mercy elicited by Moses‘ 

prayer shields Israel from his blazing wrath. The midrashic passage then moves to the 

next term in Ps 3:4, ―my glory,‖ which evokes in the midrashic imagination the 

wilderness Tabernacle in which the glory of the LORD dwelt.
27

 The interpreter glosses the 

                                                           
25

 This verb has the same root letters as the noun ―shield‖ in Ps 3:4—Nng. 
 
26

 Regarding the twb) twkz (―merit of the fathers‖), see Exod 32:13: ―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.‖ In addition to Moses‘ prayer on behalf of Israel, see also Gen 15:1: ―Some time later, the 

word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision. He said, ‗Fear not, Abram, / I am a shield (Ng'mf) to you; / 

Your reward shall be very great‘.‖ For the notion of the ―breach,‖ see Ezek 13:5; 22:30; and, most 

importantly, Ps 106:23. 

 
27

 In the context of the verse as a whole, ―my glory‖ is parallel to ―shield‖ and thus might denote 

―strength,‖ affording protection like the aforementioned shield. See Moshe Weinfeld, ―dwObkf@ kābôd,‖ in 

Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (ed. G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-

Josef Fabry; tr. David E. Green; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1995) 7:25. Weinfeld writes: ―The 



102 

 

biblical term kābôd (dwbk) with its rabbinic equivalent, Shekhinah (hnyk#), which is 

nicely echoed in the proof text, Exod 25:8—―that I may dwell (ytnk#w) among them.‖
28

 

The Tabernacle becomes a visible, tangible sign of the ―salvation‖ whose existence ―the 

nations of the world‖ question (Ps 3:3). Finally, God was the One who ―lifts up [Israel‘s] 

head‖ (y#$i)ro MyrIm'w% [3:4]). Once again, the midrash acknowledges Israel‘s heinous sin 

and its serious consequences—The Israelites deserved ―to lose [their] heads,‖ to suffer 

the penalty prescribed by Exod 22:19. But ―You granted us a lifting of the head through 

Moses‖—which brings us at last to the Sabbath Torah lection, the ―target verse‖ of the 

petiḥta (Exod 30:12), and its use of a similar collocation (#)r )#n). Although in the 

context of Exodus 30 it denotes ―the taking of a census,‖ the rabbis transform its plain 

sense in this midrash, reading the phrase according to its other possible meanings: to 

honor, single out, and forgive (cf. Gen 32:21; 40:13, 20). Any reference to the 

punishment of Israel in the biblical text goes unmentioned here. Rather, the focus is on 

divine graciousness and forbearance in the wake of the calf incident: God shields Israel, 

dwells peacefully in her midst, and mercifully raises the Israelites‘ heads high. 

The strategy employed in this passage with respect to the nations is quite different 

from that of another in Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, Šor ‘o keseb 7.
29

 According to the latter: 

―In malice they make a king merry, / And officials in treachery‖ (Hosea 7:3). 

What did He see in the ox in order to make it the head of all the offerings (cf. Lev 

22:27)? R. Levi said, ―It is like a lady, about whom an evil report spread 

concerning one of the prominent members of the kingdom. But the king 

investigated the charges (Myrbdb) and did not find any substance (#mm) in them. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

meaning ‗strength‘ for kābôd is attested in Job 29:20 (‗My kābôd is fresh within me, my bow always in my 

grasp‘) and Ps. 3:4(3) (‗Thou… art a shield about me, my kābôd, that lifts my head high‘); bow and shield 

are symbols of strength and power.‖ 

     
28

 Cf. Ps 106:20 (―They exchanged their glory [Mdwbk] / for the image of a bull that feeds on grass‖). 

 
29

 Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 9:7 (ed. B. Mandelbaum). This text is also found in Leviticus Rabbah 27:8.   
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What did he do? He prepared a great banquet and seated that very man at the head 

of the guests. All this for what reason? To make it known that the king had 

investigated the charges and did not find any substance in them. Likewise, since 

the nations of the world taunted Israel and said to them: ‗You made the calf,‘ the 

Holy One (blessed be He!) investigated the charges and did not find any 

substance in them. Therefore the ox (rw#)
30

 was put at the head of all the 

offerings.‖ ―When an ox (rw#) or a sheep or a goat [is born, it shall stay seven 

days with its mother, and from the eighth day on it shall be acceptable as an 

offering by fire to the LORD]‖ (Lev 22:27).
31

 

 

Significantly, both this petiḥta and the one previously discussed deploy commands 

related to the Tabernacle in order to rebut the taunts of the nations. But, unlike the above-

quoted text, the first petiḥta of the pisqa Ki tissa‘ does not deny or occlude Israel‘s sin. 

Rather, it denies the nations‘ claim that there is no longer any salvation for Israel due to 

the sin with the golden calf. 

We will now turn our attention to three texts from a collection redacted much later 

than the Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, Exodus Rabbah. The latter anthology can be divided 

into two parts: the first (parashiyot 1–14) composed of exegetical midrashim on Exodus 

1–10, the second (parashiyot 15–52) containing homiletical midrashim of the Tanḥuma-

Yelammedenu variety on Exodus 12–40. The dating of this collection, both in terms of the 

                                                           
30

 Cf. Ps 106:20 (They exchanged their glory for the image of an ox [rw#] that feeds on grass). 

 
31

 See Burton L. Visotzky, ―Anti-Christian Polemic in Leviticus Rabbah,‖ in Fathers of the World: Essays 

in Rabbinic and Patristic Literatures (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995) 93–105, esp. 97–99; and idem, 

―Esau, Edom, and Others,‖ in Golden Bells and Pomegranates: Studies in Midrash Leviticus Rabbah 

(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003) 154–72, esp. 164–65, for discussions of this passage. Visotzky quotes the 

passage in the following misleading fashion, excising the target verse of the petiḥta (Lev 22:27) and 

moving without transition from R. Levi‘s nimshal to the midrash that follows it: ―The gentiles deride Israel 

and say, ‗You made the Golden Calf.‘ So God investigated these charges and found them to be without 

substance… rather it was the sojourners [gerim] who ascended from Egypt with Israel… who made the 

Golden Calf…‖ (―Esau, Edom, and Others,‖ 164). He argues that the text is a response to Christian 

polemic, specifically the polemic of the (Syriac) Didascalia Apostolorum against the so-called ―second 

legislation‖—all Jewish law extending beyond the Ten Commandments. Visotzky writes, ―The rabbinic 

response to this Aramaic charge is: It was not Jews who made the Golden Calf, but others who claim to be 

Israel—the mixed multitude who ascended from Egypt pretending to be true Israel‖ (―Esau, Edom, and 

Others,‖ 164). Surprisingly, he does not discuss the role of Priestly sacrificial law in this midrash, 

sacrificial law (included by the Didascalia among the ―second legislation‖) that according to R. Levi 

actually vindicates Israel, exonerating her from the sin of the calf. 
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individual traditions contained therein and the anthology as a whole, is quite difficult. 

According to a standard handbook on midrashic literature, the second part is actually 

older than the first, which was compiled ―no earlier than the tenth century.‖
32

  

In Exodus Rabbah 33:2 we find an interpretation of Exod 25:2 (―Tell the Israelite 

people to bring Me gifts‖ for the building of the Tabernacle) in which such a theology of 

presence again serves as a rebuttal to the Gentiles, whose taunt resonates with pre-

modern Christian interpretations of the calf incident. This is an especially dense and 

allusive midrash, whose brevity belies its interpretive creativity and theological 

profundity. ―The Holy One (blessed be He!) said to Moses, ‗What are the heathens 

saying; that I will not go about with them
33

 [the Israelites] because they committed 
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 H. L. Strack and Günter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (trans. and ed. Markus 

Bockmuehl; second edition; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996) 309. See also Marc Bregman, ―Midrash 

Rabbah and the Medieval Collector Mentality,‖ Prooftexts 17 (1997) 63–76, esp. p. 64. ―The second part of 

Exodus Rabbah (chapters 15–52), the second part of Numbers Rabbah (chapters 15–23), and Deuteronomy 

Rabbah belong to the Tanhuma-Yelammedenu midrashim, a distinct genre of midrashic literature that 

evolved in Palestine, Babylonia, and Europe… beginning, I believe, already in the fifth century.‖ 

 
33

 The heathens‘ supposed taunt is a strange and difficult turn of phrase in the printed edition of Exodus 

Rabbah—Mhm( rzwx yny). Does the participle rzwx mean ―return‖ in this context? God‘s ―returning‖ with 

(M() the people then would suggest a present situation of displacement or exile for Israel. Note the use of 

the feminine singular Qal participle of the same root (rzx) with the same preposition (M() in the Mekhilta 

de-Rabbi Ishmael—―When they [Israel] return in the future [from exile], the Shekhinah, as it were, will 

return with them (Nhm( trzwx).‖ However, although this tannaitic passage and our later midrash both aim 

to affirm God‘s steadfast presence with his people, it is important to keep in mind that ―exile‖ per se is not 

explicitly mentioned in Exodus Rabbah 33:2, a text whose imagined setting is the wilderness between 

Egypt and Canaan. And if the ―heathen‖ deny that God will return with Israel from exile, they would seem 

to be conceding that God is now with his people in exile. Just such a daring assertion is made in the 

Mekhilta, preceding the statement quoted above: ―You find that wherever Israel went into exile, the 

Shekhinah, as it were, went into exile with them.‖ This is certainly a claim that the ―heathen‖ of Exodus 

Rabbah 33:2 would deny vehemently as well. Another use of rzwx similar to that in Exodus Rabbah 33:2 

occurs in a mashal in 51:4, but in that case with a different preposition (l(). A king abandons his wife after 

becoming angry with her, and the queen‘s neighbors tell her, ―He will not return to you again‖ (rzwx wny) 
dw( Kyl(). To consider the heathens‘ taunt in Exodus Rabbah 33:2 a garbled form of one or both of the 

traditions preserved in 51:4 and the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael is certainly a tantalizing possibility. 

A second possible translation of rzwx is ―go about or move around‖ (see b. Shabbat 151b; b. 

Hullin 139b; Bereshit Rabbah 94:5), which would make better sense in this particular context, one of Israel 

about to begin marching circuitously from Mt. Sinai to the promised land. Whatever the precise meaning of 

the participle rzwx in the printed edition of our brief midrash, the basic claim of the ―heathens‖ is that God 

no longer will accompany Israel on her journeys; the LORD has forsaken his people in response to their sin 
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idolatry? For it says (in Exod 32:8; Deut 9:12), ‗They have been quick to turn aside (wrs) 

[from the way that I enjoined upon them].‘‖ God continues by offering an interpretive 

paraphrase of the end of Ps 68:19—―Even if they rebel (Myrrws), I will not abandon 

them (Mtw) xynm yny)),
34

 but with them I will dwell, for it says, ‗Even the rebellious, 

[with whom] the LORD God will dwell‘ (Ps 68:19b).‖
35

 Note that the ―rebellious ones‖ of 

Ps 68:19 are associated with disobedient Israel by means of the darshan‘s play on 

Myrrws (from the geminate root, rrs) in the psalm and wrs (from the hollow root, rws) 

in Exod 32:8 and Deut 9:12. Despite Israel‘s rebelliousness at Mount Sinai, the LORD 

dwelt among them in the Tabernacle (Nk#m), as evoked by the infinitive Nk#l in Ps 

68:19b. The Tabernacle then serves as a means and sign of God‘s closeness and 

commitment to Israel, contra the Gentiles‘ claim that God had rejected his chosen people. 

God‘s imagined remarks to Moses, which are concerned especially with the 

―heathens‖/ ―idolaters,‖ are not only a possible reflection of contemporary polemics, but 

also, I would argue, evidence of attentiveness to one or more details of the calf narrative 

itself (Exod 32:12, 25; 33:16). Recall that in the course of pleading Israel‘s case before 

                                                                                                                                                                             

with the golden calf. I am grateful to Shaye J. D. Cohen and Tzvi Novick for spurring my thinking on the 

language and theology of Exodus Rabbah 33:2. 

 
34

 Cf. two biblical texts which employ this verb with respect to God: Jer 14:9 (―. . . Yet You are in our 

midst, O LORD, / And Your name is attached to us— / Do not forsake us [wnxnt l)]!‖) and Ps 119:121 (―I 

have done what is just and right; / do not abandon me [ynxynt-lb] to those who would wrong me‖). 

     
35

 Cf. the rendering of Ps 68:19b in the NJPS translation of the Tanakh: ―You went up to the heights, 

having taken captives, / having received tribute of men, / even of those who rebel / against the LORD God‘s 

abiding there.‖ 

    Note also a parallel to our midrash, Song of Songs Rabbah VI.5.1, in which a similar interpretation of Ps 

68:19b (without attribution in Exodus Rabbah) is attributed to R. Phinehas, a fifth generation Palestinian 

Amora, who speaks in the name of a second generation Palestinian Amora, R. Ḥama b. Ḥanina b. Papa. ―R. 

Phinehas said in the name of R. Ḥama b. Ḥanina b. Papa: ‗It is written: ―Even those who rebel, [with 

whom] the LORD God will dwell‖ (Ps 68:19b). ―Even those who rebel‖—and the Holy One (blessed be 

He!) causes His Shekhinah to dwell among them. By what merit? By the merit [of their saying]: ―All the 

things that the LORD has commanded we will do!‖ (Exod 24:3).‖ 
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God, Moses successfully resorts to an appeal to the Deity‘s concern about his 

international reputation: ―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‘‖ (Exod 32:12). After breaking the tablets and destroying the idol, ―Moses 

saw that the people were out of control—since Aaron had let them get out of control—so 

that they were a menace to any who might oppose them‖ (Exod 32:25).  Here, especially 

in the second half of the verse, there seems to be a realization, albeit inchoate, of the 

implications of such a tale for Israel‘s future.  The Hebrew word translated above as 

―menace‖ or ―object of derision‖ (hcm#) is a hapax legomenon, and would elicit the 

acuity and ingenuity of a series of ancient translators-interpreters.  For example, the 

Septuagint understands the second half of the verse to read—―an object of Schadenfreude 

(e0pi/xarma) to their enemies.‖  Targum Onqelos, an early Jewish translation of the 

Pentateuch into Aramaic, renders the verse as, ―Moses realized that the people were 

worthless, that Aaron had made them worthless by causing them to assume a bad 

reputation [literally, ―an evil name‖] for their [subsequent] generations.‖  Those who 

would ―rise up against‖ the Jews of antiquity—early Christians, in particular—would 

indeed consider not only the Israelites of Exodus 32 but their descendants as ―objects of 

derision,‖ as having ―acquired an evil name‖ due to the making and worship of the calf.  

Finally, note Moses‘ urging God to journey with Israel after the calf apostasy, to be 

present to Israel despite their being—in God‘s own words—―stiffnecked‖ (33:3–5): ―For 

how shall it be known that Your people have gained Your favor unless You go with us 

(wnm(), so that we may be distinguished (wnylpnw), Your people and I, from every people 

on the face of the earth?‖ (33:16). Within the interpretive space opened up by this 
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anonymous darshan, we might imagine the midrashic paraphrase of Ps 68:19 as a 

response to Moses‘ urgent query. Reading the Priestly source and the YHWHist/Elohist 

narrative(s) in light of one another, God does accompany His people—in the Tabernacle. 

Note once again the LORD‘s rejoinder to the Gentiles: ―Even if they rebel, I will 

not abandon them, but with them I will dwell‖ (rd yn) Mhm(w Mtw) xynm yny)).  This 

affirmation of divine steadfastness, admittedly in a late midrash collection, has important 

antecedents in late biblical as well as early rabbinic literature. For example, the phrase, ―I 

will not abandon them‖ (Mtw) xynm yny)), echoes another affirmation of divine 

constancy in the wake of the calf incident: ―You did not abandon them‖ (Mtbz( )l) in 

Neh 9:17, 19. The prayer of Neh 9:6–37 includes a history of, on the one hand, divine 

munificence on behalf of Abraham and his descendants, and, on the other hand, the 

constant unfaithfulness and rebelliousness of the latter. And included among the litany of 

Israel‘s sins is the making and worship of the golden calf. Here that act of idolatry is an 

occasion for God to exhibit his great mercy; there is no explicit mention of divine wrath 

and punishment of the people.  

Verses 16 and 17aα serve as a summary of the rebelliousness of the wilderness 

generation. Like their Egyptian oppressors (v. 10), the ancestors begin to act 

presumptuously. They ―stiffen their necks,‖ evoking the calf episode in Exodus and 

Deuteronomy, and do not heed the commandments. Indeed, they refuse to obey and do 

not ―remember‖ the marvelous deeds wrought by God (including the exodus). Two 

examples of the people‘s perversion or inversion of that pivotal event follow. Verse 17aβ 

refers to the sin of the spies told in Numbers 14: The people appoint a leader (#)r-wntyw) 

in order to return to their Egyptian servitude (cf. Num 14:1–4) rather than to enter the 
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promised land.
36

 The prayer then addresses God as one who forgives and is merciful—no 

explicit note of divine wrath and punishment is sounded. These divine attributes echo 

both Exod 34:6–7a and Num 14:18a (which include only Myp)-Kr) and dsx-br). 

Commentators have long noted that, unlike Exodus 34 and Numbers 14, Nehemiah 9 

strikingly does not use the words referring to divine judgment in the theologoumenon.  

The scene then shifts to the calf episode: ―[T]hey made themselves a molten calf 

and said, ‗This is your God who brought you out of Egypt,‘ thus committing great 

impieties‖ (v. 18).
37

 But as with the sin(s) of v. 17, so the grave misdeeds of v. 18 are met 

with mercy rather than justice. The general syntactic pattern of v. 17b (―But you . . . did 

not abandon them‖) is repeated in v. 19a. ―Even though (yk P)) they made themselves a 

molten calf  . . . You, in Your abundant compassion, did not abandon them in the 

wilderness‖ (Neh 9:18, 19).
38

 And the lack of an explicitly wrathful divine response is 

emphasized by reference to the continuation of the acts of divine graciousness that 

preceded the sins in the wilderness. The pillar of cloud and pillar of fire (introduced in v. 

12) are not taken away from the people (v. 19b). God still gives his good spirit to instruct 

them (v. 20a).
39

 He does not withhold manna or water from them (v. 20b; cf. v. 15). 

Seemingly nothing will prevent the people from reaching the promised land. Nascent 

                                                           
36

 Whereas the root Ntn had been used earlier with respect to God‘s care for the descendants of Abraham 

(e.g., v. 15—the provision of bread from heaven and the giving of the land), here it is used to help describe 

the people‘s unwillingness to obey the charge given in v. 15b. 

 
37

 Cf. Exod 32:4, 8; Deut 9:16. Like the ironic use of Ntn in Neh 9:17, here the use of h#( (to ―make‖ an 

idol or ―commit great impieties‖) contrasts starkly with its association with God‘s wonder-working (v. 17), 

his making a name for himself (v. 10; cf. Kl in v. 10 and Mhl in v. 18), and creating the universe (v. 6: 

h#( is used rather than )rb). 

 
38

 Cf. Exodus Rabbah 33:2: ―Even if they rebel (Nh Myrrws wlyp)), I will not abandon them, but with them 

I will dwell.‖ 

 
39

 Cf. vv. 13–14: the giving of the Torah, which is a source of life like the manna and water (v. 29). 
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Israel‘s very existence is grounded in and sustained by God‘s great mercies and the 

patriarchal promises. 

Exodus Rabbah 33:2 also resonates with much earlier rabbinic traditions that 

affirm God‘s indwelling presence (Shekhinah) abiding with Israel in times of impurity 

and exile. One is a Tannaitic interpretation of the concluding phrase of Lev 16:16 

(Mt)m+ Kwtb Mt) Nk#h) found in Sifra ‘Aḥărê môt 3: ―Even though they (the 

Israelites) are unclean, the Shekhinah is among them.‖
40

 The participle in Lev 16:16bb, 

Nk#h, denotes ―the One who dwells‖ with Israel, the Shekhinah (hnyk#) in the idiom of 

the rabbis.
41

 Another is a passage from the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael (Massekhet de-

Pisḥa, parashah 14) that begins: ―You find that wherever Israel went into exile, the 

Shekhinah, as it were (lwkybk), went into exile with them‖ (whether Egypt, Babylon, 

Elam, or Edom). Indeed, even Israel‘s servitude in Egypt is construed as an ―exile.‖
42

 

After affirming that the Shekhinah accompanied the people into each exile, this passage 

in the Mekhilta then states: ―And when they return in the future, the Shekhinah, as it 

                                                           
40

 For parallels to this midrash in other rabbinic texts, see Norman J. Cohen, ―Shekhinta Ba-Galuta: A 

Midrashic Response to Destruction and Persecution,‖ Journal for the Study of Judaism 13 (1982) 149, n. 

10. See also Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000) 118–35, 

esp. 129. Klawans writes, ―While moral defilement brings about the departure of the Divine Presence, we 

are told a number of times in tannaitic sources that ritual defilement does not cause the departure of the 

Divine Presence…. When the tannaim state here [Sifre Naso §1] that the Divine Presence can dwell among 

the Israelites despite their impurity, it is clear that the tannaim have ritual impurity in mind‖ (129). 

 
41

 This rabbinic tradition seems to understand the participle as being in construct with the immediately 

preceding phrase in Lev 16:16ba, ―Tent of Meeting‖—―the Tent of Meeting of the One who dwells.‖ Cf. 

Josh 22:19, where ―the Tabernacle of the LORD‖ is the subject of the verb Nk#$. The latter verse lends some 

support to the NJPS translation of Lev 16:16b: ―and he shall do the same for the Tent of Meeting, which 

abides with them in the midst of their uncleanness.‖ 

 
42

 ―[Israel] went into exile in Egypt, the Shekhinah [went into exile] with them, as it is said, ‗I exiled myself 

(ytylgn hlgnh) to the house of your fathers when they were in Egypt‘ (1 Sam 2:27).‖ The root hlg is 

understood here in its other sense of ―to go into exile‖ rather than ―to reveal.‖ 
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were, will return with them (Nhm( trzwx).‖
43

 This extended tannaitic affirmation of the 

Shekhinah‘s adherence to Israel in all her vicissitudes resonates quite strongly with our 

midrash. Recall once again the LORD‘s rejoinder to the Gentiles in Exodus Rabbah 33:2: 

―Even if they rebel, I will not abandon them, but with them I will dwell.‖
44

 Exodus 

Rabbah 33:2, along with the other amoraic midrashim analyzed here, thus partake in a 

theological trajectory extending from at least the Persian period (Nehemiah 9) into the 

period of the Tannaim (ca. 70 CE–ca. 200 CE) and beyond. 

The note of divine constancy despite Israel‘s idolatry at Mount Sinai finds an 

additional inflection in other midrashim—that of eros. In the rabbinic imagination, the 

Tabernacle is not only the counterpart and culmination of creation as well as a tangible 

symbol of Israel‘s chosenness, but also (related to the latter) a bridal chamber or canopy 

(ḥuppah). The Pesikta de-Rab Kahana, for instance, contains several passages that 

underscore the latter understanding of the Tabernacle, reading Num 7:1 (―On the day that 

                                                           
43

 This hope that the Shekhinah will participate in Israel‘s return from exile is supported by midrashic 

interpretations of two biblical verses: ―For it is said, ‗The LORD your God will return (b#w) with (t)) your 

captivity‘ (Deut 30:3; rendering the Hebrew according to the midrashic construal of it). It is not written 

by#hw (‗and [He] will bring back‘), but b#w (‗and [He] will return‘). And it says, ‗With me (yt)) from 

Lebanon, my bride‘ (Song 4:8). Was she really coming from Lebanon? Wasn‘t she going up to Lebanon? 

What does Scripture (i.e., ‗with me from Lebanon, my bride‘) teach? You and I, as it were, were exiled 

from Lebanon; you and I will go up to Lebanon.‖ As Michael Fishbane notes, the definite direct object 

marker (t)) is read as the preposition ―with‖ (also t), as in Song 4:8 and Lev 16:16b) in the midrashic 

construal of Deut 30:3 (Biblical Myth and Rabbinic Mythmaking [Oxford: Oxford UP, 2003], 135, n. 6; 

139). Fishbane adduces a similar reading of the object marker in a much later midrash collection, Pesiqta 

Rabbati, where Exod 3:17 seems to be construed as, ―I (God) shall go up [from Egypt] with you‖ (ibid., 

153–54). 

  
44

 See Michael Fishbane‘s reference to this midrash in his Biblical Myth and Rabbinic Mythmaking, 146. 

―This topos of the participation of the Shekhinah in the nation‘s exiles emphasizes divine willingness to 

share the sorrow and affliction of His people. The focus is thus not on divine anger or isolation, but on 

commiseration and care…. Exilic history thus becomes the mysterious site of divine presence. An 

anonymous midrash of the rebellion at Sinai has presumably become a prism to project this point, in an 

unequivocable way: ‗Even though they (Israel) are rebellious (says God): Truly, I shall not abandon them, 

and with them I shall dwell (ve-‗immahem ‘ani dar‘ [sic.]; Exodus Rabba 33.2).‖ Cf. my discussion above 

of the potential obstacles to interpreting Exodus Rabbah 33:2 as a direct reference to the exile. The 

particular section of the midrash that Fishbane quotes, however, does indeed carry the force of a general 

rule, applicable to any circumstance—exilic or otherwise—in which Israel finds itself. 
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Moses finished [twlk] setting up the Tabernacle‖) in light of verses from the Song of 

Songs. One midrash reads the infinitive tlk, spelled defectively (without the letter waw) 

according to this rabbinic tradition, as the noun )tlk, ―bride.‖ The day on which Moses 

finished setting up the Tabernacle then becomes the day when the bride (Israel) entered 

the bridal chamber ()nwng).45
 This construal of the events at Mount Sinai as a marriage is 

also evidenced in the following interpretations of Song 3:11 in the same midrash 

compendium. 

By the words ―on his wedding day‖ (wtntx Mwyb) (Song 3:11) is meant the 

day of God‘s betrothal of Israel
46

 [at Sinai];
47

 and by the words ―on his day of 

bliss‖ (wbl txm# Mwyb) (ibid.) is meant the day He entered the Tent of 

Meeting.
48

 

      Or by the words ―on his wedding day‖ is meant the day He entered the Tent of 

 Meeting; and by the words ―on his day of bliss‖ is meant His gladness at Israel‘s 

 building of the eternal Habitation. Hence it is said, ―It was on [Israel‘s] bridal day 

 that Moses finished setting up the Tabernacle‖ (Num 7:1). 

  

These two midrashic comments on the closing words of Song 3:11 give no indication of 

the calamitous event that will overshadow, at least temporarily, that blissful day—Israel‘s 

making and worship of the golden calf. In keeping with the biblical polemic against 

idolatry, there are rabbinic texts that do refer to the calf apostasy with the language of 

                                                           
45

 Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 1:5. Cf. the interpretation of Song 5:1 (yngl yt)b) in Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 

1:1. ―R. Tanḥum, the son-in-law of R. Eleazar b. Abina, in the name of R. Simeon b. Yosne, noted that ‗I 

have come to a garden‘ is not written, but rather, ‗I have come to my garden‘—[i.e.,] to my bridal chamber 

(ynwngl)‖ (emphasis added). 

 
46

 wyh Mynwtyx: Literally, ―there was a wedding (between God and Israel)‖ (cf. Exod 19:10). 

 
47

 Mount Sinai is explicitly mentioned in the parallels, Numbers Rabbah 12:8 and Song of Songs Rabbah 

III.11.2. 

 
48

 Note a Tannaitic interpretation of Song 3:11 (m. Ta‗anit 4:8) and its clear affinities with that found in 

Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana.  ―The day of his espousals—this refers to the day on which the Torah was given. 

The day of the gladness of his heart—this refers to the building of the Temple—‗may it be rebuilt quickly, 

in our days, Amen.‘‖ Jon D. Levenson has discussed the resonances between the biblical and rabbinic 

figurative construals of God‘s covenant with Israel in his Sinai and Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible 

(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1985) 75–80. 
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sexual immorality and marital infidelity. For example, see the following interpretation of 

Song 1:12 in b. Gittin 36b.
49

 

Come and hear, for ‗Ulla‘ said, ―O shameless (hbwl() bride who was unchaste 

(htnyz) within her bridal canopy (htpwx)!‖ R. Mari, the son of Samuel‘s 

daughter, said, ―What (biblical) verse (indicates this)? ‗While the king is on his 

couch, my nard gives off (Ntn) its fragrance‘ (Song 1:12).‖ Raba‘ said, ―Yet (his) 

love is with us, for it is written ‗gives off‘ (Ntn) and not ‗became putrid‘ 

(xyrsh).‖ 

 

‗Ulla‘s exclamation implicitly refers to Israel, the insolent bride, who at Mount Sinai was 

unfaithful even while still beneath the marriage canopy. R. Mari cites Song 1:12 in 

support of the preceding indictment: While God (―the king‖) was upon Mount Sinai, 

Israel‘s nard ―gave off‖—i.e., lost—its fragrance due to her infidelity. Raba‘ then offers a 

qualification: Although the scent of the precious perfume dissipated, at least it is not 

written that the nard stank—―The love (of God) is (thus) still with us (Nbg).‖ A more 

explicit association of Song 1:12 with the calf incident is attributed to R. Meir in Song of 

Songs Rabbah I.12.12. 

R. Meir and R. Judah (interpret Song 1:12 differently). R. Meir said, ―While yet 

the supreme King of kings, the Holy One (blessed be He!), was on His couch in 

the firmament, Israel gave forth a bad odor (cf. Song 1:12) and said to the calf, 

‗This is your god, O Israel‘ (Exod 32:4).‖ R. Judah said to him, ―That‘s enough 

from you, Meir! The Song of Songs is not to be interpreted for reproach, but only 

for praise, for the Song of Songs was given only for the praise of Israel.‖ 

 

In keeping with R. Judah‘s hermeneutic of praise, the next midrash that we will examine 

below uses the Song of Songs to construe the near-calamity at Sinai as somehow not 

leading to a permanent separation or an estrangement beyond repair, but rather to the 

renewal and reaffirmation of God‘s commitment to His people. 

                                                           
49

 There is a parallel in b. Shabbat 88b. 
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Whereas our first midrash from Exodus Rabbah, 33:2, read the calf incident and 

Tabernacle account in light of one another via Psalm 68, the text which immediately 

follows it in Exodus Rabbah does so by means of the Song of Songs.  

 ―I [Israel] was asleep‖—due to making the calf—―but my heart was 

 wakeful‖ (Song 5:2a). And the Holy One (blessed be He!) knocks upon me.
50

 

 [You can conclude this from the verse in which God commands,] ―And let them 

 bring me gifts‖ (Exod 25:2). ―‗Let me in, my own, my darling!‘ (Song 5:2b).
51

 

 How long must I walk about
52

 without a home, ‗for my head is drenched with 

 dew‘ (Song 5:2b). But ‗make me a sanctuary‘ (Exod 25:8), so that I will not be 

[left] outside.‖ 

 

The words of the female lover in the Song are placed in the mouth of Israel, where their 

meaning is thereby transformed. The congregation of Israel (l)r#y tsnk) relates that 

although she was figuratively ―asleep‖ with the making of the calf, she was ―awake‖ just 

enough to hear and respond to a request for offerings of building materials. God is 

understood as the male lover, unabashedly knocking at the door of Israel‘s heart even 

after the calf incident, expressing in the language of the Song his fervent desire to be with 

his beloved, Israel. The passionate interplay of the lovers in Song of Songs is historicized 

and nationalized according to the narrative of Exodus; conversely, the events of Exodus 

are eroticized according to the script of the Song of Songs. God‘s love for Israel as well 

as Israel‘s attentiveness to the voice of God—both despite Israel‘s acknowledged 

wrongdoing—are on display in this midrash. 

                                                           
50

 Or, reading wyl( instead of yl(, the text could be rendered: ―And the Holy One (blessed be He!) 

knocked upon it (i.e., my heart).‖ In either case it serves as a paraphrase of qpwd ydwd lwq (―Hark, my 

beloved knocks!‖) in Song 5:2b. 

 
51

 This is a translation of Exod 25:2 into the passionate, ardent language of the Song of Songs. 

 
52

 Cf. Lev 26:11–12 (I will establish My abode [ynk#m ―my Tabernacle‖] in your midst, and I will not spurn 

you. I will be ever present [ytklhth ―I will walk about‖] in your midst: I will be your God and you shall 

be My people). 
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The ―wakefulness‖ of Israel‘s collective heart/mind (bl) will be demonstrated by 

the people‘s eagerness to meet the call for donations to the building of the Tabernacle. 

Indeed, bl is a key term in the account of the giving of donations in Exodus 35. ―Take 

from among you gifts to the LORD; everyone whose heart so moves him (wbl bydn lk) 

shall bring them—gifts for the LORD‖ (v. 5; see also vv. 21–29). The people‘s hearts are 

so moved that more than enough is brought to Moses, and the people need to be told to 

discontinue their donations. ―Moses thereupon had this proclamation made throughout 

the camp: ‗Let no man or woman make further effort toward gifts for the sanctuary!‘ So 

the people stopped bringing: their efforts had been more than enough for all the tasks to 

be done‖ (Exod 36:6–7).
53

 

In this anonymous midrash the character of Israel‘s relationship with her deity is 

understood to be two-sided—―I was asleep, but my heart was wakeful‖ (Song 5:2). Yes, 

Israel has sinned, but—by the graciousness of the LORD—Israel, the beloved, also has 

responded to the incessant urgings of her lover, YHWH. A similar understanding of Israel 

as simul iustus et peccator,
54

 again using the Song of Songs, is found in Exodus Rabbah 

49:2.
55

 A brief excerpt, referring to the calf incident as well as the Tabernacle and its cult, 

follows. 

                                                           
53

 Cf. the collection of gold for the making of the molten calf (Exod 32:2–4). The resonances between the 

two collections were not lost on ancient rabbinic interpreters, some of whom understood the donations for 

the Tabernacle as atoning for those made to Aaron (a different sort of ―measure for measure‖). See, e.g., R. 

Benaiah‘s comment in Sifre Debarim 1: ―Since Israel have worshiped idols, they are liable to extinction. 

Let the gold of the Tabernacle therefore atone for the gold of the calf.‖ 

 
54

 This is a Reformation locution that means, ―simultaneously justified and a sinner.‖ 

 
55

 Cf. its parallel in Song of Songs Rabbah I.5.1–2. 
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 It is written, ―I am dark, but lovely‖ (Song 1:5).
56

 If ―dark,‖ then how ―lovely‖?   

 [. . .] ―I am dark‖ on account of having made the golden calf, ―but lovely‖ 

 because I made the Tabernacle. ―I am dark‖ because of the bull, as it says, ―They 

 exchanged their glory / for the image of a bull (rw#) that feeds on grass‖ (Ps 

 106:20), but ―I am lovely‖ on account of another kind of bull, namely, ―If anyone 

 of the house of Israel slaughters a bull (rw#) or sheep or goat‖ (Lev 17:3). 

 

Just as ―sleep‖ and ―wakefulness‖ (Song 5:2) acquire moral connotations in Exodus 

Rabbah 33:3, so do ―dark‖ and ―lovely‖ (Song 1:5) in this midrashic passage. Whereas 

―dark‖ refers to Israel‘s rebelliousness, ―lovely‖ evokes her obedience and devotion to 

God. The making of the calf epitomizes the former; the construction of the Tabernacle 

exemplifies the latter. And, like the generous donations toward that building project to 

which Exodus Rabbah 33:3 alludes, in this midrash the sacrificial cult of the Tabernacle 

is also a means of mending the breach caused by the calf apostasy.  

A final midrash from Exodus Rabbah (51:4), this one more elaborate and 

lengthier than the others on which I have focused, brings together elements from each of 

them. It likewise portrays the building of the Tabernacle as in part a response to the 

nations of the world in the aftermath of the calf incident (cf. Exodus Rabbah 33:2). And it 

also understands God‘s interactions with Israel to be like the emotionally charged 

relationship between a lover and his beloved (cf. Exodus Rabbah 33:3). ―What is the 

meaning of tdu('hf?57
 Said R. Simeon, son of R. Ishmael: It is a testimony to all mortals 

that there is forgiveness for Israel.‖
58

 Following another interpretation of ―testimony,‖ 

                                                           
56

 See the remarks of J. Cheryl Exum in her Song of Songs: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2005) 103. ―Is the tone boastful or apologetic? Why should it be one or the other, and not both: 

a sign of pride and a token of vulnerability?‖ The interpretive tradition(s) preserved in Exodus Rabbah 49:2 

exemplify a resoundingly affirmative response to Exum‘s second question. 

  
57

 The question refers to Exod 38:21—―These are the records of the Tabernacle, the Tabernacle of the Pact 

(td(h Nk#m), which were drawn up at Moses‘ bidding.‖ 

 
58

 Cf. Sifra ‘Emor 13: ―A testimony to all mortals that the Shekhinah is in Israel.‖ As we will see, the role 

of the Shekhinah is central to the nimshal of Exodus Rabbah 51:4. 
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this one in praise of Moses, R. Isaac offers a parable (mashal) of a king, his wife, and the 

wife‘s neighbors.
59

 A king left (hxynhw)60
 his wife after becoming angry with her, and the 

queen‘s neighbors (hytwnk#)
61

 told her, ―He won‘t come back to you again‖ (rzwx wny)     

dw( Kyl().
62

 But the husband did indeed announce his imminent return and ordered that 

the palace be made ready. The couple was reunited and reconciled, and the initially 

incredulous neighbors were convinced by the smell of fragrant spices emanating from the 

palace. 

The nimshal, the decoding and application of the preceding parable, then follows 

with a description of God‘s relationship with Israel. ―In like manner did God love Israel‖ 

and gave her the Torah. ―But after only forty days they sinned. The heathen nations then 

said: ‗God will no longer be reconciled to them.‘‖
63

 Moses, however, as the mediator 

between the estranged spouses, interceded for Israel and persuaded God not only to 

forgive them, but also to make this reconciliation known to others. The divine reply was: 

 ―Upon your life, I will cause my Shekhinah to dwell in their midst, for it says: 

 ‗And let them make Me a sanctuary (that I may dwell [ytnk#w] among them)‘ 

 (Exod 25:8). By this shall all nations know that I have forgiven them.‖ This is 
                                                           
59

 Cf. Lamentations Rabbah 3:21, which contains a mashal with a very similar cast of characters; and see 

David Stern‘s discussion of said text in his Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic 

Literature (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1991) 56–62. 

 
60

 Cf. Exodus Rabbah 33:2 (Mtw) xynm yny)). 

 
61

 Cf. Ps 79:4 (―We have become the butt of our neighbors [wnynk#l], the scorn and derision of those 

around us‖), 12 (―Pay back our neighbors [wnynk#l] sevenfold for the abuse they flung at You, O Lord‖). 

 
62

 Cf. Exodus Rabbah 33:2 (Mhm( rzwx yny)). 

 
63

 In the printed edition (Vilna) of this text, part of Lam 4:15 is quoted in support of the supposed claim 

made by the ―heathen‖ nations—―For the nations had resolved (wrm)), ‗They shall stay here no longer.‘‖ 

See also v. 16: ―The LORD‘s countenance has turned away from them, He will look on them no more.‖ The 

employment of Lamentations in this context calls to mind the connections made between the calf and 

national disasters that I discussed above. In the parallel to this mashal/nimshal in Tanḥuma Pĕqûdê 2, the 

Warsaw edition includes Ps 3:3 as the prooftext (―Many say of me, ‗There is no deliverance for him 

through God ever‘‖), whereas the Buber edition contains no biblical citation. Cf. my earlier discussion of 

another midrash on the calf incident that uses Ps 3:3—Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, Ki tissa‘ 1.  
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 why it says: ‗The Tabernacle of Testimony‘ (Exod 38:21), because the 

 Tabernacle was a testimony to the Israelites that God had pardoned their sins. 

 

The construction of the Tabernacle, the earthly palace of the divine king filled with the 

aroma of incense offerings,
64

 was evidence that the relationship between God and Israel 

had not been irreparably sundered by the calf incident. The hnyk# refuted the twnk#.
65

 

To borrow the language of Ps 48:10, Israel now could ponder (wnymd, form an image of) 

God‘s loving-kindness (dsx) within and by means of his Tabernacle wherein the 

Shekhinah dwells.
66

 

We have examined three texts from Exodus Rabbah and one from the Pesiqta de-

Rab Kahana that understand the construction of the Tabernacle as a peaceful resolution 

of the crisis caused by the worship of the golden calf. The wilderness sanctuary, as the 

locus of divine immanence, reaffirms Israel‘s chosenness as well as the constancy of 

divine compassion and graciousness. As the space in which God/the Shekhinah dwells 

amidst Israel, it is a material realization—a veritable icon—of Exod 34:6–7a and Neh 

9:17b. The Tabernacle thereby provides both a rejoinder to ―the nations‖ that are 

represented as claiming that God has rejected his people, as well as a(n eschatological) 

promise, a source of hope and consolation, to the rabbis‘ own audiences who live bereft 

of a Temple. And the rabbinic construal of ―real (divine) presence‖ that arises from their 

midrashic engagement with the calf narrative and Tabernacle serves as a fascinating 

                                                           
64

 William H. C. Propp, in Exodus 19–40: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 2a; 

New York: Doubleday, 2006), writes, ―One creates a pleasant environment to attract [YHWH]‘s presence, 

just as one perfumes a bedroom to attract a lover (cf. Ps 45:9; Prov 7:17; Cant 3:6–7; Esth 2:12; 3 Macc 

4:6)‖ (513). 

 
65

 The first Hebrew word is Shekhinah, signifying the divine presence, and the second is shekhēnôt, the 

―neighbors‖ of the queen. Both nouns are based on the Hebrew root Nk# (š-k-n, ―to dwell‖). 

  
66

 See Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion, 149–150; and Gary A. Anderson, ―‗As We Have Heard So We 

Have Seen‘: The Iconography of Zion,‖ Conservative Judaism 54 (2002) 51, 57. 
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counterpart to patristic theologies of ―presence‖ articulated vis-à-vis the calf episode, 

representatives of which we will examine in the following two chapters. 

 Rachel Anisfeld, in her recent monograph on the Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, argues 

that amoraic midrashim—more so than tannaitic literature—evince a marked interest in 

the intimacy between Israel and YHWH, as represented in part by rabbinic depictions of 

the Deity‘s gracious and indulgent condescension vis-à-vis his chosen people.
67

 The texts 

that I have discussed above, with their references to the Shekhinah dwelling amidst Israel 

even in spite of the calf incident, also exemplify that notion of intimacy (twbybx), 

especially those midrashim that read Exodus via the Song of Songs. Anisfeld also notes 

significant resonances between the image of a humble, condescending deity in amoraic 

homilies and references to the incarnate Lord in ancient Christian preaching, resonances 

that suggest to her ―a shared cultural interest‖ in intimacy between the divine and 

human.
68

 

These images of God as one who descends to earth in a humble way are hints of a 

shared cultural interest in what, for Christianity, is a full-blown theology of the 

lowly based on the notion of Jesus‘ incarnation…. While the midrashic version is 

far less extreme, its tendency, within its own cultural limits, to adopt and 

appropriate such a humble, earth-bound image of God seems a significant sign of 

shared cultural sensibilities.
69

 

 

A thorough evaluation of Anisfeld‘s claim that the resonances between rabbinic and 

patristic notions of divine immanence indicate ―a shared cultural sensibility‖ lies beyond 

the scope of this dissertation. But her attentiveness to such similarities does serve as a 

useful precedent and point of departure for my own transition from rabbinic interpretation 

                                                           
67

 Rachel A. Anisfeld, Sustain Me With Raisin-Cakes: Pesikta deRav Kahana and the Popularization of 

Rabbinic Judaism (Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 133; Leiden: Brill, 2009). 

 
68

 Ibid., 171.  

 
69

 Ibid. 
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of the calf incident vis-à-vis the Tabernacle to a pair of patristic theologians, Ephrem the 

Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa, who use the calf narrative as an opportunity to reflect upon 

the significance of the incarnation.
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CHAPTER 4 

The Embodied God as Anti-Idol: 

 Ephrem‘s Interpretations of the Calf Incident 

in his Homily on Our Lord and Hymns on the Church, no. 44 

 

 In his important monograph, The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-Jewish 

Controversy (1990), Pier Cesari Bori traces the history of Christian interpretation of 

Exodus 32–34 from Late Antiquity to the Protestant Reformation. He describes the role 

of the calf narrative in the church‘s creation of an image of Judaism, over against which it 

constructs its own identity. In particular, he argues that Christian interpreters created a 

dichotomy of carnal Israel over against the spiritual church, the ―true Israel.‖ Although 

this does capture a significant element of the exegetes‘ rhetoric and theology, it belies the 

actual complexity of ancient Christian engagement with Exodus 32–34. Christian 

interpreters were not simply articulating a dichotomy of flesh and spirit, with the latter 

privileged over the former. There were also theologians who contemplated the positive 

significance of ―the flesh‖ (of the Logos) for the church in light of the calf narrative. This 

stubborn persistence of the flesh (to borrow a phrase from David Brakke)
1
, especially the 

flesh of Christ, in ancient Christian theological discourse is nowhere more apparent than 

in the work of Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306–373). Two texts in particular, his Homily on 

Our Lord and forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, put Exodus 32 to work not only to 

critique Judaism, but also to articulate the significance of the Son of God becoming 

human. 

 Ephrem the Syrian was born in the first decade of the fourth century (ca. 306 CE) 

in or near the city of Nisibis (modern Nuseybin on the border between southeast Turkey 

                                                           
1
 David Brakke, ―Jewish Flesh and Christian Spirit in Athanasius of Alexandria,‖ Journal of Early 

Christian Studies 9 (2001) 479. ―Flesh itself turned out to be stubbornly persistent, both in the face of, and 

in the heart of, spiritualizing orthodoxy.‖ 
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and northeast Syria), an outpost of the eastern Roman Empire. There Ephrem spent all 

but the last ten years of his life, serving as a deacon and catechist. In 363 Nisibis was 

ceded to the Persians after the death of the Roman emperor Julian in battle. As a result, 

Ephrem and other Christians were forced to move to the city of Edessa, about one 

hundred miles to the west (modern Urfa in southeast Turkey) and within the new borders 

of the Roman Empire; there Ephrem continued to be a theologian and advisor to the local 

bishop until his death in 373. He was a prolific author who wrote in Syriac, a dialect of 

Aramaic—a Semitic language closely related to Hebrew. His large and varied oeuvre 

falls roughly into four categories: 1. ―straight prose,‖ including commentaries on Genesis 

and Exodus; 2. prose poetry, including the Homily on Our Lord; 3. verse homilies 

(memre); and 4. hymns (madrashe), like the cycle entitled Hymns on the Church.
2
 

Ephrem the Syrian‘s Homily on Our Lord 

In the Homily on Our Lord, the first text to be discussed in this chapter, Ephrem 

portrays the enfleshed Deity as taking the place of manufactured idols. Devotion to 

Christ, the ―true image‖ of God
3
—as exemplified by the so-called ―sinful woman‖ in 

Luke 7—is portrayed as the antipode to the Israelites‘ making and worship of the calf at 

Mount Sinai. Embodiment, rather than being denigrated as an unfortunate and misguided 

preoccupation of Israel/the Jews, is celebrated as the very means by which God reveals 

himself and reaches out to heal physical infirmities and to forgive sins. 

                                                           
2
 This brief outline of Ephrem‘s life and work draws heavily upon Sebastian Brock, The Luminous Eye: 

The Spiritual World Vision of Saint Ephrem (revised edition; Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 

1992) 16–19. See also Christine Shepardson, Anti-Judaism and Christian Orthodoxy: Ephrem‘s Hymns in 

Fourth-Century Syria (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2008) 9–18; Kathleen E. 

McVey, ―Introduction,‖ in Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns (trans. Kathleen E. McVey; New York: Paulist 

Press, 1989) 3–28. 

 
3
 Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity 16:7. 
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 Ephrem contextualizes his appropriation of the calf narrative in the Homily on 

Our Lord with a discussion of idolatry as having been a universal human predicament 

(one by no means unique to Israel) and of the Christ-event as the divine response. Indeed, 

according to Ephrem, the incarnation was intended (in part) to replace polytheism and 

idolatry with the worship of the one true God; but this trinitarian monotheism will not be 

entirely aniconic. The Son‘s donning a body ushers in the twilight of the idols, but not the 

unequivocal triumph of spirit over matter. Rather, there is an exchange of images, with 

Christ—the ―true image‖ of God in human flesh—superseding the graven images of 

Israel and the nations. According to Ephrem, ―God [the Son] was sent by the Divinity 

[the Father] to come and shatter the images [graven things] which were not gods. Once 

He removed the title of ‗god‘ which dressed them up, their defects became apparent. And 

their defects are these: ‗They have eyes but do not see, and ears but do not hear‘‖ (§8).
4
 

Ephrem identifies the defects of idols by quoting a brief excerpt from the idol polemic of 

Psalm 115, verses 2–8 of which read as follows: 

 
2 

Let the nations not say, 

       ―Where is their God?‖ 

 
3
 Our God is in heaven 

       and all that he wills he accomplishes. 

 
4
 The idols of the nations are silver and gold, 

       the work of human hands. 

 
5
 They have mouths, but cannot speak. 

       They have eyes, but cannot see. 

 
6
 They have ears, but cannot hear. 

       They have noses, but cannot smell. 

 
7
 They cannot touch with their hands, 

       and they cannot walk with their feet; 

       they can make no sound in their throats. 

                                                           
4
 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations from Ephrem‘s Homily on Our Lord are taken from: Edward G. 

Matthews, Jr. and Joseph P. Amar, trans., St. Ephrem the Syrian: Selected Prose Works (The Fathers of the 

Church 91; ed. Kathleen McVey; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1994). For 

a critical edition of the Syriac text, see Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermo de Domino Nostro (ed. 

Edmund Beck; CSCO 270 / Scriptores Syri 116; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1966). 
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8
 Those who fashion them, 

       all who trust in them, 

       shall become like them.
5
 

 

Although Ephrem explicitly quotes only two half-verses from Psalm 115, echoes of the 

rest of the psalm‘s polemic are audible elsewhere in the homily and reinforce his 

understanding of Christ as anti-idol.
6
 

According to verse 4 of the psalm, idols—the gods of the nations—are ―the work 

[‗-b-d] of human hands,‖ mere statues and not actual deities. The psalmist asserts that the 

one deity who deserves worship is the God of Israel, ―who made [‗-b-d] heaven and 

earth‖ (v. 15) and created human beings.
7
 In the Homily on Our Lord, Ephrem puts a 

christological spin on that theological claim, referring to Christ as ―the architect of the 

flesh, the Crafter of the body [‘umāneh de-gušmā]‖ (§10) as well as ―the Master 

Craftsman [be‗el ‘umānuteh] of the Creator‖ (§12).
8
 These ascriptions of ―craftsmanship‖ 

to Christ stand over against not only Ps 115:4 but also Ephrem‘s own description of idols 

as ―ornamented by those who craft them [‘umānayhon]‖ (§5). In reference to the 

incarnation, Ephrem addresses Christ as the one who ―fashioned [‗-b-d] a body for 

[himself] to be a servant‖ (§10). The inanimate bodies of idols are fraught with ―defects‖ 

                                                           
5
 This is my own translation of the Peshitta version of Ps 115:2–8. 

 
6
 My attunement to such echoes of scripture in ancient Christian literature is informed especially by 

Richard B. Hays‘ Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale UP, 1989). For a brief 

definition of the trope of metalepsis or transumption, see p. 20. ―When a literary echo links the text in 

which it occurs to an earlier text, the figurative effect of the echo can lie in the unstated or suppressed 

(transumed) points of resonance between the two texts…. Allusive echo functions to suggest to the reader 

that text B should be understood in light of a broad interplay with text A, encompassing aspects of A 

beyond those explicitly echoed… Metalepsis… places the reader within a field of whispered or unstated 

correspondences.‖ 

 
7
 Note the following comment by Erich Zenger in his interpretation of Psalm 115: ―Menschengeschaffene 

Götter können niemals Götter sein, weil das umgekehrte Konzept gilt: Nur ein Gott kann Menschen 

schaffen—und dieser Gott ist JHWH, der ‗im Himmel‘ ist‖ (Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, 

Psalmen 101–150 [Freiburg: Herder, 2008] 284). 

 
8
 See also §2—―The Father begot Him and through Him He made all creation.‖ 
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and spiritually disfigure both their makers and worshipers (§5), but Jesus‘ self-made body 

is one ―in which fullness resided,‖ ―a body in which life resided‖ (§11). 

Ephrem‘s thoughts on the Markan story of Jesus healing the deaf-mute (7:31–37) 

call to mind the psalmist‘s disparagement of idols due to their being unable to hear or to 

speak. ―They have mouths, but cannot speak…. They have ears, but cannot hear…. They 

can make no sound in their throats‖ (Ps 115:5, 6, 7). Despite bearing the moniker of 

‗god,‘ idols, the work of human hands, have disabilities
9
 analogous to those of human 

beings and thus are unable to be sources of healing—unlike Christ, the true Deity 

incarnate who can restore sight, hearing and speech to his own creatures. And whereas 

idols have hands, but ―cannot touch [lā‘ māyšin (m-w-š)]‖ (v. 7), Jesus physically reaches 

out to the deaf-mute‘s ears and tongue in order to heal him. Ephrem remarks, ―By means 

of the fingers of (Jesus‘) body [besrā‘], the deaf-mute sensed that He came near his ears 

and touched [gaš (g-š-š)] his tongue‖ (§10).  But in addition to the sense of hearing and 

the capability of speech, Jesus provides the man with even more—an experience of his 

healer‘s full divinity. Ephrem, ever the lover of paradox, continues: ―By means of fingers 

that could be touched [de-metgašān], the deaf-mute touched [gā‘eš hwā‘] his untouchable 

[de-lā‘ metgaššā‘] divinity at the moment the restraint on his tongue was loosed and the 

impenetrable canals of his ears were opened‖ (ibid). Jesus‘ body is truly sacramental—a 

material and immanent means of encountering the spiritual and transcendent. And for 

Ephrem this sacramentality of Jesus‘ body as the ―Treasury of Healing‖ carries with it 

eucharistic undertones which further set Christ apart from idols. 

                                                           
9
 See Saul M. Olyan, ―The Ascription of Physical Disability as a Stigmatizing Strategy in Biblical Iconic 

Polemics,‖ The Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 9 (2009).  
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Ephrem writes, ―Dead idols with closed mouths fed on the life of their 

worshippers‖ (§5). Even the ancient Israelites ―made their lives into a pasture for dead 

idols: a single calf which they fashioned in the wilderness fed on their lives, as though on 

grass in the wilderness‖ (§6).
10

 But whereas idols prey zombie-like upon their devotees, 

members of the Church feed upon Christ the servant, who gave of himself even unto 

death on a cross and continues to give of himself upon the Eucharistic table to nurture 

others and make them whole.
11

 In the words of Ephrem, since lifeless idols are 

themselves sources of death, ―you [O Lord] mixed your blood, which repelled death and 

terrified it, in the bodies of your worshippers, so that the mouths of those who consume 

them [that is, the mouths of idols] would be repelled by their life‖ (§5).
12

 Elsewhere in 

Ephrem‘s oeuvre, the sixteenth Hymn on the Nativity offers another especially pointed 

juxtaposition of the Eucharist and idolatry.
13

 Ephrem places the following words in the 

mouth of Mary, Jesus‘ mother: 

                                                           
10

 Ephrem thus portrays idols as agents of, or co-conspirators with, Death/Sheol, whose defeat by the cross 

and the Medicine of Life is related in §§3–4. He personifies both Death and idols, depicting them as having 

a ravenous appetite for the lives of human beings. For example, in addition to the quotations above, note 

the following language in §3—―Since death was unable to devour [the Lord] without a body, or Sheol to 

swallow Him without flesh, He came to a virgin to provide Himself with a means to Sheol.‖ 

 
11

 Cf. Angela Y. Kim, ―Signs of Ephrem‘s Exegetical Techniques in his Homily on Our Lord,‖ Hugoye: 

Journal of Syriac Studies 3:1 (January 2000) §14. ―The calf‘s inability to eat is proof that idolatry is not 

able to lead people to true nourishment, namely everlasting life…. Ephrem presents the golden calf that 

neither eats nor nourishes as the antithesis to Christ whose presence in the Eucharist gives life.‖ As I 

mention above, Ephrem does portray idols as figuratively feeding upon the lives of their worshipers. Thus, 

although I agree with Kim that the golden calf is ―the antithesis to Christ,‖ my characterization of that 

antithesis differs slightly from hers; and I expand the discussion of ―Christ as anti-idol‖ beyond the theme 

of Eucharist to other elements of the Homily on Our Lord. 

 
12

 This interpretation of Christ‘s blood as apotropaic in function is likely dependent, at least in part, upon 

the biblical understanding of the blood of the Passover lamb, blood smeared on the doorposts and lintels of 

the Israelites‘ homes in Egypt as a sign in order to protect their first-born from death (Exod 12:7, 13, 22–

23). See Georgia Frank, ―‗Taste and See‘: The Eucharist and the Eyes of Faith in the Fourth Century,‖ 

Church History 70 (2001) 632, for a brief discussion of John Chrysostom‘s own vivid comparison of the 

eucharistic wine and the blood of the Passover lamb, as well as of the communicant‘s mouth and the 

doorposts of Israelite homes. 

   
13

 Cf. Paul‘s contrasting idolatry and the Lord‘s Supper in 1 Cor 10:14–22. 
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 See—your image is depicted 

      in the blood of grapes 

 on the top of the bread, 

     and it is depicted on the heart 

 by the finger of love,  

     with all the pigments 

of faith. 

      Blessed is he who made 

 the sculpted images pass away 

     in favor of his true image.
14

 

 

The Eucharist as the ―Medicine of Life‖ is not simply the antithesis of death-dealing 

idolatry, but also possesses its own iconic quality as a physical manifestation of the ―true 

image‖ of God. 

After discussing the problem of idolatry in more general terms, Ephrem turns to 

devote more attention to specific instances of apostasy—namely, the Israelites‘ making 

and worship of a golden calf at Mount Sinai as well as the rejection of Jesus by their 

descendents. He does so by reading the story of the calf apostasy in the Book of Exodus 

in tandem with the Lukan narrative of the ―sinful woman‖ and Jesus in the house of 

Simon the Pharisee (7:36–50). Simon invites Jesus to his home to dine with him. During 

the meal, a woman comes uninvited with an alabaster jar of ointment and stands at the 

feet of Jesus, who is reclining at table. ―She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and 

began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued 

kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment‖ (v. 38). Simon, upon witnessing 

this scene, thinks, ―If this man were a prophet, he would have known… that she is a 

sinner‖ (v. 39). Jesus, seeming to have read Simon‘s mind, then tells a mashal about a 

creditor who graciously cancels the debts of two people, one who owes five hundred 

                                                           
14

 Hymns on the Nativity 16:7. The translation is taken from Sidney H. Griffith, ―‗Spirit in the Bread; Fire 

in the Wine‘: The Eucharist as ‗Living Medicine‘ in the Thought of Ephraem the Syrian,‖ Modern 

Theology 15 (1999) 235. 
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denarii and the other only fifty. Simon opines—rightly in Jesus‘ eyes—that the one who 

had owed more now will love the creditor all the more. In response Jesus presents his 

nimshal in the form of a comparison of Simon and the woman, highlighting the former‘s 

lack of hospitality over against the latter‘s profuseness thereof. He thereupon 

acknowledges the greatness of her love and declares her many sins forgiven. 

Shuttling back and forth between Israel‘s story in Exodus 32 and the gospel 

narrative, Ephrem explicitly relates Simon, a ―son of Israel,‖ to his idolatrous forbears.
15

 

Together they engender yet another echo of Psalm 115—―Those who fashion [idols], all 

who trust in them, shall become like them‖ (v. 8), blind and deaf to the true work and 

words of God.
16

 Simon the Pharisee serves for Ephrem as a striking illustration of what 

he considers the deep-seated rebelliousness of the Israelites and their descendents. 

Despite witnessing Jesus working miracles, upon observing Jesus‘ interactions with the 

woman, Simon does not see who Jesus truly is—not simply a prophet but the Lord of the 

prophets who heals the body and the soul. His ―obstinate thinking‖ is deemed analogous 

to the golden calf of his stiff-necked ancestors (§19). By means of that Simon-Israel 

connection as well as Jesus‘ own comparison of Simon and the woman in the gospel 

narrative itself, Ephrem also implicitly contrasts the Israelites‘ worship of a molten calf 

and the woman‘s reverencing of Christ. The adultery of the bride, Israel, at Mount Sinai 

serves as a foil to the love and faithfulness of the once-sinning-now-repentant woman in 

Simon‘s home. 

                                                           
15

 See §§16, 17, 19, 42, 43, and 44; cf. Luke 11:47–51; Acts 7:51–53. 

 
16

 See Kim, ―Signs,‖ §15, where she astutely points out the echo of Ps 115:8 in Ephrem‘s discussion of 

Simon the Pharisee. She does not cite the following from the Homily on Our Lord, §44, a brief passage that 

strongly evokes Ps 115:5b, 6a (quoted by Ephrem in §10)—―Because [Simon] was a son of Israel, although 

he looked, he did not see. And when he heard, he failed to understand‖ (cf. Isa 6:9–10; 42:18–20). See also 

Olyan, ―Ascription,‖ 13–14. 
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 In keeping with the biblical prophetic tradition, Ephrem—like elements of 

rabbinic tradition—refers to the idolatrous covenantal infidelity of Israel using the 

language of sexual immorality and adultery in several places in his works. For example, 

in the following stanzas from his fourteenth Hymn on Faith, he employs that language in 

a juxtaposition of the eucharistic ―wedding feast‖ (§5) and the (broken) marriage of God 

and Israel at Mount Sinai (§§6–8). 

 
5
The soul is Your bride, the body too is Your bridal chamber, 

 Your guests are the senses and the thoughts. 

 And if a single body is a wedding feast for You, 

 how great is Your banquet with the whole church!
17

 

 

 
6
The Holy One took the synagogue up on Sinai: 

 he made her body shine with garments of white,
18

 

      but her heart was dark; 

 she played the harlot (gārat) with the calf, 

      and so the Exalted One rejected her (wa-s
e
nāh), 

breaking the tablets, the book of the covenant. 

 
7
Who has ever seen such horror in a shameful deed— 

 a bride who has played false (serḥat) in her own bridal chamber, 

      raising her voice?
19

 

 When she dwelt in Egypt she learnt it from 

 the mistress of Joseph, who cried out (da-q‗āt) when she played false (serḥat).
20

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                           
17

 Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity 3:7 in Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns (trans. Kathleen E. McVey; The 

Classics of Western Spirituality; New York: Paulist Press, 1989) 84. 

 
18

 Cf. Exod 19:14. 

 
19

 Cf. Exod 32:17–18. 

 
20

 Gen 39:14–15. The ―mistress (mārteh) of Joseph‖ is the wife of Potiphar, Joseph‘s master in Egypt. 

When her attempt to seduce Joseph failed, she screamed for her servants and falsely accused him of making 

advances on her (Gen 39:11–18). Cf. Exodus Rabbah 42:1, in which the calf incident and the attempted 

seduction of Joseph by Potiphar‘s wife are related to one another via the root ṣ-ḥ-q (Exod 32:6; Gen 39:17). 
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8
The light of the pillar of fire and of the cloud 

 drew into itself its rays like the sun 

 that was eclipsed on the day that she cried out (da-q‗āt),
21

 

 demanding (še‘lat) the King,
22

 a further crime.
23

 

 

In the fifth stanza, Ephrem addresses Jesus, the bridegroom of the individual embodied 

soul and of the entire ecclesial community at the celebration of the Lord‘s Supper. He 

then recalls that, like the church at the eucharistic table, Israel (―the synagogue‖) entered 

into communion with the divine bridegroom at Mount Sinai (§6). But she proved to be 

shamelessly unfaithful, committing adultery with the calf ―in her own bridal chamber‖ 

(§7). Ephrem thus employs the calf narrative as a cautionary tale for those who consume 

the body of Christ, a warning not to follow in the footsteps of the unfaithful Israelites or 

of their descendants who rejected Jesus and demanded his death.
24

  

In the Homily on Our Lord the trope of idolatry as adultery occurs in Ephrem‘s 

interpretation of the people‘s forced consumption of the pulverized calf idol and the 

subsequent capital punishment carried out by the Levites (Exod 32:20, 26–29). 

The sons of Levi became avengers in the open: (Moses) placed a mark on the 

offenders to make it easy for the avengers to avenge. The drink of the calf entered 

those in whom the love of the calf had dwelt and left a clear mark on them, so that 

the drawn sword could cut them down. (Moses) gave the waters of testing to the 

synagogue [k
e
nuštā‘] that had fornicated [zanyat (z-n-‘)] with the calf, so that the 

mark of the adulteresses would appear on it. This is where the law comes from 

concerning women drinking the waters of testing, so that, in the mark which 

appeared on the adulteresses, the synagogue would recall its fornication 

[zānyutāh] with the calf, and with fear be on guard against another (fornication), 

                                                           
21

 Cf. Matt 27:45. 

 
22

 Cf. Mark 15:13. 

 
23

 This translation is taken from Ephrem the Syrian: Select Poems (trans. Sebastian P. Brock and George A. 

Kiraz; Provo, Utah: Brigham Young UP, 2006) 219, 221. 

 
24

 See Brock, The Luminous Eye, 125. ―The reference to Israel‘s adultery at Sinai… is primarily intended as 

a warning to the Eucharistic bride—the soul—not to behave in the same sort of way in her own bridal 

chamber, the body.‖ 

  



130 

 

and with regret remember the first one. So when they pass judgment on their 

women who stray [m
e
zanyān] from them, they are passing judgment on 

themselves for straying [m
e
zaneyn] from their God (§6).

25
 

 

In the above passage, Ephrem reads Exod 32:20 in terms of the law of the suspected 

adulteress or wayward wife (sotah in Hebrew) in Num 5:11–31, particularly the 

prescription for the drink (―the waters of testing‖) that the woman must consume in order 

for her guilt or innocence to be determined.
26

 The ―synagogue‖ (a feminine noun) at 

Mount Sinai takes the place of the woman in Numbers 5. She has played the harlot 

(―fornicated‖) with her beloved calf, ―straying‖ from her divine spouse and thus 

committing covenantal adultery. According to Ephrem, the calf incident actually served 

as the provocation for the law. Consonant with other ancient Christian understandings of 

the Torah, especially of its ritual legislation, Num 5:11–31 becomes both a perpetual 

reminder of Israel‘s wanton dalliance with the golden calf and a hoped-for deterrent 

against any future acts of idolatry. Once Israel‘s hidden love for idols was revealed with 

the worship of the calf, the public punishment of those guilty of infidelity could be 

carried out. It will be important to keep this figurative understanding of Israel-as-

woman/bride in mind as we turn to discuss Ephrem‘s depiction of the sinful woman who 

crashes Simon the Pharisee‘s dinner party. 

                                                           
25

 See Kim, ―Signs,‖ §§7–10, for her analysis of Ephrem‘s intertextual reading of Exod 32:20 and Num 

5:11–31. ―The multiple punishment scenes in Exod 32 [water potion, slaughter by the Levites, and plague] 

may have been viewed as a problematic feature that in turn generated various interpretations. One attempt 

to address the problem of the multiple punishment scenes conflates the first two (Exod 32:20 and 32:27–

28) by means of an external text [Numbers 5]‖ (§7). I would add the following to her discussion: The 

biblical association of idolatry and adultery also serves as a very important catalyst for such an intertextual 

reading. Cf. t. Avodah Zarah 3:19; b. Avodah Zarah 44a; y. Sotah 3:4; b. Yoma 66b. 

 
26

 The ordeal legislated in Numbers thus nicely helps to fill an interpretive gap in Exod 32:25–29, namely: 

How, if at all, did the Levites know whom to kill and whom to spare? Also note how this interpretation of 

the ―waters of testing‖ forms a striking contrast with the immediately preceding section of the Homily in 

which Ephrem alludes to the Church consuming the blood of Christ as protection against death-dealing 

idols. This remarkable juxtaposition lends further support to Kim‘s discussion in §14 of her article. 
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 For Ephrem, whereas Simon is the prototypical ―Jew‖ or ―unbeliever,‖ the sinful 

woman is the archetypal ―Christian‖ or ―believer‖—the antitype of the Pharisee and his 

ancestors. Ephrem‘s use of a female figure to represent the model disciple and Church 

writ large in turn evokes the image of Israel/Synagogue as bride that he employed earlier 

in the homily. The identities of both figures are marked by grievous sins that angered 

their Lord, the idolatrous adultery of the latter echoed in what Ephrem terms the ―sinful 

lewdness‖
27

 of the former. But while, according to Ephrem, Israel‘s infidelity and the 

resulting rupture in the relationship with her divine spouse are ongoing, the enormous 

―debts‖ accrued by the woman of Luke 7 cause her deep sorrow and—in response to her 

sincere penitence—are ultimately forgiven.
28

 Israel‘s love for and resulting worship of 

the molten calf are set over against the (other) woman‘s abundant love for and devotion 

to the Lord,
29

 the true image of God who supplants all idols. 

Unlike Simon the Pharisee, the woman recognizes with the eyes of faith that Jesus 

is God embodied, and she acts accordingly. She approaches Jesus as a deeply contrite 

sinner as well as a devout worshipper. Here is an excerpt from Ephrem‘s interpretation of 

the interactions between Jesus and the woman: ―All the marks of the Lord of the Prophets 

could be observed in Him. Streaming tears immediately announced that they were being 

shed as in the presence of God. Plaintive kisses testified that they were coaxing the 

                                                           
27

 Ibid., §44. ―As a sinner, she was accustomed to engage in lewd behavior [‗bāde‘ hw paḥze‘]. If, on this 

occasion, she found her way back to innocence from sinful lewdness [zalilutā‘ de-ḥatāye‘]…‖ 

 
28

 In Ephrem‘s homily, the scene in Simon‘s home is analogous to depictions of the reconciliation of royal 

spouses in rabbinic parables of the relationship between God and Israel in the wake of the calf incident. 

That reconciliation of God and Israel goes unmentioned in the Homily on Our Lord; it is displaced by the 

offer of the forgiveness of sins in the person of Jesus Christ. 

    
29

 Homily on Our Lord, §13 (―One woman‘s fear allowed her to come only as close as the hem on His 

cloak, while another woman‘s love drew her eagerly to His body‖); §16 (―For all his elaborate fare, the 

Pharisee only let our Lord taste the feebleness of his love. But with her tears, the sinful woman let our Lord 

taste her abundant love‖); §20 (―‗But this woman has not stopped kissing my feet‘—a token of love‖). 
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master of the debt to tear up the bill. The precious oil of the sinful woman proclaimed 

that it was a ‗bribe‘ for her repentance‖ (§44). Through entirely nonverbal means—using 

her tears, kisses and oil as signs—the woman makes known her desire for inner healing, 

the forgiveness of her sins. As a worshipper, she adores Jesus with those same tears, 

kisses and oil (which become offerings as well as symbols), and thereby proclaims—

again without words—his enfleshed and hidden divinity. Whereas Simon‘s distant 

ancestors prostrated themselves before the calf, their own handiwork, the woman 

worships at the feet of Jesus, ―the Master Craftsman of the Creator‖ (§12). ―The time 

had… arrived when God could be worshipped as man.‖
30

 

The woman unabashedly carries out what Ephrem admonishes Simon for not 

doing: ―[He] should have fallen down and worshipped the Silent One who made sinners 

pure with His silence, when the Prophets were unable to make them pure with their 

mighty voices‖ (§44). Susan Ashbrook Harvey has drawn attention to the ―strong 

liturgical associations‖ the woman‘s actions would have evoked in Ephrem‘s audience.
31

 

She writes, ―Ephrem delineates the separate elements of her homage—tears, kisses, 

precious oil—as distinct actions, granting to the woman‘s behavior a ritual 

                                                           
30

 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology: Volume 1 (trans. D. M. G. Stalker; San Francisco: Harper & 

Row, 1962) 219. Please note that I removed two words from Stalker‘s translation of this clause. Below is 

the complete sentence, reflecting von Rad‘s own religious commitments, included within some of its 

original context: ―[The] intention [of the second commandment] was not by any means to debar the people 

of Israel from representing [YHWH] in concrete form—as a matter of fact [YHWH] was always thought of as 

having human form, like that of a man. But of course this representation of him in human shape was, both 

in concept and language, not a cultic image, a mediator of revelation claiming cultic adoration. The time 

had not yet arrived when God could be worshipped as man, and the place occupied in the pagan religions 

by the cultic image was in Israel taken by the word and name of [YHWH]. Thus, in its immediate literal 

sense the second commandment was restricted to the sphere of the cult‖ (emphasis added). 

 
31

 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, ―Why the Perfume Mattered: The Sinful Woman in Syriac Exegetical 

Tradition,‖ in In Dominico Eloquio/In Lordly Eloquence: Essays on Patristic Exegesis in Honor of Robert 

Louis Wilken (ed. Paul M. Blowers, et al.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2002) 69–89, here 77. 
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signification.‖
32

 The meal at Simon‘s home thus takes on the characteristics of a 

Eucharistic liturgy, a liturgy that Ephrem is wont to depict elsewhere as a wedding feast. 

The woman‘s outward, physical acts, directed toward the sacrament of Jesus‘ 

body, carry, in Harvey‘s words, ―confessional force.‖
33

 She writes, ―They indicated and 

made clear Christ‘s identity as God incarnate. Thus the Sinful Woman engaged Christ‘s 

human existence even while paying homage to, worshipping, and seeking redemption 

from his divine person.‖
34

 I would like to propose rephrasing Harvey‘s very helpful 

observation slightly: For Ephrem, the sinful woman pays homage to, worships, and seeks 

redemption from Christ‘s divine person precisely by engaging with his human, fleshly 

existence. Whereas for the Pharisees and scribes the body of Jesus is an obstacle to 

perceiving his divinity,
35

 for the woman the Lord‘s flesh is profoundly sacramental. 

Recall Ephrem‘s interpretation of the encounter between Jesus and the deaf-mute: ―By 

means of the fingers of (Jesus‘) body, the deaf-mute sensed that He came near his ears 

and touched his tongue. So, by means of fingers that could be touched, the deaf-mute 

touched his untouchable divinity‖ (§10). The true fleshly garment of Christ serves as a 

bridge between God and humanity, helping to effect a reconciliation of the two. Later in 

the homily Ephrem exclaims: 

Glory to the Hidden One who put on visibility so that sinners could approach 

Him. Our Lord did not keep the sinful woman away, as the Pharisee thought (that 

He should). The sole reason He descended from the heights, which no one could 

reach, was so that short publicans like Zacchaeus could reach Him [Luke 19:1–

                                                           
32

 Ibid. 

  
33

 Ibid., 80. 

 
34

 Ibid. 

 
35

 Homily on Our Lord, §21. ―They spoke ill of our Lord because of His body and thought that He was not 

God.‖ 
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10]. He who cannot be contained clothed Himself in a natural body
36

 so that all 

lips might kiss his feet as the sinful woman (had done). The blessed ember hid 

Himself in a garment of flesh that touched all unclean lips and made them holy 

[cf. Isa 6:6]. His feet invited tears, whose stomach, it was thought, had been 

invited to a banquet (§48). 

 

Here, in an especially dense passage, Ephrem meditates further on the deeply paradoxical 

nature of the incarnation. The Hidden One becomes visible; the Most High condescends 

to those far below; the Infinite and Uncontainable One dons a finite human body—all in a 

gracious and compassionate effort to elicit physical contact with humankind, the actual 

touching of ―his untouchable divinity.‖ The repentant woman is one of the beneficiaries 

of that divine condescension, bearing witness through her piety to a veritable theophany 

in the house of Simon the Pharisee.       

 Ephrem‘s christological appropriation of the calf narrative in his Homily on Our 

Lord spurs us to revisit aspects of Bori‘s The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-

Jewish Controversy, a monograph that justifiably has remained an important touchstone 

in subsequent discussions of the history of Christian reception of Exodus 32. In keeping 

with Bori‘s characterization of that history, Ephrem certainly employs the biblical 

tradition of Israel‘s apostasy at Mount Sinai as a cudgel in his polemic against Judaism. 

But the Homily on Our Lord also helps to reveal an important way in which Bori‘s study 

could be supplemented, particularly with respect to Ephrem‘s use of Exodus 32 to 

articulate a theology of the incarnation. Let us call to mind once more the way in which 

Psalm 115 contrasts the God of Israel (YHWH) and the gods of the nations, the idols. 

According to Adele Berlin and Marc Brettler, the psalm indicates in Deuteronomic 

                                                           
36

 Cf. 1 Kgs 8:27 (―But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot 

contain you, much less this house that I have built!‖). See also Song of Songs Rabbah III.10 §1. ―R. Joshua 

of Siknin said in the name of R. Levi: To what can the tent of meeting be compared? To a cave adjoining 

the sea, which the sea overflows when it becomes rough. Though the cave is filled, the sea loses nothing. 

So the tent of meeting was filled with the glory of the divine presence, and yet the world lost nothing of the 

Shechinah‖ (Midrash Rabbah: Song of Songs [trans. Maurice Simon; London: Soncino, 1961] 166). 



135 

 

fashion that while idols ―have physical features but cannot act,‖ the God of Israel 

transcends any such physical representation ―but can act in the world.‖
37

 Ephrem‘s 

Christology complicates both the polemical antithesis put forward by the psalmist and the 

patristic dichotomy of ―carnal Israel‖ and ―spiritual church‖ as reconstructed by Bori. By 

means of the incarnation, the Lord whom the church worships is God with a mouth, eyes, 

ears, nose, hands and feet—a visible and tangible human body, a body that matters 

(unlike those of idols) for the healing and salvation of human beings. Another important 

example of Ephrem‘s interpretation of the calf narrative as a vehicle for his theology of 

divine embodiment is his forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, to which we now turn. 

Ephrem the Syrian‘s Hymns on the Church, no. 44 

Ephrem‘s forty-fourth Hymn on the Church is a wide-ranging series of 

typological interpretations of the tablets of the covenant. As he writes in the sixteenth 

stanza, there was such an abundance of types and symbols in his mind that they seemed 

to be competing with one another for his attention: 

And types (ṭupse‘) have crowded in, and symbols (rāze‘) have bubbled up; 

 and lo, they are set in my mind (tar‗itā‘) as if in a contest, 

 so that one might be victorious over its comrade. 

 

Out of that welter of ideas, Ephrem composed a well-ordered hymn with two main 

sections. He emphasizes the making of the tablets in stanzas 2–14; the breaking of those 

artifacts, along with the sin that caused it, comes to the fore in stanzas 15–26. And after 

introductory references to the tablet of the mind and the nature of sacred scripture, a 

progression of christological imagery unfolds, from the eternal begetting of the Word 

                                                           
37

 ―Psalms,‖ introduction and annotations by Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, in The Jewish Study Bible 

(ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004) 1412 (emphasis added). 
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within the Deity‘s womb to that divine Word donning a body in Mary‘s womb, a body 

that is broken on the cross and ultimately raised from the tomb. 

Ephrem the Syrian 

Hymns on the Church, no. 44
38

 

 

1 Let us contemplate, my brothers, the written tablets, 

 what was inscribed on one, and what was also written 

 on the second tablet that came down with Moses. 

 

Refrain: Blessed is He who inscribed the truth. 

 

2 Doubtless one tablet was like its partner. 

 He wrote one according to the other in order to teach the mind (re‗yānā‘) 

 to write on its tablet a copy of the two of them. 

 

3 He crowded [and] filled the written tablets 

 so that the soul (napšā‘) then was filled with precepts. 

 He filled the tablet[s] and emptied [them] into the womb[s] of souls. 

 

4 And He continued to depict there a parable (pele‘tā‘) of what is remote, 

 of the two testaments about to be given; 

 rebuking the unbelievers, for their meaning (re‗yānā‘) is one. 

 

5 Just as one tablet is not divided from its ‗yoke-mate,‘ 

 so one testament is not divided from its partner. 

 He is divided who divides those things that are of one mind (‘awyātā‘). 

 

6 And see: the Law is the child of that finger,
39

 

 just as our Lord is also the child of the Majesty. 

 His finger and His Law bear witness to His beloved. 

 

7 For the power of the Law is a symbol (rāzā‘) of our Savior 

 and the finger of God is a type (ṭupsā‘) of His being. 

 There is amazement with the finger and wonder with the being. 

 

                                                           
38

 The following is my translation of the edited text as found in Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen 

de Ecclesia (ed. Edmund Beck; CSCO 198/Scriptores Syri 84; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1960) 

110–13. Prof. J. F. Coakley gave generously of his time and expertise during my initial encounter with this 

hymn. While preparing my own rendering of the Syriac, I also consulted: Edmund Beck‘s German 

translation of the entire hymn (CSCO 199/Scriptores Syri 85); Robert Murray‘s English translation of 

stanzas 21–26 in his Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1975) 59–60; and the excerpts translated by Christine Shepardson in her Anti-Judaism and 

Christian Orthodoxy, 72 (stanzas 2–5) and 77 (stanzas 22–23). 

 
39

 Cf. Exod 31:18. 
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8 How indeed did the finger write the Law: 

 With a pen and with bronze; with a reed and with ink? 

 It was understood that it was written, but how so cannot be understood. 

 

9 The power of the Law is from God, 

 And the finger of God is from God. 

 By itself alone the power begets which gives life to all.
40

 

 

10 And the origin (zabnā‘) of the Law is not comprehensible, 

 when it welled up in the womb of God.
41

 

 For it was not conceived recently in His mind (tar‗itā‘). 

 

11 And with the two of them He defied the wise. 

 They do not discern when; they do not know how. 

 For it is strange for both of them—when and how. 

 

12 A cause (‗eltā‘) called out, my brothers, to the Law, 

 and it was conceived within the womb of the sanctified tablet. 

 It is like the daughter of a man, a praiseworthy virgin (Mary). 

 

13 A man fashioned this one (the tablet); a man begat the other one (the virgin). 

 The friend of this one was Moses; the one betrothed to the other was Joseph. 

 Moses lifted up this one; Joseph honored the other (one). 

 

14 The power came dressed with a body [made] of stone; 

 it descended [and] healed souls with its teaching. 

 It forbade impiety and was gracious to the [Israelite] encampment. 

 

15 And since the cause (‗eltā‘) of the breaking of the tablets was Sin,
42

 

 the power of the Law symbolically (be-rā‘zā‘) took them off; 

 and it came clothed with [new] tablets in order to depict mysteries (rāze‘) in them. 

 

16 And types (ṭupse‘) have crowded in, and symbols (rāze‘) have bubbled up; 

 and lo, they are set in my mind (tar‗itā‘) as if in a contest, 

 so that one might be victorious over its comrade. 

 

17 The tablets that were broken are a type (ṭupsā‘) of the house of Eve. 

 The rib that the Maker drew out—He adorned and formed it;
43

 

 the tablet that the Creator carved—He fashioned and inscribed it.
44

 

                                                           
40

 Cf. John 1:3–4. 

 
41

 Cf. John 1:18. 

 
42

 Cf. Exod 32:19; Deut 9:17. 

 
43

 Cf. Gen 2:21–22. 
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18 And because (‗eltā‘) of the calf—just as because of the serpent 

 the rib was corrupted—[so was] the tablet of the Law, 

 the first-born of the laws and the king of the commandments. 

 

19 Listen further [to] another symbol (rā‘zā‘), with another trope (hepāktā‘): 

 The first tablets are like the figures (demwātā‘) 

 Through which our Lord revealed Himself to the ancients. 

 

20 And He took off the figures (demwātā‘) and came down [and] put on 

 another body, and remained in it; and just as the Law 

 served before its Father, so the Son before His Father. 

 

21 Hear again another type (ṭupsā‘) with another sense (ṭe‗amtā‘): 

 That even the Law also put on tablets in place of tablets 

 in order to depict via the tablets the two Assemblies. 

 

22 The Synagogue from of old that entered for a short time 

 went out and was rejected and shall not return to her home, 

 for the one who put on the Church is not willing to take [her] off.
45

 

 

23 And because the Synagogue was corrupted there via the calf, 

 he destroyed [and] broke the tablets to teach her that she was rejected. 

 [But] necessity (‗eltā‘) cried out that it should remain until the fullness of time 

 

24 So that He would not wrong the righteous who were in it, 

 And furthermore, that He should not conceal the symbols (rā‘ze‘) 

He depicted in it, 

 Nor let the roots be cut off [that were] tied to the new things. 

 

25 Hear again another aspect (gabā‘) through another parable (pele‘tā‘): 

 Just as the Law in pain(s) (be-ḥaše‘) doffed [the garments of] stone 

 because of sins (ḥawbe‘), and donned stone again; 

 

26 So our Lord put on a body and suffered (ḥaš) because of sins (ḥetāhe‘). 

 The one who angered [Him] by means of that calf did so through the thief.
46

 

 And our Lord put on a body again and was raised. 

 

 After exhorting his audience to gaze intently upon the tablets, Ephrem briefly 

considers the primary participants in such contemplation—the graced mind and sacred 

                                                                                                                                                                             
44

 Cf. Exod 31:18; 32:16. 

 
45

 Cf. Eph 5:22–33. 

 
46

 Cf. Luke 23:39. 
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scripture—whose very natures are reflected and prefigured in that of the tablets. He first 

makes an analogy between the tablets of the Law and the human soul (napšā‘) or mind 

(re‗yānā‘) on which divine ordinances are likewise inscribed. This figurative association 

of the stone tablets borne by Moses with the inner tablet of the soul is likely dependent 

upon interpretations of Jer 31:33 (―I will put my law within them, and I will write it on 

their hearts‖) and of Paul‘s own allusion to that prophetic text in Rom 2:15 (―[Gentiles 

who fulfill the law] show that what the law requires is written on their hearts‖). In 

Ephrem‘s own words, God ―filled the tablet with precepts and emptied it into the womb 

of souls‖ (§3). Having described the seat of contemplation, Ephrem then turns to the 

manner in which the tablets prefigure the object of the mind‘s gaze—scripture. Just as the 

two tablets are an indivisible pair, so are the two testaments of the orthodox Christian 

canon. And the human mind (re‗yānā‘), when properly attuned, resonates with that one 

―mind‖ (re‗yānā‘) of the bipartite canon and discerns the ―surplus of meaning(s)‖ 

contained therein.
47

 As Ephrem writes later in the sixteenth stanza: 

  Types (ṭupse‘) have crowded in,
48

 and symbols (rāze‘) have bubbled up; 

 and lo, they are set in my mind (tar‗itā‘) as if in a contest, 

 so that one might be victorious over its comrade. 

The womb of the soul, already pregnant with divine precepts, swells with the types and 

symbols of the tablets-cum-scriptural canon.
49

 Ephrem goes on to illustrate the unity of 

                                                           
47

 See Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Forth Worth, Tex.: The 

Texas Christian University Press, 1976) 45–46, 55, 57. 

 
48

 Ephrem uses the same verbal root (s-b-s) here as at the beginning of the third stanza (―He crowded [and] 

filled the written tablets… with precepts‖). 

 
49

 My brief discussion of Ephrem‘s theology of the soul in this hymn has been influenced by Lewis Ayres, 

―The Soul and the Reading of Scripture: a Note on Henri De Lubac,‖ Scottish Journal of Theology 61 

(2008) 173–90. See also chapter 13, ―Walk Towards Him Shining,‖ in Ayres‘ Nicaea and its Legacy: An 

Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004) 325–43. 
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the two testaments from a figural perspective throughout the remainder of the hymn, 

beginning with the christological referent of the tablets. 

 Indeed, ―[God‘s] finger and His Law bear witness to His beloved [Son]‖ (§6). Just 

as the Law is ―the child of that finger‖ that wrote upon the stone tablets (Exod 31:18), so 

―our Lord is also the child of the Majesty.‖ The divine origins of the Law and the Son are 

sources of ―wonder‖ and ―amazement‖ that occupy Ephrem for the next several stanzas. 

The theme of stanzas 8–11 in particular is that the origins of the Law—and, by extension, 

of the Son of God—are beyond rational investigation and precise analytical definition. 

Although the biblical text states that the stone tablets were inscribed by the finger of God 

(Exod 31:18), precisely how this inscription was accomplished transcends human 

understanding. ―How indeed did the finger [of God] write the Law: / With a pen and with 

bronze; with a reed and with ink‖ (§8)? Moreover, when the Law was first conceptualized 

by God (before it was ever written) is also unfathomable. According to Ephrem, ―The 

time of the Law is incomprehensible, / when it welled up in the womb of God; / for it was 

not conceived recently in His mind‖ (§10).
50

 Ephrem makes very similar claims vis-à-vis 

anti-Nicene theologians with respect to Christ. For example, note the following excerpt 

from his fifteenth Hymn on Faith:  

Tell me how you have depicted in the inmost part of your mind that birth which is 

very far away from your inquiry? Do you think that there is just a short space in 

the middle, between you and searching it? Seal your mouth with silence! Do not 

let your tongue dare! Know yourself, O created one, made one, son of a moulded 

thing. For the chasm is a great, limitless one, between you and the Son as regards 

investigation.
51

 

 

                                                           
50

 Cf. the primordial nature of Torah in rabbinic thought. See especially Genesis Rabbah 1:1 and two recent 

scholarly discussions of that text: Maren R. Niehoff, ―Creatio ex Nihilo Theology in Genesis Rabbah in 

Light of Christian Exegesis,‖ Harvard Theological Review 99 (2005) 60–64; and Joel S. Kaminsky, Yet I 

Loved Jacob: Reclaiming the Biblical Concept of Election (Nashville: Abindgon Press, 2007) 164–67. 

 
51

 Hymns on Faith 15:4–5. Translated by Lewis Ayres in Nicaea and its Legacy, 231–32 (emphasis added). 
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The apophatic understanding of the Law‘s primordial conceptualization and its later 

Sinaitic inscription that is advanced in the forty-fourth Hymn on the Church is thus 

implicitly related to a theology of the eternal begetting of Christ by his Father. As further 

evidence of such christological inferences, the reference to the ―womb (‗ubbā‘) of God‖ 

in the tenth stanza calls to mind not only the ―womb of souls‖ in the third but also evokes 

the Syriac rendering of a verse in the prologue of John‘s Gospel—―No one has ever seen 

God; it is the only-begotten one, God, who is in the womb (‗ubbā‘) of the Father, he has 

told [of Him]‖ (John 1:18).
52

 Just as the Law was conceived in time immemorial within 

the womb of God, so in that same divine matrix was the Son of God eternally begotten, 

the Word of God to whom the Law ultimately refers.
53

 The Johannine prologue also 

relates that the only-begotten Son did not remain in that womb, but revealed his unseen 

Father to humankind when he ―became flesh and dwelt among us‖ (John 1:14). Ephrem 

discerns the prefiguring of the Word-become-flesh in the scriptural depiction of the 

tablets as well, making a transition in the hymn from the transcendent womb of God to 

the physical wombs of both the tablets and the virgin Mary in all their miraculous 

fecundity. 

 Ephrem introduces the central theme of incarnation in the twelfth stanza of his 

forty-fourth Hymn on the Church with a typology of the tablets and Mary, Jesus‘ mother. 

―The Law… was conceived within the womb of the holy tablet,‖ a tablet that is like ―the 

praiseworthy virgin‖ (i.e., Mary), a blank slate, so to speak, before the conception of the 

                                                           
52

 See Sebastian Brock, The Luminous Eye, 171, for a very brief discussion of Ephrem‘s remarkable use of 

the term ‗ubbā‘. With respect to John 1:18, Brock writes: ―The Greek text here has kolpos, ‗bosom‘, but the 

early Syriac translators chose to render the word, not by kenpa, ‗lap, bosom‘, but by ubba, which has a 

much wider range of meaning than does kolpos, and includes ‗womb‘ as well as ‗lap‘‖ (171). 

 
53

 Remaining with the Fourth Gospel, see John 5:39 (―You search the scriptures because you think that in 

them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf‖) and 46 (―If you believed Moses, you 

would believe me, for he wrote about me‖). See also 2 Cor 3:12–18. 
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Lord in her own womb.
54

 A favorite means of referring to the incarnation of the Son of 

God for Syriac authors—Ephrem in particular—is clothing metaphors, the language of 

―putting on‖ or ―dressing with‖ a body. Ephrem employs the idiom for the first time in 

this hymn with respect to the Law.
55

 ―The Power [of the Law] came dressed with a body 

[made] of stone; / it descended and healed souls with its teaching‖ (§14). In a previous 

stanza Ephrem asserts: ―The power of the Law is a symbol (rāzā‘) of our Savior‖ (§7). 

And the term ―Power‖ (ḥaylā‘) calls to mind the angel‘s words to Mary that announce the 

incarnation—―The Holy Spirit will come to you, and the Power (ḥayleh) of the Most 

High will overshadow (naggen) you‖ (Luke 1:35). Sebastian Brock points out with 

respect to this verse that ―Ephrem, in common with much of later Syriac tradition (and 

with several earlier Greek writers) differentiates the Power from the Holy Spirit, 

identifying the Power as the Word.‖
56

 In light of Ephrem‘s diction, the revelation of the 

Law to Israel at Mount Sinai thus anticipates the incarnation of the Son of God, including 

his own work of teaching and healing. 

In addition to the materiality of the Sinai revelation in the form of stone tablets, 

the breaking and restoration of those tablets, with one set replacing the other, also proves 

                                                           
54

 Cf. Hymns on the Nativity 16:17. ―Moses bore the tablet of stone that his Lord had written. And Joseph 

escorted the pure tablet in whom was dwelling the Son of the Creator. The tablets were left behind since the 

world was filled with Your teaching‖ (trans. Kathleen E. McVey in Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns, 152). 

 
55

 See Sebastian Brock, ―Clothing Metaphors as a Means of Theological Expression in Syriac Tradition,‖ in 

Typus, Symbol, Allegorie bei den östlichen Vätern und ihren Parallelen im Mittelalter (ed. Margot 

Schmidt; Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 1982) 11–38. This hymn adds an additional element to what Brock 

discusses—the Law ―putting on‖ and ―taking off‖ the clothing of the stone tablets. Ephrem‘s depiction of 

the ―incarnation‖ of the Law seems to be related to his notion of revelation, more broadly conceived, as a 

―garment of names‖ that God puts on. 

 
56

 Sebastian P. Brock, ―The Lost Old Syriac at Luke 1:35 and the Earliest Syriac Terms for the 

Incarnation,‖ in Gospel Traditions in the Second Century: Origins, Recensions, Text, and Transmission (ed. 

William L. Petersen; Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press) 120. See also Brock‘s ―Passover, 

Annunciation and Epiclesis: Some Remarks on the Term Aggen in the Syriac Versions of Lk. 1:35,‖ Novum 

Testamentum 24 (1982) 222–33; and ―Incarnation and Epiclesis‖ in The Luminous Eye, 108–14. 
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to be important grist for Ephrem‘s interpretive mill as he continues to reflect on 

―incarnation.‖ According to stanzas nineteen and twenty, the two sets of tablets represent 

stages in the revelation of the Son. ―The first tablets are like the figures / through which 

our Lord revealed Himself to the ancients‖ (§19). As Ephrem asserts earlier in the hymn, 

the meaning of the two testaments is one; both refer to Jesus Christ, the Son of God (§4). 

The types and symbols contained in the first set of tablets were ultimately provisional, 

however, and reached their fulfillment in the incarnation of the Son. The figural became 

literal, embodied and fully manifest. ―[The Lord] shed the figures, descended, put on 

another body, and remained in it‖ (§20). Mirroring the Law that in passion doffed its 

stone garments due to the sin of Israel and donned stone again (§25), the Lord‘s body was 

broken and suffered for sins, but was ultimately raised from death (§26). And the garment 

that the Lord donned was not only his individual physical body, but also the corporate 

body of the Church. ―He who put on the Church is not willing to take [it] off‖ (§22). In 

this case the replacement of one set of tablets by the other prefigured the supersession of 

one Assembly
57

 (the People of Israel) by another (the Church of the peoples) as God‘s 

elect community. Ephrem states in the fifteenth stanza that ―the cause of the shattering of 

the tablets was a sin,‖ the grave ―impiety‖ that the Law had forbidden in ―the king of the 

commandments‖; and it is to a fuller consideration of Ephrem‘s typological interpretation 

of that sin and the breaking of the tablets that we now turn. 

Just as Ephrem employed the metaphor of clothing to describe the writing of the 

pre-existent Law on tablets, so he used mutatis mutandis the same figure of speech when 

imagining the breaking of those tablets. ―Since the cause of the breaking of the tablets 

was Sin, / the power of the Law symbolically took them off‖ (§15). This image of ―the 

                                                           
57

 ―Assembly‖ is my translation of kenuštā‘, a Syriac term which one also could render as ―synagogue.‖ 
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power of the Law‖ tossing aside its stone garments calls to mind ancient Jewish 

interpretive traditions about ―the writing of God‖ (Exod 32:16) taking flight from the 

tablets as Moses approached the idolatrous camp. For example, according to Pseudo-

Philo‘s Biblical Antiquities, ―And Moses hurried down and saw the calf. And he looked 

at the tablets and saw that the writing was gone, and he hurried to break them‖ (12:5). In 

a subsequent passage of the same work, God says to Moses: ―When they sinned, what 

was written on [the tablets] flew away‖ (19:7).
58

 A much later work, Targum Pseudo-

Jonathan, renders Exod 32:19 in the following midrashic fashion: 

And he [Moses] threw the tables from his hand and broke them on the side of the 

mountain, but the holy writing that was on them flew off and ascended to the 

heavenly ether, where it cried out: Woe to the people who have heard at Sinai 

from God‘s own mouth [the commandment], ―You shall not make for yourselves 

an image or a statue or any picture,‖ and yet within forty days they made for 

themselves a molten calf which has no real substance.
59

 

 

Unlike Pseudo-Philo, this passage explicitly identifies the destination of the winged 

writing—where it originated, in the heavens above. Both works, akin to Ephrem‘s hymn, 

state that the sacred script flew away in response to the people‘s sin of idolatry. The 

depiction of such a response perhaps suggests a perception not only of the people‘s 

unworthiness to receive the Law,
60

 but also of divine anger as well as the extreme 

                                                           
58

 Daniel J. Harrington, trans., ―Pseudo-Philo,‖ in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (vol. 2; ed. James H. 

Charlesworth; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Company, 1985) 320, 327. 

  
59

 Translated by James L. Kugel in his Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible As It Was at the Start of 

the Common Era (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1998) 720. 

 
60

 Note Ephrem‘s own derisive explanation of Moses‘ breaking the tablets in his Commentary on Exodus: 

―Of what use were the commandments to a people who had exchanged the One who gave the Law for a 

calf [cf. Ps 106:20]?‖ (XXXII.8). This is my translation of the edited text as found in Sancti Ephraem Syri 

in Genesim et in Exodum Commentarii (ed. R.-M. Tonneau; CSCO 152/Scriptores Syri 71; Louvain: 

Imprimerie Orientaliste L. Durbecq, 1955) 154. See also the following midrash in Exodus Rabbah: ―Moses 

deduced yet another inference: ‗If of the Paschal lamb, which was holy only in a minor degree, it says, 

There shall no alien eat thereof ([Exod] XII, 43), then shall those who serve idols have any connection with 

Tables which are the work of God?‘ For this reason did he break them‖ (46:3; translated by S.M. Lehrman 

in Midrash Rabbah: Exodus [London: Soncino, 1961] 530). 
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aversion of the Holy to being amidst such profanity, à la the Priestly theology of the 

Pentateuch.
61

 The flight of the inscribed commandments also distances Moses from any 

perception of wrongdoing, of having acted purely on his own (angry) initiative by 

smashing the tablets. As Bruce Fisk writes with respect to Pseudo-Philo, ―These remarks 

indicate that… God was somehow directly involved along with Moses in the ritual 

destruction of the tablets.‖
62

 In the fifteenth stanza of Ephrem‘s hymn, Moses is not even 

mentioned;
63

 the focus instead lies on the sin of the Israelite camp and ―the power of the 

Law‖ that ―symbolically (be-rā‘zā‘) took [the tablets] off.‖ According to the remainder of 

the hymn, the Law‘s removal of the tablets and their consequent shattering were symbolic 

in more ways than one, connecting events in the Garden of Eden, at Mount Sinai and 

upon Golgotha (the site of Jesus‘ death) into one narrative of sin and redemption. 

The vicissitudes of the tablets reflect the plot of salvation history in nuce for 

Ephrem. Sebastian Brock has written a helpful précis of Ephrem‘s understanding of that 

                                                           
61

 The interpretive motif of the flight of the divine writing to heaven in response to Israel‘s idolatry is 

analogous to the ascent of the kabod from the Temple as depicted in Ezekiel and other ancient texts. 

Perhaps the latter motif was an influence on the creation of the former. The possibility of such a 

resemblance is heightened by the correlation of the shattering of the tablets and the destruction of the 

Temple(s) in Pseudo-Philo‘s Biblical Antiquities (19:7) and the Mishnah (m. Ta‗anit 4:6). 

 
62

 Bruce Norman Fisk, Do You Not Remember? Scripture, Story and Exegesis in the Rewritten Bible of 

Pseudo-Philo (JSPSS 37; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001) 273. 

 
63

 Ephrem does refer explicitly to Moses in the thirteenth stanza as the one who fashioned the (second set 

of) tablets and bore them down the mountain. In the twenty-third stanza, Ephrem writes: ―He destroyed 

[and] broke the tablets in order to teach [the synagogue] that she was rejected.‖ Leaving aside any biblical 

intertexts, the antecedent of the pronoun ―he‖ (Moses or God?) is unclear. Lest we reject out of hand the 

possibility that Ephrem could imagine the Deity smashing the tablets, see his Hymns on Faith 14:6—―The 

Holy One took the synagogue up on Sinai: / he made her body shine with garments of white, but her heart 

was dark; / she played the harlot with the calf, and so the Exalted One rejected her, breaking the tablets, the 

book of her covenant‖ (as translated by Sebastian P. Brock and George A. Kiraz in Ephrem the Syrian: 

Select Poems [Provo, Utah: Brigham Young UP, 2006] 219). Here ―the Exalted One‖ who rejected 

(literally: ―hated‖) the synagogue and broke the tablets seems to be synonymously parallel to ―the Holy 

One‖ who was betrothed to Israel. Cf. also Pseudo-Philo‘s Biblical Antiquities 19:7 (trans. Harrington), in 

which God tells Moses: ―And it will be on that day as it was on the day I smashed (contrivi) the tablets of 

the covenant that I drew up (disposui) for you on Horeb.‖    
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history, a ―process of healing‖ which possesses a unity and coherence due to its 

typological structure and christological focus. 

Ephrem perceives a detailed pattern of complementarity between the processes of 

fall and restoration: all the individual details of the Fall are reversed, so that we 

are presented with a series of contrasted types with Adam/Christ and Eve/Mary as 

protagonists. Salvation history can thus be described as a process of healing 

which extends both back to the reaches of primordial time and down to the depths 

of the fallen human state.
64

 

 

Ephrem finds in the two sets of tablets a very suggestive figure for the complementary 

―processes of fall and restoration,‖ beginning with the disobedience of the primal couple 

in Eden. ―The tablets that were broken are a type of the house of Eve,‖ he writes at the 

beginning of the seventeenth stanza. He then presents an analogy between Adam‘s rib 

that was formed into Eve (Gen 2:21–22) and the tablets that were carved and inscribed by 

God (Exod 31:18; 32:16). Both Eve and the first tablets were the result of divine 

workmanship; yet both ultimately suffered what Ephrem terms ―corruption‖: ―Just as the 

rib‖—a synecdoche not only for Eve but also humankind as a whole—―was corrupted 

because of the serpent, [so was] the tablet of the Law‖ because of the calf (§18). The 

serpent was to Eve and her descendants as the calf was to the tablets and their recipient, 

Israel. Ephrem characterizes the result of both sins using the ethpa‗al of the root ḥ-b-l; 

and this diction may reflect in part the influence of the Peshitta, which uses the pa‗al of 

the same root to translate the Hebrew verb šiḥēt in Exod 32:7.
65

 

And the LORD said to Moses, ―Get down, go from here; for your people whom 

you brought out from Egypt have acted corruptly (ḥabbel)‖ (Exod 32:7; cf. Deut 

9:12). 
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 Brock, The Luminous Eye, 32. 

 
65

 This root, which also refers to pregnancy and childbirth in Syriac, perhaps alludes ironically to the 

previous references to conception in the wombs of God, the tablets and Mary. See, for example, A 

Compendious Syriac Dictionary: Founded upon the Thesaurus Syriacus by R. Payne Smith (ed. J. Payne 

Smith; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1998) 123–24. 
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Because of the serpent the rib was corrupted (‘etḥabb
e
lat). 

Because of the calf… [so was] the tablet of the Law (Hymns on the Church 

44:18). 

 

Because the Synagogue was corrupted (‘etḥabb
e
lat) there via the calf, 

he destroyed (ḥabbel) [and] broke the tablets to teach her that she was rejected 

(44:23). 

 

Just as the tablets were thrown to the ground and shattered in response to Israel‘s 

worshiping the golden calf, so Eve (and Adam) were cursed and expelled from Eden—

clothed in lowly ―garments of skin‖ rather than exalted ―garments of glory‖—after 

succumbing to the serpent‘s temptation. But the tablets point not only backward to the 

primal couple and the Fall, but also forward to the Christ event and restoration. 

For Ephrem and other patristic theologians, the typological counterpart to Eve in 

the drama of salvation history is Mary, the mother of Jesus, a figure that Ephrem likewise 

finds reflected in the tablets (See my discussion of stanzas twelve and thirteen above). In 

terms of the overall structure of the hymn, Ephrem‘s reflections on the typological 

correspondence between the sacred tablets and virgin Mary anticipate and stand in fitting 

juxtaposition to his subsequent analogy of the broken tablets and Eve. Mary is the anti-

type of Eve; she is the holy and praiseworthy tablet (and rib) whose obedience sets in 

motion the reversal of Eve‘s disobedience and the gradual return of humankind to 

Paradise. Ephrem describes the typological relationship between Eve and Mary elsewhere 

thus: 

111
By the rib plucked out from Adam, 

 the Evil One plucked out the heart of Adam. 

 
112

There shone forth from the rib
66

 the hidden Power 

 who cut down Satan as [He did] Dagon, 

                                                           
66

 ―The rib‖ could be referring to both Eve and the ―other‖ rib: Mary, the second Eve. Gary Anderson 

writes: ―Eve is a Janus-faced figure for early Christian writers. On the one hand, she is the exact opposite of 

Mary…. But at the same time Eve anticipates Mary‖ (The Genesis of Perfection: Adam and Eve in Jewish 

and Christian Imagination [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001] 97). 
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113

for in that Ark
67

 was hidden scripture 

 that cried out and proclaimed the Conquerer.
68

 

As Brock has observed, there is a certain symmetry, an antithetical parallelism, between 

―the processes of fall and restoration‖ in patristic theologies of salvation history. Here, in 

this very dense excerpt from one of Ephrem‘s Hymns on the Nativity, the figure of ―the 

rib‖ represents both Eve, who gave ―the Evil One‖ the opportunity to corrupt humanity, 

and Mary, in whose womb dwelt ―the Power‖ that would conquer Satan. And in 

Ephrem‘s fertile typological imagination, the side of Adam (from which ―the Maker drew 

out‖ the rib that became Eve [§17]) finds its complement in the side of the crucified Jesus 

that was pierced by a soldier‘s lance (John 19:34) and from which stems the Church (of 

which Mary, the Second Eve, is a figure).
69

 Ephrem writes the following in his 

Commentary on the Diatesseron (21:11): 

There came forth blood and water [John 19:34]: that is, His Church, built on His 

side. Just as in the case of Adam, his wife was taken from his side, Adam‘s wife 

being his ‗rib‘, so our Lord‘s blood is His Church. From Adam‘s rib came death, 

from our Lord‘s rib, life.
70

 

 

As I discussed above, in the forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, the emergence of the 

Church is at the expense of the Synagogue, which according to Ephrem forfeits her status 

as the elect due to the sin with the calf. 

                                                           
67

 ―That Ark‖ refers to both the ark of the covenant in 1 Sam 5:1–5 and Mary, the mother of Jesus. 

  
68

 Hymns on the Nativity 4.111–13. Translated by Kathleen E. McVey in Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns (The 

Classics of Western Spirituality; New York: Paulist Press, 1989) 98. 

 
69

 For a recent discussion of Eve‘s prefiguring both Mary and the Church in Michelangelo‘s Creation of 

Eve and Origen‘s commentary on Song of Songs 1:6, see Anderson, The Genesis of Perfection, 4–7, 101–3. 

 
70

 Translated by Sebastian Brock in his The Luminous Eye, 81. Another possible catalyst for this 

intertextual interpretation of Genesis 2–3 and John 19 is the analogy made in Ephesians 5:22–33 between 

the husband-wife relationship and that between Christ and the Church. See also Ephrem‘s Commentary on 

the Diatesseron 21:10—―The fire that burnt in Adam, burnt him in that rib of his; for this reason the side of 

the Second Adam has been pierced, and from it comes forth a flow of water to quench the fire of the First 

Adam‖ (Sebastian Brock, trans.; idem, 84).  
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Just as the rib of Adam was corrupted by the serpent, so the Synagogue was 

corrupted at Mount Sinai via the calf. ―Because the Synagogue was corrupted there via 

the calf, / he destroyed [and] broke the tablets to teach her that she was rejected 

(‘estalyat)‖ (§23). The breaking of the tablets reflects the rupture of the relationship 

between God and Israel; the restoration of the tablets indicates not the reconciliation of 

the Synagogue with YHWH, but the replacement of the former with the Church. 

  The Synagogue from of old which entered for a short time 

 went out and was rejected (‘estalyat) and shall not return to her home, 

 for the one who put on (l
e
beš) the Church is not willing to take [her] off (nešlaḥ). 

(§22) 

 

Ephrem employs the clothing metaphor here with respect to the relationship between the 

Church and the Deity; the Synagogue was taken off and the Church became his new 

garment. This trope of the elect community being worn as clothing by the Deity is by no 

means unique to Ephrem, being found in Israelite prophetic literature as well as certain 

rabbinic traditions.
71

 In terms of the latter, note the following mashal with its nimshal in 

Leviticus Rabbah 2:4.
72
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 See Yochanan Muffs, ―As a Cloak Clings to Its Owner: Aspects of Divine/Human Reciprocity,‖ in Love 

& Joy: Law, Language and Religion in Ancient Israel (New York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of 

America, 1992) 49–60; and Marc Hirshman, ―Yearning for Intimacy: Pesikta d‘Rav Kahana and the 

Temple,‖ in Scriptural Exegesis: The Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: Essays in Honour 

of Michael Fishbane (ed. Deborah A. Green and Laura S. Lieber; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009) 135–45, esp. 

137. 

 
72

 What follows is David Stern‘s translation in his Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in 

Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1991) 176–77, with slight emendations. This is the 

first in a series of meshalim in praise of Israel in Lev. Rabb. 2:4–5. Stern translates and discusses them on 

pp. 176–79. See pp. 53–54 and 89–90 for discussions of the third mashal, which also uses the metaphor of 

clothing to illustrate the election of Israel. There is a parallel to this midrash in the Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 

(Ki Tissa‘ 7) that Hirshman briefly discusses as an expression of the rabbinic theology of God‘s unique 

intimacy with Israel (―Yearning for Intimacy,‖ 137). 
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R. Yudan said in the name of R. Samuel b. Nahman:
73

 

     It is like a king who had an undergarment (Mysrqp)).
74

 He commanded his 

servant and said to him: Fold and shake it and be careful with it. The servant said 

to him: My lord, O king! Of all the undergarments you own, why do you 

command me only about this one? The king said: Because it clings to my body 

(ypwgl wqybdm)! 

So Moses said before the Holy One, blessed be He: Master of the universe! Of 

all seventy original nations that you have in the world, why do you command me 

only concerning Israel!?—―Command the children of Israel‖ (Num. 28:2); ―Say 

to the children of Israel‖ (Exod. 33:5); ―Speak to the children of Israel‖ (Lev. 

1:1). He said: Because they cling to Me (yl Nyqwbd Nh). This is what is written: 

―For as the loincloth clings (qbdy) close to the loins of a man, so I made the 

whole House of Israel cling (ytqbdh) to me…‖ (Jer. 13:11). 

 

Israel, the LORD‘s chosen people, is likened to a king‘s favorite undergarment in his 

lavish wardrobe. Unlike the others, this particular one ―clings to [his] body‖ like a second 

skin—an image that is itself influenced by another parable and its interpretation, this one 

in the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah (13:1–11). Since the latter passage resonates in 

significant ways with the calf narrative, I will dwell on it briefly below. The primary 

resonances are the use of the root tx#$ as well as the references to disobedience and 

covenantal infidelity (worship of other gods) in both the Pentateuchal calf narratives 

(Exodus 32; Deuteronomy 9) and Jeremiah 13:1–11. 

According to Jer 13:1–7, God commanded the prophet to perform a series of sign 

acts with a linen loincloth. First, he bought the loincloth and wore it; later he took it off 

and buried it by the Euphrates for many days until it was ruined (txa#$;ni) and ―good for 

nothing.‖ After Jeremiah retrieved the garment, God explained the enacted parable to him 

as a prophecy of judgment (vv. 8–10). The prophet played the role of the Deity; the 
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 R. Yudan was a fourth generation Palestinian Amora, R. Samuel b. Nahman a third generation 

Palestinian Amora. 

  
74

 Stern translates Mysrqp) as ―mantle.‖ Cf. Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, 

Talmud Yerushalmi and Midrashic Literature (Judaica Treasury, 2004) 107. Hirshman writes: ―[Saul] 

Lieberman has posited that the loanword epikarsin is a metathesis for episarkion, an undergarment worn 

directly on the skin‖ (―Yearning for Intimacy,‖ 137).  
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loincloth represented Israel and, most immediately, Judah. Just as the undergarment was 

ruined (txa#$;ni) beside the river, ―so will I [the LORD] ruin (tyxi#$;)a) the pride of Judah and 

the great pride of Jerusalem. This evil people… shall be like this loincloth, which is good 

for nothing‖ (vv. 9–10). The northern kingdom of Israel had already been ―ruined,‖ 

suffering conquest and exile at the hands of the Assyrians (722 BCE); now the southern 

kingdom of Judah stood under the threat of ―ruination,‖ realized with the destruction of 

Jerusalem in 586 BCE by the Babylonians. God concluded his decoding of the sign acts 

with an interpretation of the prophet‘s wearing the loincloth. 

For as the loincloth clings (qba@d;yi) to one‘s loins, so I made the whole house of 

Israel and the whole house of Judah cling (yti@q;b@ad;hi) to me, says the LORD, in 

order that they might be for me a people (M(fl;), a name (M#$'l;w%), a praise 

(hl@fhit;liw:), and a glory (trE)fp;til;w%). But they would not listen (v. 11). 

 

The loincloth worn so close to the prophet‘s body is a metaphor for covenantal fidelity, 

the requirement that the people ―stick with‖ (qbd) YHWH alone, to the exclusion of other 

deities.
75

 Conversely, the children of Israel are the one people to whom YHWH intimately 

binds himself. And as a people set apart, they were meant to be for him a source of 

renown, praise and glory.
76

 The people‘s disobedient refusal to remain bound to YHWH 

alone, including ―go[ing] after other gods to serve them and worship them‖ (v. 10), 

                                                           
75

 The root qbd (―to cling, hold fast‖) is an important term in Deuteronomy. See, for example, Deut 10:20; 

11:22; 13:5; 30:20. Note also its occurrence in Gen 2:24—―Therefore a man leaves his father and his 

mother and clings (qbadfw:) to his wife, and they become one flesh.‖ With texts such as Jer 2:2 and perhaps 

even Gen 2:24 in mind, Marvin Sweeney interprets ―the closeness of the loincloth to Jeremiah‖ as drawing 

―upon the marriage metaphor used to depict the relationship between God and the people‖ (The Jewish 

Study Bible [ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004] 952). For a similar 

observation, see also William L. Holladay, Jeremiah 1: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet 

Jeremiah Chapters 1–25 (ed. Paul D. Hanson; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986) 397. 

     
76

 Cf. Deut 26:16–19, esp. 18–19. ―
18

Today the LORD has obtained your agreement: to be his treasured 

people, as he promised you, and to keep his commandments; 
19

for him to set you high above all nations that 

he has made, in praise (hl@fhit;li) and in fame (M#$'l;w%) and in honor (trE)fp;til;w%); and for you to be a people 

holy to the LORD your God, as he promised.‖ 
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results in their being cast off into exile and their utter ruin. But this prophecy of 

punishment is not the last word in the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah; there are also 

promises of restoration like the following. 

6
I am going to bring [Jerusalem] recovery and healing; I will heal them and reveal 

to them abundance of prosperity and security. 
7
I will restore the fortunes of Judah 

and the fortunes of Israel, and rebuild them as they were at first. 
8
I will cleanse 

them from all the guilt of their sin against me, and I will forgive all the guilt of 

their sin and rebellion against me. 
9
And this city shall be to me a name of joy 

(NwO#&#&f M#$'l ;), a praise (hl@fhit;li) and a glory (trE)ep;til;w%) before all the nations of 

the earth who shall hear of all the good that I do for them; they shall fear and 

tremble because of all the good and all the prosperity I provide for it (33:6–9). 

 

Although the image of the loincloth does not reappear, there is in this oracle of hope a 

poignant echo of God‘s interpretation of the earlier sign act. No longer ―good for 

nothing‖ (13:10), Jerusalem once again shall be for him ―a name of joy (NwO#&#&f M#$'l;), a 

praise (hl@fhit;li) and a glory (trE)ep;til;w%) before all the nations of the earth‖ (33:9; cf. 

13:11). 

 If one were to attempt to draw an analogy between these passages in Jeremiah and 

the theology of Ephrem‘s forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, Jeremiah‘s oracle of 

judgment with its image of the ruined loincloth would correspond to Ephrem‘s 

understanding of the corruption of the Israelites by their idolatry at Mount Sinai. The 

prophecy of a rebuilt Jerusalem bringing honor and glory to the LORD would be roughly 

parallel to Ephrem‘s depiction of the Deity permanently donning the Church, as 

prefigured in the restoration of the tablets. In terms of the plain sense of the prophetic 

texts, the oracles of judgment and of healing have the same addressees—Israel and Judah. 

Likewise, in terms of Exodus 32–34, the breaking and restoration of the tablets are both 

carried out vis-à-vis the children of Israel assembled at Mount Sinai. But in his figural 

reading of the calf incident, Ephrem applies the breaking of the tablets (or, in Jeremiah‘s 
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terms, the burial of the ruined loincloth) to the Synagogue, but the restoration of the 

tablets to the Church, to those who adhere to the divine Son clothed with a human body.
77

 

For Ephrem, the second set of tablets does represent an offer of divine mercy, but in the 

person of the crucified and risen Jesus, with forgiveness depending on faith in him. The 

final stanza of the forty-fourth Hymn on the Church contains in a very condensed and 

allusive form this aspect of Ephrem‘s anti-Jewish polemic, and it is to this concluding 

stanza that I now turn. 

 The hymn concludes with reference to the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus as 

well as with another allusion to ―the two Assemblies.‖ Ephrem associates the sin with the 

calf at Mount Sinai typologically not only with events in the Garden of Eden, but also 

with those on Golgotha outside Jerusalem, creating in this hymn a nexus that 

encompasses the ancient Christian scriptural canon. The suffering and death of Jesus on 

the cross, while healing the ―corruption‖ of ―the rib,‖ calls to mind the ―corruption‖ of 

Israel at Sinai. ―The one who caused vexation by means of the calf did so through the 

thief‖ (§26). ―The thief‖ refers to one of the two men crucified with Jesus who mocks 

him and is thereupon rebuked by his comrade (Luke 23:39–43).
78

 

39
One of those evil-doers who were crucified with him was blaspheming him and 

saying, ―If you are the Messiah, save yourself and save us, too!‖ 
40

And his 

comrade rebuked him and said to him, ―Do you not even fear God, since you are 

also under judgment? 
41

We were justly repaid according to what we did, indeed as 

we deserved; but this one did not do anything hateful.‖ 
42

And he said to Jesus, 

                                                           
77

 The complex ―dialectic of judgment and promise‖—concerning the same people—undergoes a radical 

―schism‖ throughout the writings of patristic theologians, with ―judgment‖ directed at the Jews and 

―promise‖ reserved for the church. For a discussion of this dialectic and schism, see Rosemary Radford 

Ruether, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism (New York: Seabury, 1974) 228–

32. 

 
78

 The following is my translation of the Peshitta version of Luke 23:39–43 as found in George Anton 

Kiraz, ed., Comparative Edition of the Syriac Gospels: Aligning the Sinaiticus, Curetonianus, Peshîṭtâ and 

Ḥarklean Versions (Volume Three: Luke; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996) 484–86. 
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―Remember me, O Lord, when you come into your kingdom.‖ 
43

Jesus said to him, 

―Amen, I say to you that today you will be with me in Paradise.‖ 

 

Ephrem understands the so-called ―wicked thief‖ to be a representative of the idolatrous 

Israelites at Mount Sinai. Like Stephen in Acts 7, he finds a telling symmetry between the 

sin at Sinai and Christ‘s demise in Jerusalem. The Israelites ―corrupted‖ the tablets of the 

Law with their making and worship of the calf; their descendants did not recognize Jesus 

as the one to whom those tablets ultimately refer (via types and symbols) and they 

rejected him.
79

 

 Elsewhere Ephrem expands the typology found in this stanza to include the other 

(―good‖) thief. He relates the good and wicked thieves to the Gentile Church (―the 

nations‖) and to the Jews (―the people‖), respectively. Note, for example, two excerpts 

from his Hymns on the Crucifixion.
80

 

 Raging, they [the Jews] placed him between robbers; 

they pointed to them(selves). 

 For the one on the left was a symbol of them—in him they were repudiated 

 since he chose the nations, who ran and took refuge in his crucifixion, 

 like the (other) thief who plundered our Lord. 

 His Lord saw that he was hungry; he opened his treasure before him 

 And he plundered (and) took from him the promises (5:7). 

 

 Symbolically he was crucified among robbers, 

 one of whom blasphemed and the other believed— 

 a symbol that, lo, is revealed of the people [the Jews] today. 

 Lo, they mock him, but the nations [the Church] believe in him. 

 Silently he reproved the unbeliever with their symbol 

                                                           
79

 Pseudo-Philo and later rabbinic tradents drew an analogy between the breaking of the tablets and the 

breaching of Jerusalem‘s walls. Ephrem makes a very different correlation: It was on that day—the 

crucifixion of Jesus—as it was on the day the tablets were smashed. 

 
80

 The following is my translation of the edited text as found in Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers 

Paschahymnen (ed. Edmund Beck; CSCO 248/Scriptores Syri 108; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 

1964) 61, 74–75. See also Ephrem‘s commentary on the Diatesseron (20:22). Robert Murray discusses the 

latter in his Symbols of Church and Kingdom: ―We do not know, says Ephrem, whether the two thieves 

were Jews or not; but the one, by his words, behaved like the circumcised who crucified Christ, while the 

other by his words Remember me in thy kingdom was like the Gentile (Pilate) who wrote This is Christ, the 

King of the Jews‖ (64). 
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 for lo, they [the Jews] are also reproved in the world. 

 He assigned honor to the believer with his word [Luke 23:43] 

 And lo, his fellow (believers) became great (8:9). 

 

The thieves are figures for two religious communities and their respective destinies that 

resulted from their divergent responses to the crucified Lord. In his forty-fourth Hymn on 

the Church, Ephrem does refer to the Synagogue as already ―rejected‖ in the wake of the 

calf incident (§§22 and 23); but, in light of the rest of his oeuvre, it is clear that he did not 

consider that dismissal to be permanent. According to Ephrem‘s view of the drama of 

salvation history, ―the nations‖ took the stage and replaced the Synagogue once and for 

all only after the latter‘s rejection of Jesus.
81

 The crucifixion results in the final and 

lasting supersession of the Jewish people. 

 In his forty-fourth Hymn on the Church, Ephrem offers a glimpse of the broad 

expanse of Christian salvation history, from the Garden of Eden to Golgotha, all through 

the lens of the calf incident at Mount Sinai. The shattering of the first set of tablets 

represents the fall of humanity, what Ephrem terms the ―corruption‖ of ―the house of 

Eve.‖ The second set of tablets, imagined as the Law putting on a garment of stone, pre-

figures the incarnation—God‘s Son donning a human body. The breaking and restoration 

of the tablets also represent Christ‘s death and resurrection, respectively. In addition to 

his inclusive reading of the sin at Sinai, construed as the epitome of the general human 

condition, Ephrem employs the calf episode as ammunition for his anti-Jewish polemic. 

The worship of the calf ―corrupts‖ Israel and foreshadows the descendants of those 

idolaters mocking the incarnate Word on the cross. One set of tablets replacing another 

                                                           
81

 See Robin A. Darling, ―The ‗Church from the Nations‘ in the Exegesis of Ephrem,‖ in IV Symposium 

Syriacum 1984: Literary Genres in Syriac Literature (ed. H. J. W. Drijvers, et al.; Rome: Pont. Institutum 

Studiorum Orientalium, 1987) 111–21. See also Shepardson, Anti-Judaism and Christian Orthodoxy, 95–

98. 
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then becomes a figure for Ephrem‘s narrative of the church superseding the rejected 

synagogue in the divine economy. 

  Central to both the Homily on Our Lord and the forty-fourth Hymn on the Church 

are depictions of the embodied presence of God. The Deity draws near to humankind by 

means of the Son of God himself becoming human in order to bring healing from the 

ravages of sin. Ephrem does not explicitly interpret the calf narrative vis-à-vis the Priestly 

Tabernacle texts, as do the rabbinic traditions discussed in the previous chapter. But he 

does use imagery of divine condescension and immanence—such as the repentant woman 

kissing the feet of the God-man as well as the Word of God clothing himself in 

humanity—that resonates with the theology of the Priestly source as well as with rabbinic 

notions of the Shekhinah graciously entering the man-made Tabernacle after the calf 

incident. For both Ephrem and certain rabbinic traditions, divine immanence effects 

and/or represents the mending of a broken divine-human relationship.
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CHAPTER 5 

Aniconism and Incarnation: 

 Gregory of Nyssa‘s Interpretation of Exodus 32–34 

 

Another fourth-century Christian figure, Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–ca. 395), 

writing in a decidedly Hellenistic idiom, offers an interpretation of the broken and 

restored tablets in his Life of Moses that bears an intriguing resemblance to that of 

Ephrem the Syrian. By interpreting the calf episode within a larger narrative context that 

stretches from Genesis 1–3 to the gospels, Gregory is able to represent the church and 

humankind in general as implicated in the sin committed and forgiven in Exodus 32–34. 

Like ancient rabbinic readers of the calf episode, Gregory discerns therein both the 

rupture and repair of the God-human relationship, but—like Ephrem—he views this in a 

decidedly christological key: sinful human nature (as represented by the broken tablets) is 

repaired by the incarnation (here, represented by the new tablets). By figuratively 

describing the Word-made-flesh in terms of the new tablets, Gregory implicitly 

juxtaposes the making of the calf and the tablets qua incarnation; thus, there is an 

unorthodox image of deity (the molten calf) juxtaposed with an orthodox ―image‖ of 

Deity: the incarnate Word.
1
 

Gregory of Nyssa lived from ca. 335 to ca. 395 CE, overlapping roughly with the 

second half of Ephrem‘s life. Gregory was the youngest of the fourth-century triumvirate 

of ecclesiastical leaders and theologians known as the Cappadocian Fathers—the others 

being his older brother and teacher, Basil of Caesarea, and their mutual friend, Gregory 

of Nazianzus. Cappadocia was a province of the eastern Roman Empire in what is now 

                                                           
1
 ―[The beloved Son] is the image [ei0kw_n] of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all 

things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 

rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him‖ (Col 1:15–16). According to 

Gregory‘s christological reading of the calf narrative, this ―icon‖ supplants the idol. 
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Turkey, lying to the west of Edessa. Basil appointed his brother, Gregory, bishop of the 

small town of Nyssa in ca. 371/72. Gregory did not prove to be especially adept or 

accomplished at ecclesiastical politics, but he did become a very productive and 

influential theologian. Robin Darling Young has characterized him as ―both an open-

minded Christian and a Hellenic humanist scholar.‖
2
 He produced a series of significant 

works that examine such topics as trinitarian theology, christology, theological 

anthropology, and the ascetical life. Patristic scholars tend to assign The Life of Moses, 

together with his Homilies on the Song of Songs, to the later years of Gregory‘s life, 

sometime between 385 and 392, ―but there is no real certainty on this matter.‖
3
 

I. Old Covenant versus New or Letter versus Spirit: the Epistle of Barnabas and Origen 

Christian exegetes in Late Antiquity by and large read (and essentially re-wrote) 

the calf narrative—against the grain of the plain sense of the biblical text—as 

representing a permanent break between God and a sinful, unforgiven Israel / early 

Judaism. Although claiming to be the new Israel, the church excused itself from the 

audience of Exodus 32, reading it as directed toward someone else (the Jews), not 

themselves. The church thus exploited an important vehicle of Israelite self-critique and 

self-definition vis-à-vis the Deity to disinherit and supersede ancient Judaism, excluding 

the Jews from the grace of divine forgiveness. The Epistle of Barnabas (early second 

century CE) is an early exponent of this interpretive strand; and it expresses the radical 

discontinuity between the old and new dispensations via the image of the first set of 

                                                           
2
 Robin D. Young, ―Gregory of Nyssa‘s Use of Theology and Science in Constructing Theological 

Anthropology,‖ Pro Ecclesia 2 (1993) 347. See also Brian E. Daley S.J., ―‗The Human Form Divine‘: 

Christ‘s Risen Body and Ours According to Gregory of Nyssa,‖ in Studia Patristica XLI (ed. F. Young, M. 

Edwards and P. Parvis; Leuven: Peeters, 2006) 302. Daley writes, ―Gregory… was a humanist: a man of 

the highest education and refinement, deeply versed in the philosophy, the rhetorical art, and even the 

medical and physical science of late antique Greek culture.‖ 

  
3
 Anthony Meredith, The Cappadocians (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir‘s Seminary Press, 1995) 54. 



159 

 

tablets.
4
 Pseudo-Barnabas focuses on the sin itself and Moses‘ enraged response—to the 

exclusion of his role as prophetic intercessor as well as the ultimate reconciliation of God 

and Israel (represented by the new tablets). See, for example, Barn 4:8—―And the 

covenant [of the tablets] was smashed to bits so that the covenant of Jesus, the Beloved 

One, might be sealed in our heart, in hope of his faith‖ (cf. 14:1–5).
5
 The covenant sealed 

in the heart displaces the new set of tablets that, according to Exodus 34, Moses was to 

carry up Mount Sinai to be inscribed by God. The heart as locus of the covenant echoes 

the new covenant prophecy of Jer 38:33 (LXX)—―I will give my laws in their mind, and 

upon their heart I will write them.‖
6
 By worshiping the golden calf, the ancient Israelites 

forfeited their right—and that of their descendants—to the covenant. ―[The Jews] lost 

[the covenant] completely (ei0j te/loj a0pw&lesan au0th/n)…. When they turned to idols, 

they lost it (a0pw&lesan au0th/n)‖ (Barn 4:6, 7)
7
—without ever having truly received it! 

The stage has now been set, according to pseudo-Barnabas, for the advent of Christ and 

his church, which does receive the covenant, the pact for which Israel proved unworthy. 

Another interpreter of the tablets, Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185–255 CE), also 

highlights a sense of radical discontinuity, one of ―letter‖ versus ―spirit.‖ Origen briefly 

mentions the tablets in his ninth homily on Genesis, which is devoted to the reiteration of 

                                                           
4
 For a discussion of the interpretive methods employed by pseudo-Barnabas, see: James L. Kugel and 

Rowan A. Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986) 138–42. 

 
5
 Robert A. Kraft. The Apostolic Fathers: A New Translation and Commentary. Vol. 3: Barnabas and the 

Didache (Toronto: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1965) 90. 

 
6
 This is a text also evoked by Paul in 2 Cor 3:3, a New Testament verse that proves quite significant for 

Gregory of Nyssa. 

 
7
 Ibid. See also Épître de Barnabé (ed. Robert A. Kraft; trans. Pierre Prigent; SC 172; Paris: Éditions du 

Cerf, 1971). 
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God‘s promises to Abraham after the binding of Isaac (Gen 22:15–18).
8
 He begins the 

homily by enumerating what distinguishes Gen 22:15–18 from previous occurrences of 

the promises, unique elements that will serve as the textual basis for his allegorical 

interpretation. Those distinguishing features include: an explicit reference to the words 

being spoken ―from heaven‖ (v. 15), the LORD‘s swearing a solemn oath (v. 16), and, 

most importantly, the inclusion of a motivation for this promise-making—Abraham‘s 

willingness to offer up his favored son, Isaac (vv. 16 and 18). According to Origen, 

whereas in previous instances the promises referred to Abraham‘s seed ―according to the 

flesh,‖ here in Genesis 22 they apply to another people, Gentiles who believe in the 

saving death and resurrection of Christ, the ―man from heaven‖ (1 Cor 15:47) and 

antitype of Isaac.
9
 

After his christological interpretation of the reiterated promises, Origen then 

offers a brief digression that includes a reference to the iteration of the tablets in the wake 

of the calf apostasy. 

And are the second things firmer than the first in this passage alone [Gen 22:15–

18]? You will discover secret mysteries in many passages of this kind. Moses 

shattered and threw aside the first tablets of the Law according to the letter (in 

littera). He received the second Law according to the spirit (in spiritu) and the 

second things are firmer than the first. Again, the very same man, when he had 

included all the Law in four books, writes Deuteronomy which is called a second 

Law.
10

 Ishmael is first, Isaac second, and a similar kind of preference is reserved 

                                                           
8
 Origen, Homilia in Genesim 9, in Origène, Homélies sur la Genèse (ed. and trans. Louis Doutreleau; SC 

7bis; Paris: Cerf, 1985). Quotations are taken from Origen: Homilies on Genesis and Exodus (trans. Ronald 

E. Heine; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1982) 148–56. 

  
9
 Origen writes, ―[Scripture] shows, therefore, that because of the offering or passion of the son the promise 

is steadfast. This clearly points out that the promise remains steadfast because of the passion of Christ for 

the people of the gentiles ‗who are of the faith of Abraham‘ [cf. Rom 4:16]‖ (Hom. in Gen. 9.1; ed. 

Doutreleau, 242; trans. Heine, 150–51). 

 
10

 Cf. Origen, De Principiis 4.3.12, as translated by Rowan A. Greer in Origen, An Exhortation to 

Martrydom, Prayer, First Principles: Book IV, Prologue to the Commentary on the Song of Songs, Homily 

XXVII on Numbers (The Classics of Western Spirituality; Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1979) 201. ―And it 

will not even seem useless that Moses hears from God the laws described in Leviticus, but in Deuteronomy 
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for the second. You will also find this suggested likewise in Esau and Jacob, in 

Ephraim and Manasseh and in a thousand others.
11

 

 

Origen polemically construes the breaking and restoration of the tablets as another 

instance, akin to the reiteration of the promises in Gen 22:15–18, of ―the second things‖ 

being ―more steadfast than the first.‖ With a distinctly Pauline accent (2 Cor 3:6–7), he 

speaks of Moses shattering the tablets of the Law ―in terms of the letter,‖ and receiving a 

second set ―in the spirit‖ that is ―firmer than the first.‖ This Pauline language of ―letter‖ 

and ―spirit‖ suggests that ―the second Law‖ is associated with Christ and his church; in 

other words, the restored tablets prefigure the new and lasting covenant ―of the Spirit‖ (2 

Cor 3:8).
12

 Keeping in mind Origen‘s preceding interpretation of Gen 22:15–18, one 

likewise could infer that ―the second Law‖ is intended for those who are children of 

Abraham by faith (Rom 4:11, 16–17; Gal 3:7). And, analogous to Isaac and Jacob vis-à-

vis Ishmael and Esau, this Law in spiritu supersedes its predecessor in littera.
13

 Such a 

construal of the tablets is even more explicit in Origen‘s commentary on Romans.    

In his commentary on Paul‘s Letter to the Romans, specifically Rom 3:2, Origen 

writes the following: 

                                                                                                                                                                             

the people becomes a hearer of Moses and learns from him what it could not hear from God (cf. Lev. 1:1, 

etc.; Deut. 1:1; 5:1). For that reason Deuteronomy is called, as it were, a second Law. To some this fact will 

appear to mean that when the first Law, which was given through Moses, came to an end (cf. Jn. 1:17), 

there was apparently a second Law formed that was handed down in a special way from Moses to Joshua, 

his successor (cf. Deut. 31). And Joshua is believed to preserve the type of our Savior, by whose second 

Law, that is, the commandments of the Gospel, everything is led to perfection.‖ 

 
11

 Hom. in Gen. 9.1 (ed. Doutreleau, 242; trans. Heine, 151, slightly modified). 

 
12

 Regarding the ―firmness‖ of ―the second Law,‖ see 2 Cor 3:11. According to Richard Hays‘ translation 

in his Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale UP, 1989), the verse reads: ―For if the 

transitory (to_ katargou/menon) came with glory, how much more must the permanent (to_ me/non) come 

with glory‖ (135). ―The transitory‖ refers to the old covenant or ―the ministry of death, carved in letters on 

stone‖ (v. 7); ―the permanent‖ describes the new covenant, ―the ministry of the Spirit‖ (v. 8). Note that Paul 

himself does not focus on the breaking and restoration of the tablets, but rather on the glory of Moses‘ face.  

 
13

 In this interpretation of the tablets there is some sense, albeit inchoate, of Christian salvation history, of 

the movement from one dispensation to another. 
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Suppose the Jews are unwilling to accept the opinion of our Apostle which 

says that the letter of the law kills. Perhaps they think injury is done to the law if 

it would seem to be spurned according to the letter. Let us then turn back to 

Moses himself and see how highly he esteemed the letter of the law. When he had 

received the stone tablets inscribed by the finger of God, he conferred so little 

honor upon the letter of the law that he threw down the tablets from his own 

hands and shattered to pieces what had in fact been written by the finger of God. 

Yet he was not branded as being guilty of impiety because of this act. You see, 

then, that it is not Paul alone who spurns the letter of the law, but well before him 

Moses had also spurned and rejected and broken up the letters of the law. In so 

doing he was without doubt even then showing that the glory and power of the 

law was [sic.] not contained in the letters but in the Spirit. 

Moreover in my opinion the Lord has called the meaning of the law, ―the 

kingdom of God,‖ when he says in the Gospel to the Jews, ―The kingdom of God 

will be taken away from you and given to a people producing its fruit‖ [Matt 

21:43]. This kingdom has been taken away from the Jews, among whom only the 

letters of the law remain, and it has been given to the Gentiles, who could bear the 

fruit of the Spirit through faith.
14

 

 

Origen here enlists Moses as an eminent precedent for and even advocate of Paul‘s 

statement in 2 Cor 3:5–6, ―Our competence is from God, who has made us competent to 

be ministers of a new covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit 

gives life.‖ Lifted from its immediate narrative context in Exodus 32, Moses‘ destruction 

of the first set of tablets becomes his own rejection of the death-dealing letters of the law. 

The prophet himself thereby taught that, in Origen‘s words, ―the glory and power of the 

law‖ are not ―in the letters but in the Spirit.‖ It is not the law itself that is rejected, but 

rather the interpretation of it according to the bare letter. Despite having shattered tablets 

inscribed by God himself, Moses does not receive any aspersions in the biblical text for 

doing so—confirming the appropriateness of his deed.
15

 

                                                           
14

 Origen, Commentarii in Romanos 2.10.9, in Origène, Commentaire sur l‘Épître aux Romains: Tome I 

(Livres I–II) (ed. C. P. Hammond Bammel; SC 532; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2009) 428. Quotations are 

taken from Origen, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Books 1–5 (trans. Thomas P. Scheck; 

Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2001) 169–70 (2.14.12–13). 

 
15

 Origen, like the author of the Epistle of Barnabas, conveniently avoids mentioning that God commanded 

Moses to hew out two new tablets that would contain divine script just like the first (Exod 34:1). 
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Origen associates the terms ―letter‖ and ―Spirit‖ in 2 Cor 3:6 with issues of 

biblical hermeneutics and opposing communities of interpreters. He polemically accuses 

the Jews of adhering slavishly to the ―letter‖ or literal sense of scripture: ―To those who 

read and do not understand, and who read and do not believe, the letter alone is entrusted, 

concerning which the Apostle says, ‗The letter kills.‘‖
16

 For Origen, a literal reading is a 

deeply impoverished one, being devoid of true understanding and belief—particularly 

faith in Christ.
17

 On the other hand, ―the oracles of God are entrusted to those who, by 

understanding and believing the things Moses has written, believe also in Christ, as the 

Lord also says, ‗If you had believed Moses, you would certainly also believe me, for he 

wrote about me‘ (John 5:46).‖
18

 And those faithful readers—the Gentiles—inherit ―the 

kingdom of God,‖ the true ―meaning of the law‖ (sensum legis) taken away from the 

unbelieving Jews.
19

 Moses‘ breaking the tablets thus signifies not only the spurning of the 

letters of the law, but also a rejection of the Jews who, so Origen claims, adhere solely to 

those letters. 

                                                           
16

 Comm. Rom. 2.10.6 (ed. Bammel, 424; trans. Scheck, 168 [2.14.8]). Here ―the letter‖ seems to be a 

means of punishment for unbelief. 

 
17

 See, most recently, Shaye J. D. Cohen, ―Sabbath Law and Mishnah Shabbat in Origen De Principiis,‖ 

Jewish Studies Quarterly 17 (2010) 166. Cohen writes, ―‗Literally‘ for Origen means ‗not informed by a 

belief in Christ.‘ His ‗literal‘ is not necessarily what we call ‗literal,‘ and is not necessarily what the 

medieval Jewish exegetes called peshat (the ‗plain‘ or ‗simple‘ meaning).‖ For further discussion, see also 

Brian E. Daley, S.J., ―Origen‘s De Principiis: A Guide to the Principles of Christian Scriptural 

Interpretation,‖ in Nova et Vetera: Patristic Studies in Honor of Thomas Patrick Halton (ed. John 

Petruccione; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1998) 3–21; Peter Martens, 

―Why Does Origen Accuse the Jews of ‗Literalism‘? A Case Study of Christian Identity and Biblical 

Exegesis in Antiquity,‖ Adamantius 13 (2007) 218–30. Daley points out that in Origen‘s De Principiis, as 

in Irenaeus‘s Adversus haereses, the apostolic tradition that constitutes the ecclesial ―canon‖ of faith is the 

hermeneutical key to the spiritual meaning of Scripture. 

   
18

 Comm. Rom. 2.10.6 (ed. Bammel, 424; trans. Scheck, 168 [2.14.8]). 

 
19

 Comm. Rom. 2.10.9 (ed. Bammel, 428; trans. Scheck, 170 [2.14.13]). See Martens, ―Why Does Origen 

Accuse the Jews of ‗Literalism,‘‖ 226–27. 
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A third interpretation of the tablets, in Origen‘s apologetic work, Contra Celsum, 

takes a very different tack. Rather than utilizing the tablets as a means of arguing for the 

superiority of one hermeneutic over another and of one interpretive community over 

another, here Origen—again under Pauline influence—interprets those artifacts as a 

figure for the human soul. The calf narrative becomes a story that allegorically applies to 

everyone. 

Let us see also how he [Celsus] thinks he can criticize our ethical teaching on the 

grounds that it is commonplace (koino_n) and in comparison with the other 

philosophers contains no teaching that is impressive or new. I have to reply to this 

that for people who affirm the righteous judgment of God, it would have been 

impossible to believe in the penalty inflicted for sins unless in accordance with 

the universal ideas (kata_ ta_j koina_j e0nnoi/aj) all men had a sound conception 

of moral principles. There is therefore nothing amazing about it if the same God 

has implanted in the souls of all men the truths which He taught through the 

prophets and the Saviour; He did this that every man might be without excuse at 

the divine judgment, having the requirement of the law written in his heart.
20

 The 

Bible (o( lo&goj) hinted at this (h0|ni/cato)
21

 in what Greeks regard as a myth when 

it made God write the commandments with His own finger and give them to 

Moses. The evil of those who made the calf
22

 shattered them, which is as if he 

said, the flood of sin swept [them] away. But when Moses had cut a stone God 

wrote a second time and gave [them] again, which is as if the prophetic word was 

preparing the soul after the first sin for a second writing of God.
23

 

 

According to Origen, Greeks disparagingly regard as a myth (mu/qw|) the biblical 

reference to God inscribing the tablets with his own finger (Exod 31:18)—a gross 

anthropomorphism that detracts from the transcendent nature of a true deity. Origen the 

Christian apologist counters by treating the text as a ―riddle‖ (ai1nigma) that, when solved 

                                                           
20

 e1xwn to_ bou&lhma tou= no&mou grapto_n e0n th|= e9autou= kardi/a|. Cf. Rom 2:14–16, esp. v. 15. ―[The 

righteous Gentiles] show that the demands of the law are written in their hearts (to_ e1rgon tou= no&mou 
grapto_n e0n tai=j kardi/aij au)tw~n).‖ 

 
21

 The verb ai0ni/ssomai also means ―to speak in riddles,‖ and is related to the noun to& ai!nigma. 

 
22

 h9 kaki/a tw~n mosxopoihsa&ntwn. Cf. Acts 7:41—kai\ e0mosxopoi/hsan e0n tai=j h9me/raij e0kei/naij. 

  
23

 Origen, Contra Celsum 1.4 in Origène, Contre Celse: Tome I (Livres I et II) (ed. and trans. Marcel 

Borret, S.J.; SC 132; Paris: Cerf, 1967) 84, 86. The translation is taken, with slight modifications, from 

Origen, Contra Celsum (tr. Henry Chadwick; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1953) 8–9. 
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using allegorical interpretation, intimates a Stoic notion of the soul as inscribed with 

―universal ideas‖ or natural law.
24

 He then turns to the shattering and restoration of those 

divinely inscribed tablets in Exodus 32 and 34. Note that here, unlike in his homilies on 

Genesis and commentary on Romans, Origen occludes Moses‘ role in the destruction of 

the divine script—―The evil of those who made the calf shattered them.‖
25

 He interprets 

this as signifying that ―the flood of sin (h9 xu/sij th=j a(marti/aj) swept [them] away,‖ 

with ―the flood‖ being an image that he employs elsewhere to suggest an overwhelming 

abundance of sin or evil.
26

 Finally, the restoration of the tablets gestures toward the 

preparation of the soul ―after the first sin for a second writing of God.‖ Does ―the first 

sin‖ refer to the disobedience of Adam and Eve? Is the ―second writing of God‖ to be 

associated with the Christ event?
27

 Origen‘s own allegorical interpretation becomes 

somewhat enigmatic here.     

In his The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-Jewish Controversy, Pier 

Cesare Bori briefly asserts that Gregory of Nyssa‘s reading of the tablets is a continuation 

                                                           
24

 See Dale B. Martin, Inventing Superstition: From the Hippocratics to the Christians (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard UP, 2004) 141–43, 166, for a brief discussion of Celsus‘ philosophical critique of biblical 

anthropomorphisms and the response of Origen as an apologist for Christianity and its scriptures. 

 
25

 In the Greek text, this is a relative clause that follows reference to the commandments (ta_j e0ntola_j) 

having been written by God‘s own hand and given to Moses—a#j sune/triyen h9 kaki/a tw~n 
mosxopoihsa/ntwn (―which the evil of those who made the calf shattered‖). The antecedent of the relative 

pronoun a#j is ta_j e0ntola_j (―the commandments‖); the verb sune/triyen is the same used in Exod 32:19. 

 
26

 See, for example, Contra Celsum 2.8 (ed. Borret, 298; trans. Chadwick, 71–72). ―Let Celsus‘ Jew show 

us not many, nor even a few, but just one man of the same type as Jesus, who by the power within him 

introduced a system and doctrines which benefited the life of mankind and converted men from the flood of 

sins (a)po_ xu/sewj a(marthma&twn).‖ See also On Prayer 29.13 (trans. Greer, 157). ―I think that God 

orders every rational soul with a view to its eternal life. And the soul always preserves free choice; and on 

its own responsibility it either comes to be in nobler things, advancing step by step to the summit of goods, 

or descends from failing to pay attention in diverse motions to one flood or another of evil.‖ 

 
27

 Perhaps Origen is alluding to Jer 38:33 (LXX), in which the LORD promises to write his laws upon the 

hearts of his people after they have suffered the punishments of destruction and exile. 
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of Origen‘s own ―letter versus spirit‖ interpretation.
28

 Gregory‘s contribution to that 

interpretive trajectory needs to be examined in greater detail, however, for he does not 

simply reiterate those particular readings of his Alexandrian forebear. Although Gregory 

does interpret the ―letter‖ of the calf narrative in a ―spiritual‖ fashion, he does not thereby 

completely eschew it. Neither does his spiritual interpretation of the tablets focus 

explicitly upon the church, children of Abraham by faith, superseding a disobedient and 

rejected Israel. Rather, Gregory‘s interpretations represent a significant development of 

Origen‘s gestures toward a christological reading of the new tablets in his ninth homily 

on Genesis and commentary on Romans, as well as an elaboration on his correlation of 

the tablets and the soul in Contra Celsum 1.4. The Cappadocian treats the shifting 

fortunes of the tablets as an opportunity to articulate both a theological anthropology and 

a Christology focused on the significance of the incarnation, the embodiment of the 

Logos. As with Ephrem the Syrian, the flesh (of Christ), transformed by contact with the 

divine, persists in Gregory‘s re-writing of the calf episode.
29

      

II. The Garden of Eden at Mount Sinai: Gregory of Nyssa and the Rabbis Interpret the 

Calf Episode 

My discussion of Gregory of Nyssa will focus on The Life of Moses, particularly 

one passage in the second part of that work. This work is a ―biography‖ with a paraenetic 

purpose—to form a virtuous, reverent Christian according to the model of Moses, whose 

life journey exemplifies for Gregory the never-ending nature of growth in virtue. As 

                                                           
28

 Pier Cesare Bori, The Golden Calf and the Origins of the Anti-Jewish Controversy (trans. David Ward; 

Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990) 51–52. Bori writes, ―Origen‘s solution appears in the East from Gregory of 

Nyssa to George Caedrenus, a late Byzantine chronographer‖ (52). Surprisingly, he does not discuss nor 

even cite Contra Celsum 1.4. 

 
29

 See, once again, David Brakke, ―Jewish Flesh and Christian Spirit in Athanasius of Alexandria,‖ Journal 

of Early Christian Studies 9 (2001) 479. ―Flesh itself turned out to be stubbornly persistent, both in the face 

of, and in the heart of, spiritualizing orthodoxy.‖ 
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such, it is also necessarily a work of biblical interpretation. It is divided into two major 

sections in which Gregory reads the biblical Moses traditions in terms of their literal and 

spiritual senses—i9stori/a (or gra&mma) and qewri/a (also referred to as a0nagwgh/ or 

dia&noia), respectively.
30

 The former, i9stori/a (or gra&mma: ―letter‖), serves as the 

prelude and necessary foundation for the latter, qewri/a, which means ―a looking at‖ or 

―vision‖ with one‘s physical eyes as well as, especially in this context, ―contemplation‖ 

or ―speculation‖ with the mind‘s eye.
31

 This contemplative sense is also referred to as 

a0nagwgh/ (―a leading up‖) and dia&noia (―mind‖). Gregory writes in the prologue about 

the interdependence of these two senses: ―First we shall go through in outline (e0n 

e0pidromh|=) [Moses‘] life as we have learned it from the divine Scriptures [i.e., i9stori/a]. 

Then we shall seek out the spiritual understanding which corresponds to the history (th_n 

pro/sforon th=| i9stori/a| dia&noian) in order to obtain suggestions of virtue.‖
32

 Even the 

literal sense contains useful lessons in and of itself ;
33

 but the spiritual sense—which 

                                                           
30

 For a concise discussion of the interrelated paraenetic and exegetical dimensions of this treatise, see 

Frances M. Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 

1997) 257–63. 

 
31

 The fundamental importance of the ―letter‖ to Gregory of Nyssa is well-expressed by Verna E. F. 

Harrison, who writes, ―Gregory‘s allegorical exegesis, and probably that of many other Greek fathers, is 

iconic exegesis as well as ascetical exegesis. This means that in turning away from the text‘s literal sense 

toward its spiritual sense, the reader is not renouncing the material substance, as it were, of the words 

themselves. The immaterial truth is sought in and through them, not apart from them‖ (―Allegory and 

Asceticism in Gregory of Nyssa,‖ Semeia 57 [1992] 125). 

 
32

 Gregory of Nyssa, De vita Moysis Praef. 15, in Gregorii Nysseni, De vita Moysis (ed. Herbertus 

Musurillo, S.J.; Gregorii Nysseni Opera [GNO] 7.1; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1964) 6–7. The quotations are taken 

from Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses (trans. Abraham Malherbe and Everett Ferguson; The Classics 

of Western Spirituality; New York: Paulist Press, 1978); for this passage, see 33. The section numbers are 

taken from Grégoire de Nysse, La Vie de Moïse (ed. and trans. Jean Danielou, S.J.; SC 1bis; Paris: Les 

Éditions du Cerf, 1955). 

  
33

 See, for example, De vita Moysis 2.205 (GNO 7.1:104–5; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 108). 
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―corresponds to‖ (pro/sforoj) or ―agrees with‖
34

 (sumbai/nw) it—transcends and 

augments the sometimes deficient ―letter,‖ taking up where the literal sense leaves off.
35

 

A. The Calf Narrative according to i9stori/a: eu0se/beia versus a)se/beia 

The ―history‖ of the calf episode that Gregory recounts in the first section of the 

Vita is not simply a straightforward retelling of the biblical narrative, however, but is 

selective and quite interpretive in its own right. It highlights the major elements that will 

be treated later and in greater detail from a spiritual perspective—the tablets and the holy 

war waged by the Levites. Moreover, Gregory also compares Moses and the Israelites, 

depicting them as opposite poles of ―(ir)religious‖ behavior—eu0se/beia (piety or 

reverence) and a)se/beia (impiety or irreverence), respectively. In terms of the literary 

structure of this segment of the i9stori/a,
36

 the rebellion at the base of Mount Sinai
37

 is 

framed by Moses‘ mystical encounters with God ―beyond nature‖
38

 at the summit—

juxtaposing Moses‘ experience of God‘s utter transcendence and the Israelites‘ making of 

the golden calf, the basest form of divine (mis)representation. 

A.1. Moses as Iconoclastic Mystagogue  

Moses‘ initial ascent of the mountain involves successive stages of initiation 

(mustagwgi/a) which require the purification of both the body and the mind. At the base 

of Mount Sinai, Moses and the entire community perform lustrations and avoid 
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 De vita Moysis 2.217 (GNO 7.1:109; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 111). 

  
35

 See, for example, De vita Moysis 2.221 (GNO 7.1:110–11; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 112). 

 
36

 The structure of the i9stori/a is largely in keeping with that of the biblical text, although the events 

themselves are sometimes construed by Gregory in ways not found explicitly in the latter. 

  
37

 ―Before giving heed to the lawgiver [i.e., Moses] they rebelled (a)fhnia&saj) in idolatry‖ (De vita Moysis 

1.57; GNO 7.1:26; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). 

 
38

 De vita Moysis 1.58, 60 (GNO 7.1:26 and 27; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46 and 47). 
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defilements of all kinds, including sexual intercourse, ―so that, pure of passion, they 

might approach the mountain to be initiated, cleansed of every emotion and bodily 

concern.‖
39

 The prophet alone then climbs to the summit and enters the dark cloud, 

thereby teaching ―that the one who is going to associate intimately with God must go 

beyond all that is visible and (lifting up his own mind [th_n e9autou= dia&noian], as to a 

mountaintop, to the invisible and incomprehensible) believe that the divine is there where 

the understanding does not reach.‖
40

 Even in the i9stori/a, Moses is portrayed—in 

Philonic fashion—as a ―super-sage.‖
41

 Having attained ―the inner sanctuary of the divine 

mystical doctrine (th=j qei/aj mustagwgi/aj),‖
42

 he receives ―teachings concerning 

virtue [the Torah, particularly the Decalogue], the chief of which is reverence (eu0se/beia) 

and the proper notions about the divine nature, inasmuch as it transcends all cognitive 

thought and representation and cannot be likened to anything which is known.‖
43

 The 

―chief‖ teaching thus demands a conceptual aniconism. In a subsequent discussion of the 

second commandment, in the theōria portion of the Vita, Gregory explicitly contrasts this 

eu0se/beia and proper qeologi/a with a form of idolatry: ―Every concept which comes 

                                                           
39

 De vita Moysis 1.42 (GNO 7.1:20; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 42). Gregory construes the divine 

commands in Exod 19:10, 15, as a call for asceticism on the part of Moses and the people. Cf. Deut 9:9, 18, 

25. 

 
40

 De vita Moysis 1.46 (GNO 7.1:22; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 43). 

 
41

 See David Winston, ―Sage and Super-Sage in Philo of Alexandria,‖ in The Ancestral Philosophy: 

Hellenistic Philosophy in Second Temple Judaism (ed. Gregory E. Sterling; Providence: Brown Judaic 

Studies, 2001) 171–80, esp. 177–80. 

 
42

 De vita Moysis 1.46 (GNO 7.1:22; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 43). 

 
43

 De vita Moysis 1.47 (GNO 7.1:22; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 43). This is Gregory‘s interpretation of 

the second commandment (Exod 20:2–6), whose truth—as understood by Gregory—Moses directly 

experiences atop Mount Sinai. 
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from some comprehensible image by an approximate understanding and by guessing at 

the divine nature constitutes an idol of God and does not proclaim God.‖
44

 

His mind (dia&noia) purified by such ―ordinances,‖ Moses then proceeds to ―the 

higher initiation‖ and receives the instructions for the Tabernacle and priestly 

vestments—each of which anticipates, in terms of certain details, the idol made by the 

Israelites. The former, Gregory emphasizes, is marked by the use of gold—―the most 

abundant‖ of ―the most splendid and radiant materials found on earth‖ to be used in its 

construction.
45

 The latter includes the emerald stones in the high priest‘s ephod, stones 

which are engraved with ―marvelous skill,‖ but not—Gregory explicitly points out—―the 

skill which carves out images of idols.‖
46

 The golden calf is thus implicitly set over 

against not only the tablets, but the wilderness sanctuary and its accoutrements as well.  

A.2. Idolatrous ―Impulses‖: Israel ―according to the Flesh‖ 

Meanwhile, down below, the Israelites, ―like a little child who escapes the 

attention of his pedagogue, were carried along into disorderliness (ei0j a0taci/an) by 

foolish impulses (a0noh/toij o9rmai=j), and, banding together against Aaron, forced the 

priest to lead them in idolatry.‖
47

 Gregory understands the people at the base of the 

mountain as the antipode to Moses at the summit. Whereas Moses‘ progressive initiation 

into an apophatic, mystical piety (eu0se/beia) is marked by the self-denial and self-

discipline of asceticism (e.g., fasting for forty days and forty nights [Deut 9:9]), the 
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 De vita Moysis 2.165 (GNO 7.1:88; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 96). 

 
45

 De vita Moysis 1.49 (GNO 7.1:23; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 44). 

 
46

 De vita Moysis 1.52 (GNO 7.1:24–25; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 45). 

 
47

 De vita Moysis 1.58 (GNO 7.1:26; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46, slightly modified). ―Foolish 

impulses‖ as the cause of the idolatry is not made explicit in the biblical narrative (cf. Exod 32:6; 1 Cor 

10:7). 
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childish impulsiveness of the Israelites leads to their worshiping a golden idol and 

―exult[ing] in their impiety (tw|~ a0sebh/mati).‖48
 The Israelites‘ idolatry consists of their 

violating both aspects of religious virtue as revealed to Moses—―right thinking about 

God and right living.‖
49

 They succumb to their irrational impulses and engage in the 

basest, most material form of divine (mis)representation. By engaging in such a rebellion, 

Gregory writes, the Israelites ―prevented grace‖ (e0kw&luse th_n xa&rin)—their reception 

of the Law via tablets made and incised by God (―a divine invention and gift‖)—and 

provoked Moses‘ anger.
50

 ―Moses came to them and broke the tablets which he had 

received from God so that they might suffer a punishment worthy of their transgression 

by having no share in the God-given grace.‖
51

 The reason for Moses‘ breaking the tablets, 

like the reference to the people‘s ―uncontrolled impulses,‖ is not explicitly stated in the 

biblical text. ―He then purified his people‘s guilt with their own blood when the Levites 

slew them, and appeased the divine by his own anger against the transgressors.‖
52

 Like 

the Epistle of Barnabas, Gregory does not mention Moses‘ role as intercessor, his acting 

as Israel‘s advocate before God. Instead, Moses is portrayed solely as the agent of 

punishment and divine wrath.
53

 The Israelites‘ hindering their reception of ―the God-
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 De vita Moysis 1.59 (GNO 7.1:26; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). 

 
49

 Ronald E. Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life: A Study in the Relationship Between Edification and 

Polemical Theology in Gregory of Nyssa‘s De Vita Moysis (Cambridge, Mass.: The Philadelphia Patristic 

Foundation, 1975) 115. 

 
50

 De vita Moysis 1.57 (GNO 7.1:25 and 26; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). 

 
51

 De vita Moysis 1.59 (GNO 7.1:26–27; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). 

 
52

 De vita Moysis 1.60 (GNO 7.1:27; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). 

 
53

 Perhaps Moses‘ role as intercessor does not serve Gregory‘s immediate rhetorical purposes. It is 

important to note that Gregory does not ignore this prophetic role entirely. See the conclusion of The Life of 

Moses (2.229, 319) and his Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms (trans. Ronald E. Heine; Oxford: 

Oxford UP, 1995) 103.  
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given grace‖ is only temporary, however, as Moses re-ascends the mountain with new 

tablets and returns in order to begin the manufacture of the Tabernacle and vestments.  

B. The Calf Narrative according to qewri/a 

The two foci of Gregory‘s contemplative or spiritual exegesis are (1) the slaughter 

by the Levites (cf. Exod 32:26–29) and (2) the tablets of the covenant. The former 

resonates strongly with Philo‘s allegorical readings of the calf incident, which focus in 

particular on the episode involving the Levites. The ―holy war‖ waged by the zealous 

Levites against their own countrymen is interiorized and thus spiritualized in Philo‘s 

interpretation.
54

 In order to become worthy ministers before the transcendent ―Sole 

Existence,‖ the Levites do not actually slay other human beings but rather those parts of 

themselves that would inhibit the true worship offered by their souls. The ―brother,‖ 

―neighbor,‖ and ―kin‖ whom they are bidden to slay in Exod 32:27 are interpreted by 

Philo as the trio of body, senses, and ―uttered word,‖ respectively. Similarly, Gregory 

also understands the episode as a ‗story of the soul,‘ interpreting the spiritual sense of 

those terms (―brother,‖ ―neighbor,‖ and ―kin‖) to be ―evil habits,‖ ―our innermost 

thoughts,‖ or simply ―sin‖—―some evil that the Adversary has contrived in [one].‖ 

Unlike Philo, Gregory does not attribute each term to a distinct figural referent, nor is the 

―evil‖ explicitly described as the ―body‖ or ―flesh.‖ And the Levites are considered 

models for Gregory‘s audience, who are likewise exhorted by Moses‘ words, ―Who is on 

the LORD‘s side? Come to me!‖ (Exod 32:26), to demonstrate their adherence to God by 

submitting themselves to the ‗sword.‘ This shifting of the scene from the plane of Israel‘s 

                                                           
54

 See De fuga et inuentione XVII.87–93 in Philo (Loeb Classical Library; trans. F. H. Colson and G. H. 

Whitaker; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1934) 5:56–61; and De ebrietate XV.63–70 in idem, 3:348–52. 
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wilderness sojourn to the individual‘s own spiritual struggles continues with Gregory‘s 

interpretation of the tablets. 

In his spiritual interpretation of the tablets, Gregory builds a complex intertextual 

network in support of his own more expansive and inclusive reading. First, he employs 

Paul‘s metaphorical association of ―tablet‖ and ―heart‖ in 2 Cor 3:3
55

 as the warrant for 

his interpreting the first set of tablets as a figure of the rightly ordered soul, in particular 

the prelapsarian nature of the first human beings that was ―unbroken and immortal.‖ The 

bishop of Nyssa writes: ―For if the divine Apostle speaks the truth when he calls the 

tables ‗hearts,‘ that is, the foremost part of the soul (to_ h9gemoniko_n th=j yuxh=j)…, then 

it is possible to learn from this that human nature at its beginning was unbroken and 

immortal.‖
56

 He then combines Paul‘s metaphor with the description of the tablets as 

divinely wrought artifacts in Exod 32:15–16 (―the work of God‖ engraved with ―the 

writing of God‖) to complete his portrait of the original state of human nature. ―Since 

human nature was fashioned by the divine hands and beautified with the unwritten 

characters of the Law, the intention of the Law lay in our nature in turning us away from 
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 ―You are our letter,‖ Paul writes to the Corinthian church, ―written on our hearts, known and read by all, 

shown to be a letter of Christ administered by us, written not in ink but by the Spirit of the living God, not 

on tablets of stone but on tablets that are hearts of flesh (e0n placi\n kardi/aij sarki/naij)‖ (2 Cor 3:2–3). 

Paul‘s figurative language bears the influence of biblical texts that refer to the heart, especially the heart-as-

tablet (Prov 3:3 [MT]; 7:3; Jer 38:33; Ezek 11:19; 36:26). 
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 De vita Moysis 2.215 (GNO 7.1:108.8–10, 11–13; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 110). See also 2.96–99, 

122–23, in which Gregory, influenced by Platonism (e.g., Phaedrus 246b), discusses the tripartite soul. The 

phrase ―leader (to_ h9gemoniko_n) of the soul‖ quoted above likely refers to the ―rational‖ element (to_ 
logistiko&n) of that trio. Cf. 2.18, in which the bishop of Nyssa refers to ―all the movements of our soul‖ 

being ―shepherded, like sheep, by the will of our guiding reason (tou= e0pistatou=ntoj lo&gou)‖ (GNO 

7.1:38.23–25; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 59). Cf. also Origen‘s Commentary on Romans 2.9.2 (trans. 

Thomas P. Scheck): ―[T]he soul‘s rational power is normally called the heart‖ (132; see Scheck‘s n. 238 for 

cross-references). Gregory‘s emphasis on the psychic dimension of human nature might give the 

misleading impression that, according to his anthropology, the body is entirely extraneous, a prison from 

which the soul ultimately must be freed. But, as attention to Gregory‘s other works helps to make clear, he 

understood the human being as having been created a psycho-somatic unity. For discussion, see Daley, 

―‗The Human Form Divine,‘‖ 307–10. 
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evil and honoring the divine.‖
57

 And it is here that Gregory‘s interpretation bears a 

definite affinity with—and likely the influence of—that of Origen in Contra Celsum I:4 

(discussed briefly above). Together with those interpretive moves that draw an analogy 

between the first tablets and newly created human beings, he also correlates the 

disobedience of the Israelites at Sinai with that of the primal couple in Eden in terms of 

two aural motifs: the so-called (1) ―earring(s) of the commandment(s)‖ and (2) ―the 

sound of sin.‖ 

Regarding the first motif, Gregory interprets the earrings that the Israelites 

remove for the making of the calf (Exod 32:2–4) as the Law.
58

 ―Moses adorned the ears 

of the Israelites with an ornament for the ears, which is the Law, but the false brother 

[Aaron] through disobedience removes the ornament placed on their ears and makes an 

idol with it.‖
59

 Likewise, the serpent tricked Adam and Eve into removing the ―earring of 

                                                           
57

 De vita Moysis 2.215 (GNO 7.1:108.13–17; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 110). Another Pauline echo 

can be discerned here, that of Rom 2:15 (―They [the Gentiles] show that the demands of the law are written 

in their hearts‖). Gregory‘s reference, not to the single ―finger of God‖ (tw~| daktu&lw| tou= qeou= in Exod 

31:18), but rather to ―the divine hands‖ (tai=j qei/aij xersi/) fashioning human nature brings to mind the 

YHWHist‘s description of the deity creating the first human, like a potter shaping clay (Gen 2:7); Gregory 

alludes to this biblical text again with respect to the second set of tablets. The participle translated above as 

―beautified‖ (kekallwpisme/nh) perhaps is a play on kekolamme/nh (―chiseled‖) in Exod 32:16. 

   
58

 William H. C. Propp, in Exodus 19–40: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 2a; 

New York: Doubleday, 2006), observes: ―It may (or may not) be overreading to suggest that the donation 

of earrings, rather than nose-rings or arm bands, is deliberately ironic. The ear is the organ of obedience. 

The very ears that heard Y[HWH]‘s voice ban the worship of graven images are to provide the materials for 

an idol‖ (549). 

 
59

 De vita Moysis 2.212 (GNO 7.1:107; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 109). Gregory hereby participates in 

a broad interpretive tradition. For a brief discussion of the use of earrings as a trope in pre-modern 

Christian biblical interpretation, see Bori, The Golden Calf, 57–58. He includes in his survey references to 

Tertullian, Origen, Basil of Caesarea, Maximus the Confessor, Ambrose of Milan and Martin Luther. 

In his Scorpiace 3.2–3, Tertullian writes: ―Moses was away with God on the mountain when the 

people, so impatient with his necessary absence, sought to produce gods for themselves that they should 

rather have destroyed. Aaron is pressured and orders that their women‘s earrings be melted together in the 

fire. In fact, the true ornaments of the ears, the words of God, were going to be lost in their self-judgement. 

The fire of wisdom poured out the likeness of a bull calf, taunting them [with] having their heart where 

their treasure also is, [which was] certainly in Egypt, which also consecrates [the likeness] of a certain cow, 

among other animals‖ (trans. Geoffrey D. Dunn in his Tertullian [The Early Church Fathers; London: 

Routledge] 113). 
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the commandment‖ from their ears, into disobeying God‘s stricture regarding the fruit of 

the Tree of Knowledge.
60

 In terms of ―sound,‖ the voice of the serpent (Gen 3:1, 4) 

reaches a crescendo in the sound of the revelry of those worshiping the golden calf (Exod 

32:18f). ―When the sound of sin struck our ears, that sound which the first book of 

Scripture calls the ‗voice of the serpent‘ (fwnh_n o!fewj),
61

 but the history concerning 

the tables calls the ‗voice of drunken singing‘ (fwnh_n e0c oi1nou a)rxo/ntwn),
62

 the tables 

[i.e., the ―heart‖ or ―human nature‖] fell to the earth and were broken (suntri/bontai).‖63
 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Origen, in his thirteenth homily on Exodus (trans. Ronald E. Heine in Origen: Homilies on Genesis 

and Exodus [Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press] 375–87), reflects on both the 

earrings given by women to their husbands for the building of the tabernacle and those contributed to the 

making of the golden calf. He interprets ―woman‖ and ―man‖ allegorically as ―flesh‖ and ―rational 

understanding,‖ respectively. ―Those, therefore, are good wives who obey their husbands; the flesh is good 

which no longer resists the spirit, but submits and agrees…. [The men] offer, therefore, ‗earrings from their 

wives.‘ You see how the hearing is offered to the Lord‖ (384). The gift of earrings to the tabernacle project 

represents hearkening (lending one‘s ear) to God‘s word, the cooperation of the sense of hearing with the 

mind in attending to divine truth. Origen then contrasts the wisdom of those women with the foolishness of 

the ones who gave earrings for the calf, thereby turning their ears to ―fables and impiety.‖ ―Here, therefore, 

the women offer earrings to the Lord because they are wise women. For the text says wise women came 

and made whatever things were necessary for the garments of the high priest [Exod 35:25]. But those 

women who offered their earrings to make a calf were foolish, who ‗turned away their hearing from the 

truth and turned to fables and impiety‘ [cf. 2 Tim 4:4], and, therefore, offered their earrings to make the 

head of a calf‖ (ibid.). 

   
60

 Joel Kaminsky incorrectly identifies Exod 33:4–6 as the text that Gregory uses to connect the calf story 

and the Eden narrative. See his ―Paradise Regained: Rabbinic Reflections on Israel at Sinai,‖ in Jews, 

Christians, and the Theology of the Hebrew Scriptures (ed. Alice Ogden Bellis and Joel S. Kaminsky; 

Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000) 27, n. 33. The Septuagint translation of Exod 33:4–6 does 

offer a striking parallel to patristic understandings of the Fall: In v. 5 God commands the people to remove 

their ―garments of glory‖ (ta_j stola_j tw~n docw~n u9mw~n). But Gregory does not utilize that tradition in 

his spiritual interpretation of the calf incident. 

 
61

 Cf. Gen 3:1, 4 (kai\ ei]pen o9 o!fij th|= gunaiki/). Note that, unlike ancient rabbinic interpretive techniques, 

Gregory does not associate the Eden narrative with that of the molten calf on the basis of a common 

Leitwort in the biblical texts. 

 
62

 Cf. Exod 32:18c (LXX)—fwnh\n e0carxo/ntwn oi1nou, an attempt to render the Hebrew twOn%(a lwOq (―the 

sound of revelers‖ [NRSV—which seems influenced by the Septuagint], ―the sound of song‖ [NJPS]). This 

third occurrence of a phrase beginning with lwOq in v. 18 breaks the pattern established by the first two: a) 

hrFw%bg:% twOn(j lwOq  b) h#$fw%lxj twOn(j lwOq. In v. 18c (MT) the infinitive of hn( is in the Piel rather than the Qal 

(as in v. 18a–b), and there is no third term in construct with the infinitive, which seems to have prompted 

the Greek translator to add epexegetically a term of his own—oi]noj (―wine‖; cf. v. 6 kai\ e0ka&qisen o9 lao_j 
fagei=n kai\ piei=n kai\ a)ne/sthsan pai/zein). 

  
63

 De vita Moysis 2.216 (GNO 7.1:108.18–20; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 110). 
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The tablets are momentarily disassociated from Moses and take on a life of their own, 

falling to the earth of their own accord and shattering.
64

 Gregory‘s allegorical 

interpretation of the fall of the tablets (―the foremost part of the soul‖) resonates with his 

contemplative reading of the tenth plague, in which the doorways of Israelite homes 

(Exod 12:7) become a figure for the rightly ordered tripartite soul. The lintel is the 

rational part (to_ logistiko_n), holding together the supporting side posts that represent 

the appetitive (e0piqumhtiko_n) and spirited (qumoeide/j) aspects of the soul. 

As long, therefore, as the soul is kept safe in this manner, maintaining its 

firmness by virtuous thoughts as if by bolts, all the parts cooperate with one 

another for good. The rational for its part furnishes safety to its supports, and in 

its turn receives from them an equal benefit. 

But if this arrangement should be upset and the upper become the lower—so 

that if the rational falls from above (peso/nta a!nw), the appetitive and spirited 

disposition makes it the part trampled upon—then the destroyer (Exod 12:23) 

slips inside.
65

 

 

Recall that even in the first part of the treatise, Gregory attributes the calf apostasy to a 

spiritual coup d‘etát in which ―foolish (a)noh/toij) impulses‖ carry the Israelites ―into 

disorderliness.‖
66

 In the second part of the treatise, the tumbling of the tablets to the earth 

symbolizes that usurpation of reason, the ―lintel‖ of the soul. By reading the calf episode 

within a larger narrative framework, stretching from Eden to Sinai and to his own 

                                                           
64

 Gregory uses the same verb, suntri/bw (―to shatter, shiver to atoms‖), as Exod 32:19 (LXX); but unlike 

the biblical text, Moses‘ active and angry involvement in the destruction of the tablets goes unmentioned. 

Cf. Exod 32:19 ―… Moses hurled (e1rriyen) the two tablets from his hands and shattered (sune/triyen) 

them on the mountain.‖ ―Our [own] ears‖—rather than those of Moses—hear the singing, which causes our 

human nature to fall and suffer seemingly irreparable damage. According to a plain sense reading of the 

biblical text, Gregory‘s analogy admittedly limps: In the biblical narrative, the tablets certainly do not play 

any role in the apostasy itself. But one must remember that this is an imaginative, poetic rewriting of the 

tablet scene rather than an exercise in discursive logic and plain sense reading. Gregory‘s description of the 

demise of the tablets calls to mind that of Origen in Contra Celsum 1.4, which likewise occludes Moses‘ 

involvement—―The evil of those who made the calf shattered them, which is as if he said, the flood of evil 

swept [them] away.‖ 

 
65

 De vita Moysis 2.97–98 (GNO 7.1:62.18–63.6; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 77). 

 
66

 De vita Moysis 1.58 (GNO 7.1:26.20; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46, slightly modified). 
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audience in Cappadocia, he universalizes the apostasy at Sinai, in which not only the 

Israelites, but all humankind are implicated. 

This reading of the calf narrative as an episode in the story of humankind writ 

large betrays the possible influence of not only Philo and (especially) Origen, but Paul as 

well. In his Letter to the Romans, Paul uses the diction of Ps 105:19–20 (LXX)—a 

reference to the golden calf incident—when describing the idolatry of the Gentiles. 

According to Psalm 105, ―They [the Israelites] made a calf at Horeb and worshiped a cast 

image. They exchanged (h0lla&canto) their glory (th_n do&can au0tw~n) for the image (e0n 

o(moiw&mati) of an ox that eats grass.‖ In Rom 1:23, Paul also uses the words a)lla&ssw, 

do&ca, and o(moi/wma (all in reference to idolatry)—―And they exchanged (h1llacen) the 

glory (th_n do&can) of the immortal God for images resembling (e0n o9moiw&mati ei0ko&noj) 

a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles.‖
67

 Paul does not allude 

to the disobedience of Adam and Eve (as Gregory has done) in Romans 1, but his reuse 

of Psalm 105 does recontextualize the disobedience at Sinai. The makers and worshipers 

of the calf partake in a more general pattern of human misbehavior. Or conversely, as 

Richard Hays puts it, ―the golden calf story becomes a parable of the human condition 

apart from the gospel, a condition of self-destructive idolatry.‖
68

 

                                                           
67

 Although, admittedly, ―an ox that eats grass‖ is not among the beings imaged by foolish human beings, 

Paul‘s choice of words still strongly suggests that Psalm 105 (LXX) lies in the background of Rom 1:23. 

  
68

 Richard B. Hays. Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale UP, 1989) 94. Hays‘ 

assessment of Rom 1:23 also applies to Gregory‘s own understanding of the calf narrative, which is not 

only a parable but a prophecy regarding the human condition apart from ―true religion‖ (h( eu0se/beia). ―The 

history prophetically proclaimed at that time the things which have now come to pass in our own time. The 

error of idolatry utterly disappeared from life, being swallowed by pious mouths, which through good 

confession bring about the destruction of the material of godlessness…. When you see those who formerly 

stooped under such vanity now destroying those things in which they had trusted, does the history then not 

seem to you to cry out clearly that every idol will then be swallowed by the mouths of those who have left 

error (th~j a0pa&thj) for true religion (th_n eu0se/beian)?‖ (De vita Moysis 2.203; GNO 7.1:103.22–104.1, 4–

9; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 107). 
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An even more striking parallel to Gregory‘s exegesis is offered by the rabbis‘ 

interpretations of Exodus 32 in light of Genesis 2–3, one example of which (from Exodus 

Rabbah 32:1) follows. I do not intend to argue that this rabbinic interpretive tradition 

influenced Gregory‘s exegesis or vice versa. Rather, my aim is to highlight certain 

aspects of Gregory‘s own work by comparing it with this passage from Exodus Rabbah, a 

complex, virtuosic instance of rabbinic interpretation that reads Exodus 32 vis-à-vis 

Psalm 82 and Genesis 3. 

[A.] ―I said, ‗You are gods‘‖ (Ps 82:6). If Israel had waited for Moses and not 

perpetrated that deed,
69

 there would have been no exile and the Angel of Death 

would not have had power over them. Thus [scripture] says, ―The writing was 

God‘s writing, incised (tw@rxf) upon the tablets‖ (Exod 32:16). What does tw@rxf 
mean? R. Judah says, ―Free (tw@rx') from exile.‖ And R. Nehemiah says, ―Free 

from the Angel of Death.‖
70

 [B.] When Israel said, ―All that the LORD has spoken 

we will do and obey‖ (Exod 24:7), the Holy One (blessed be He!) said, ―[If] I 

gave the first man one commandment that he might fulfill it, and I made him 

equal to the ministering angels, as it is said, ‗Lo, the man has become like one of 

us‘ (Gen 3:22),
71

 is it not logical that those who practice and fulfill (Nymyqmw) six 

hundred and thirteen commandments—not to mention [their] general principles 

(Myllkh), details (My+rph) and subtleties (Myqwdqdh)—will live and endure 

(Nymyqw) forever?‖
72

 Thus [scripture] says, ―From Mattanah to Nahaliel‖ (Num 

                                                           
69

 The phrase ―that deed‖ is a rabbinic euphemism that refers in this context to the calf apostasy. 

 
70

 Cf. m. Abot 6:2 and Gal 4:21–5:1. Note the wordplay above with respect to tw@rxf in Exod 32:16. The Qal 

passive participle meaning ―incised‖ (a hapax legomenon) is re-vocalized and transformed into the noun 

―freedom.‖ Obedient submission to YHWH and his commandments paradoxically yields true freedom—in 

this case, freedom from exile and the Angel of Death. According to the divergent perspectives of both this 

rabbinic tradition and Gregory of Nyssa, the tablets contain the means of reversing the punishments for 

Adam‘s sin. 

  
71

 Cf. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael Bešallaḥ 7. Note the midrashic transformation of this half-verse (Gen 

3:22a). In its original context, these words express the Deity‘s alarm at Adam‘s having become God-like 

after eating—disobediently—from the tree of knowledge. Lest Adam ―stretch out his hand and take also 

from the tree of life and eat, and live forever‖ (v. 22b), YHWH banished him from the garden of Eden (vv. 

23–24). In Exodus Rabbah 32:1 those words become a description of the exalted status given to Adam by 

God in Eden, a status contingent on his obedience. This use of Gen 3:22a is an example of midrash ―saying 

something else with the same words,‖ as opposed to paraphrase, defined as ―saying the same thing with 

other words.‖ For this helpful contrast of paraphrase and midrash, see Marc Hirshman, ―Theology and 

Exegesis in Midrashic Literature,‖ in Interpretation and Allegory: Antiquity to the Modern Period (ed. Jon 

Whitman; Leiden: Brill, 2000) 111. Hirshman credits Beeri Zimmerman for the contrast (111, n. 8). 

 
72

 Cf. Sifra ḥova 12:12 and the discussion thereof in Menahem Kister, ―Romans 5:12–21 against the 

Background of Torah-Theology and Hebrew Usage,‖ Harvard Theological Review 100 (2007) 395–99. 
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21:19a), for they inherited (wlxn) [through the gift of the Torah (hrwt Ntm / 
mattan Torah)] from the Holy One (blessed be He!) that they might live and 

endure forever. [C.] [But] when they said, ―These are your gods, O Israel‖ (Exod 

32:8), death came upon them (cf. Num 21:19b). The Holy One (blessed be He!) 

said, ―You walked in the manner of the first man, who did not withstand his test 

for three hours, and in nine hours death was decreed upon him. ‗I said, ―You are 

gods‖‘ (Ps 82:6), but you walked after the ways of the first man; ‗therefore you 

shall die like Adam‘ (Ps 82:7).‖
73

 

 

Like Adam in the garden, Israel at Sinai had the opportunity—if obedient—to enjoy 

eternal life. Before the people perpetrate ―that act‖ of idolatry, this midrash portrays the 

LORD addressing them with the words of Ps 82:6—―You are godlike beings (Myhl)).‖ 

However, Israel is grossly disobedient (again, not unlike the primal couple) and loses 

immortality. A death sentence is thus pronounced by God, according to the midrash, in 

the words of Ps 82:7 (―Nevertheless, you shall die like Adam [Mdf)fk ;@]‖). Like Gregory‘s 

correlation of Eden and Sinai, the rabbis understand immortality to be at stake in each of 

these biblical narratives; and that gift of eternal life hinges on the keeping of the LORD‘s 

command(s)—―ornaments for the ears‖ in Gregory‘s terms. 

Despite their intriguing similarities, however, the patristic and rabbinic 

interpretations differ in at least two crucial respects: The people Israel are the true focus 

of the midrash above, whereas in Gregory‘s interpretation of the tablets, his own focus on 

the soul occludes the particularity of Israel as YHWH‘s chosen people. Furthermore, as we 

will see below, Gregory‘s exegesis also becomes deeply christological, with the incarnate 

Word being, literally and figuratively, the te/loj of the Torah (cf. Rom 10:4); Christ 

becomes the source of eternal life and of humans thereby becoming godlike, à la Ps 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
73

 The Midrash Rabbah: Exodus (trans. S. M. Lehrman; London: Soncino, 1977) 404–5 (translation slightly 

modified). See also Kaminsky, ―Paradise Regained,‖ 15–43, esp. 21–25. 
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82:6.
74

 For the rabbis, the Torah remains the always accessible and ever-vibrant ―Tree of 

Life‖ and a means of directly encountering the divine, despite any acts of disobedience 

by Israel in the past. According to one rabbinic tradition: ―Greatest is the Torah, for it 

gives life to those who perform it[s commandments] in this world and in the world to 

come, as it is said, ‗It is a tree of life to those who hold on to it, and all who maintain it 

are blessed‘ [Prov. 3:18].‖
75

 And the study of that Torah, by a group of ten or even a 

solitary student, is an occasion for the immanence of the divine in the form of the 

Shekhinah.
76

 The calf apostasy did not render the Torah invalid or deform it into simply a 

rod of divine judgment. The LORD‘s declaration in Exodus Rabbah 32:1—―How much 

more so should those who practice and fulfill all the six hundred and thirteen 

commandments… be deserving of eternal life‖—still stands. Thus, although Gregory 
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 See Annewies van den Hoek, ―‗I Said, You Are Gods…‘: The Significance of Psalm 82 for Some Early 

Christian Authors,‖ in The Use of Sacred Books in the Ancient World (ed. L.V. Rutgers, et al.; 

Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and Theology 22; Leuven: Peeters, 1998) 203–19; Carl Mosser, ―The 

Earliest Patristic Interpretations of Psalm 82, Jewish Antecedents, and the Origin of Christian Deification,‖ 

Journal of Theological Studies 56 (2005) 30–74.  

 
75

 m. Abot 6:7, as translated by James L. Kugel in his compilation, The Bible as It Was (Cambridge, Mass.: 

The Belknap Press of Harvard UP, 1997) 524. The other texts in the section entitled, ―The Gift of the 

Torah‖ (522–25), are also noteworthy. See also Jon D. Levenson, Resurrection and the Restoration of 

Israel: The Ultimate Victory of the God of Life (New Haven: Yale UP, 2006) 83–84, 168, 218–29. In the 

biblical text quoted above, Prov 3:18, the antecedent of the pronoun ―it‖ ()yhi) is ―wisdom‖ (hmfk;xf), 
referred to previously in v. 15—―Happy is the man who finds wisdom, / The man who attains 

understanding.‖ The identification of Torah with wisdom occurred already in the Second Temple period, if 

not earlier (Deut 4:5–8). See in particular Sirach 24:3–22, words ascribed to Wisdom herself, followed by 

the declaration in v. 23, ―All this is the book of the covenant of the Most High God, the law that Moses 

commanded us as an inheritance for the congregations of Jacob.‖ 

    
76

 See m. Abot 3:6 and Elliott Wolfson‘s discussion thereof in his essay, ―Judaism and Incarnation: The 

Imaginal Body of God,‖ in Christianity in Jewish Terms (ed. Tikva Frymer-Kensky, et al.; Boulder, Colo.: 

Westview, 2000) 247–48. Wolfson writes: ―The study of Torah, as it is presented here [in m. Abot 3:6], 

occasions living in the direct presence of God. The rabbinic emphasis on the indwelling of the Shechinah 

should not be taken as a mere figurative expression but as a signification of an encounter that approximates 

the intensity of mystical experience‖ (248). See also: Gary A. Anderson, The Genesis of Perfection, 180–

81, especially his references to b. Sukkah 28a and Lev. Rabbah 16:4; Marc Hirshman, ―Torah in Rabbinic 

Thought: The Theology of Learning,‖ in The Cambridge History of Judaism (vol. IV: The Late Roman-

Rabbinic Period; ed. Steven T. Katz; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006) 919–21. 
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sidesteps one form of supersessionism (―punitive,‖ as in pseudo-Barnabas and Ephrem 

the Syrian), another still finds expression.
77

 

Picking up the Pieces: Gregory‘s Christological Interpretation of the Calf Episode 

Unlike a text such as the Epistle of Barnabas, Gregory utilizes the entire plot of 

Exodus 32–34 in his discussion of the significance of the calf episode pro nobis. Thus we 

are left with not simply a broken pair of tablets, but a gracious restoration of the status 

quo ante, signified by the new covenantal artifacts. From Gregory‘s perspective, this 

repair has been accomplished by the incarnation of the Logos.
78

 Having universalized, as 

it were, the apostasy at Sinai, in which all humankind is implicated, Gregory re-

particularizes the narrative by reading its conclusion christologically. 

Like much ancient Jewish and Christian exegesis, this interpretive move is based 

in part upon Gregory‘s attentiveness to particular details (in the words of James Kugel, 

―surface irregularities‖ or ―problems‖) in the biblical text itself.
79

 He observes that 
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 My distinguishing between forms or shades of supersessionism is indebted to conversations with Prof. 

Sarah Coakley as well as her recommendation of R. Kendall Soulen‘s The God of Israel and Christian 

Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996). See, e.g., pp. 30–32, and 181, n. 6, for his distinction 

between ―economic,‖ ―punitive,‖ and ―structural‖ supersessionism. See also Bruce D. Marshall, ―Christ and 

the Cultures: The Jewish People and Christian Theology,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to Christian 

Doctrine (ed. Colin E. Gunton; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997) 81–100. 

    
78

 The incarnation is a major concern of The Life of Moses—in keeping with the sense of eu0se/beia as ―right 

doctrine‖—as evidenced by Gregory‘s christological exegeses of other moments in the Exodus narrative: 

the burning bush, the transformation of Moses‘ rod into a serpent, the changing color of Moses‘ hand, the 

manna, and the tabernacle. See Jean Daniélou, ―Moïse: Exemple et figure chez Grégoire de Nysse,‖ 

Cahiers Sioniens 8 (1954) 385–400. 

   
79

 See James L. Kugel, ―Two Introductions to Midrash,‖ in Midrash and Literature (ed. Geoffrey H. 

Hartman and Sanford Budick; New Haven: Yale UP, 1986) 77–103, esp. 92–93, for a discussion of this 

aspect of midrashic exegesis. ―[M]idrash‘s precise focus is most often what one might call surface 

irregularities in the text: a good deal of the time, it is concerned with (in the broadest sense) problems. . . . 

[O]ver such irregularities [or stumbling stones] midrash builds a smoothing mound which both assures that 

the reader will not fall and, at the same time, embellishes the path with material taken from elsewhere and 

builds into it, as it were, an extra little lift. Or—to use a shopworn but more appropriate image—the text‘s 

irregularity is the grain of sand which so irritates the midrashic oyster that he constructs a pearl around it‖ 

(92). I am grateful to Dr. Bruce Beck for encouraging me to consider more carefully the textual bases of 

Gregory‘s spiritual exegesis. 
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whereas the first set of tablets was both made and inscribed by God alone, the creation of 

the second set is intriguingly different: They are hewn out by Moses and then incised by 

God. Gregory describes the mixed provenance of the restored tablets in the following 

manner: 

The [new] tables were not wholly the same [as the first set], only the writing on 

them was the same. Having made the tables out of earthly matter (th=j ka&tw 
u3lhj), Moses submitted them to the power of the One who would engrave the 

Law upon them. In this way, while he carried the Law on tables of stone, he 

restored grace inasmuch as God himself had impressed the words (ta_j fwna_j) 

on the stone.
80

 

 

The grace that the Israelites were denied by committing idolatry is made available to 

them once again via the new set of tablets, the divine ―utterances‖ (ta_j fwna_j) having 

been engraved upon them by God himself.
81

 The dual nature of those new tablets 

becomes for Gregory a ready figure of the mystery of the incarnation, the paradox of 

Christ‘s identity as both human and divine. And according to Gregory, that 

condescension of the Word in human flesh, akin to the divine commandments inscribed 

on the ―lowly matter‖ (th=j ka&tw u3lhj) of the tablets, restores grace to a fallen 

humanity. Rather than denying or simply ignoring any reconciliation of God and Israel, à 

la the Epistle of Barnabas and the interpretations of Ephrem, Gregory‘s christological 
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 De vita Moysis 2.214 (GNO 7.1:108.2–7; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 110, slightly modified). Cf. 

1.60—―The writing on them was done by divine power, but the material was fashioned by the hand of 

Moses‖ (GNO 7.1:27.7–8; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 47). 

  
81

 Recall the following excerpts from the first part of The Life of Moses that describe the initial result of the 

apostasy: ―But the people prevented grace (e0kw&luse th_n xa&rin): Before giving heed to the lawgiver they 

rebelled in idolatry‖ (1.57; GNO 7.1:26.10–12; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). ―Moses came to them 

and broke the tablets which he had received from God so that they might suffer a punishment worthy of 

their transgression by having no share in the God-given grace (th~j qeosdo/tou xa&ritoj)‖ (1.59; GNO 

7.1:26.24–27.3; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 46). 
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reading of the tablets takes root in the very narrative of that mended relationship.
82

 We 

will now turn to a more detailed discussion of Gregory‘s figural reading of the restored 

tablets.     

Gregory interprets Moses, whom God commands to cut two new tablets of stone 

(Exod 34:1, 4) after he had destroyed the first pair, as ―a type‖ (tu/poj) of the Logos, 

―the true Lawgiver‖ (o( a)lhqino_j nomoqe/thj).
83

 And that Lawgiver is personally 

invested in his task: The engraved tablets themselves become a figure of the incarnate 

Word; the Lawgiver and the tablets of the Law become one. The new Moses ―cut 

(e0la&ceusen) the tables of human nature (th=j fu/sewj) for himself from our earth (e0k th=j 

gh=j h9mw~n).‖
84

 The metaphorical association of ―tablet‖ and ―human nature‖ introduced 

earlier by means of 2 Cor 3:3 continues here. And, in keeping with Gregory‘s foregoing 

correlation of Eden and Sinai, this figural reading of Exod 34:4—especially the phrase e0k 

th=j gh=j h9mw~n—calls to mind the creation of the first human being: ―And God formed 

the human with dust from the earth (a)po_ th=j gh=j)‖ (Gen 2:7).
85

 The successor of Moses 

is also the second Adam.
86
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 Near the conclusion of his figural interpretation of the tablets, Gregory writes: ―Certainly he who has 

been instructed in the divine mystery of our faith knows how the contemplation of the spiritual sense 

corresponds (sumbai/nei) with the literal account (th=| i9stori/a|)‖ (2.217; GNO 7.1:109.10–12; trans. 

Malherbe and Ferguson, 111). On the one hand, Gregory does not consider the spiritual and literal senses to 

be on equal footing; the former stretches beyond and even supersedes the latter. For example, note his 

interpretation of Moses the tablet-cutter as ―a type‖ of ―the true Lawgiver‖ (2.216, emphasis added)—

Christ is deemed superior to Moses. On the other hand, Gregory‘s spiritual interpretations are not 

performed simply in spite of ―the letter,‖ but rather are based upon it. The bishop of Nyssa‘s christological 

interpretation of the second set of tablets—hewn by Moses and inscribed by God—is but one example of 

his understanding of ―the letter‖ as an icon. See my reference to Verna Harrison‘s ―Allegory and 

Asceticism in Gregory of Nyssa‖ above. 
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 See also 2.148, 251. 
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 Gregory uses the same verb here as is found in Exod 34:4 (kai_ e0la&ceusen du&o pla&kaj liqi/naj).  

 
85

 Cf. Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.21.10, in which he draws a complex typological parallel 

between God‘s creation of Adam from soil untouched by rain or plow (Gen 2:5, 7) and the incarnation of 

the Word in the womb of the virgin Mary (cf. Luke 1:35). For a recent discussion of this passage, see 
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The remaking of the tablets of the covenant prefigures the recreation of sinful 

humankind by means of the incarnation, the miraculous conception of the embodied 

Logos in the womb of Mary. Gregory writes: ―It was not marriage which produced for 

him his ‗God-receiving‘ flesh, but he became the stonecutter of his own flesh, which was 

inscribed by the divine finger, for the Holy Spirit came upon the virgin and the power of 

the Most High overshadowed her.‖
87

 The bishop of Nyssa thus interprets the Deity‘s 

inscribing of the second set of tablets as a figure for the fulfillment of the angel‘s words 

to Mary in Luke 1:35—―The holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 

High will overshadow you. Therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of 

God.‖
88

 Just as the tablets hewn by Moses were submitted to ―the power (th|= du/namei) of 

the One who would engrave the Law upon them,‖ so Mary was overshadowed by ―the 

power (h9… du/namij) of the Most High.‖
89

 As the finger of God wrote upon those blank 

slates, so the holy Spirit ―came upon‖ the virgin Mary—making the fruit of her womb 

both human and divine, both Son of Mary and Son of God.
90

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Benjamin H. Dunning, ―Virgin Earth, Virgin Birth: Creation, Sexual Difference, and Recapitulation in 

Irenaeus of Lyons,‖ Journal of Religion (2009) 57–88. 

 
86

 Cf. Paul‘s comparison of Adam and Christ in Romans 5:12–21. 
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 De vita Moysis 2.216 (GNO 7.1:108.22–109.4; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 110–11). The references to 

―flesh‖ with respect to the tablets-cum-humanity of Christ suggest that ―human nature‖ does not consist 

simply of the rational element of the soul (cf. 2.215, discussed above). 

  
88

 The angel‘s words in Luke 1:35 are a response to Mary‘s question in v. 34, ―How can this be, since I 

have no relations with a man (e0pei\ a!ndra ou0 ginw&skw)?‖ Cf. De vita Moysis 2.216: ―It was not marriage 

which produced for him his ‗God-receiving‘ flesh.‖ 
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 De vita Moysis 2.214, 216 (GNO 7.1:108.4, 109.3–4; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 110, 111). 

 
90

 Gregory also interprets the miracles of the burning bush and the manna as pre-figuring both the 

incarnation and the virginity of Jesus‘ mother, Mary. ―From [the burning bush] we learn also the mystery of 

the Virgin: The light of divinity which through birth shone from her into human life did not consume the 

burning bush, even as the flower of her virginity was not withered by giving birth‖ (2.21; GNO 7.1:39.17–

20; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 59). With respect to the manna, Gregory writes: ―Neither ploughing nor 

sowing produced the body of this bread, but the earth which remained unchanged was found full of this 
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As was suggested above with the allusion to Gen 2:7, the incarnation of the Word 

begins the restoration of human nature, broken and mortal due to sin, to its ―original 

beauty‖ when it was entirely a work of God.
91

 Gregory continues: ―When this took place, 

[human] nature (h( fu/sij) regained  (pa&lin… e1sxen) its unbroken character, becoming 

immortal through the imprints of [God‘s] finger.‖
92

 Christ‘s own humanity, the earthly 

nature that the Word assumed in Mary‘s womb, was itself gradually transformed by 

contact with his divine nature; put simply, his humanity became divinized. Gregory 

describes that change elsewhere in The Life of Moses, at the conclusion of his spiritual 

interpretation of Moses‘ diseased hand (Exod 4:6–7): 

What is impassible by nature did not change into what is passible, but what is 

mutable and subject to passions was transformed (metestoixei/wsen) into 

impassibility through its participation (koinwni/aj) in the immutable.
93

 

  

Christ‘s own humanity, ―what is mutable and subject to passions,‖ was gradually 

transformed by means of its communion with his immutable divinity, ―what is impassible 

by nature.‖ And Gregory understands this transformation of Christ‘s own particular 

human nature as making possible the renovation of the entire human race.
94

 Note that 

                                                                                                                                                                             

divine food, of which the hungry partake. This miracle teaches in anticipation the mystery of the Virgin‖ 

(2.139; GNO 7.1:77.20–24; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 88). 
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 De vita Moysis 2.217 (GNO 7.1:109.14–15; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 111). 
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 De vita Moysis 2.216 (GNO 7.1:109.4–6; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 111, slightly modified). This is 

a very dense statement of the soteriological significance of the incarnation for Gregory, a statement that he 

unpacks more fully elsewhere in his oeuvre. By ―this‖ (tou=to), Gregory refers to the fulfillment of the 

angel‘s words to Mary in Luke 1:35. The term fu&sij in this context refers both to the human nature of 

Christ (as an individual) and to human nature in general. 
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 De vita Moysis 2.30 (GNO 7.1:42.7–9; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 61). For a brief discussion of the 

verb metestoixei/wsen, see Anthony Meredith, S.J., Gregory of Nyssa (London: Routledge, 1999) 156, n. 

20. 

 
94

 Although the passage cited from The Life of Moses gives the impression that this restoration is an 

accomplished fact (via the second aorist verb e1sxen), the rest of the treatise and other parts of Gregory‘s 

oeuvre portray this transformation as a gradual, ongoing process in which the active, diligent participation 
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later he refers to the incarnate Word as ―the restorer of our broken nature (th=j 

suntetrimme/nhj h9mw~n fu/sewj),‖ the one who ―restored the broken table of our nature 

(th_n suntetrimme/nhn th=j fu/sewj h9mw~n pla&ka) to its original beauty.‖
95

 To borrow 

the words of 2 Cor 3:3, a portion of which Gregory utilized for his association of the 

tablets and the soul, human nature now can become a true ―letter of Christ,‖ ―written not 

with ink but with the Spirit of God.‖ In the context of Exodus 32–34, the restored tablets 

(the tangible witnesses to Israel‘s covenant with God) supplant the now demolished 

idol.
96

 According to Gregory‘s rewriting of the calf narrative, the Word-made-flesh 

mends the breach caused by idolatry; and this true material manifestation of God‘s 

presence replaces the false image of deity (the idol). 

Christ as Tabernacle: A ―Coincidence of Opposites‖ 

Gregory‘s figurative reading of the tablets is the last in a series of six 

―incarnational‖ interpretations of various texts in the Exodus narrative. The others 

                                                                                                                                                                             

of human beings is an essential ingredient. For example, near the conclusion of this treatise Gregory 

exhorts the reader: ―And when you, as a sculptor, carve in your own heart the divine oracles which you 

receive from God; and when you destroy the golden idol (that is, if you wipe from your life the power 

[du/namin] of covetousness)… then you will draw near to the goal‖ (2.316; GNO 7.1:142.5–9, 143.1; trans. 

Malherbe and Ferguson, 135, slightly modified). For Gregory and other ancient Christian theologians, 

salvation is both ―already‖ and ―not yet,‖ an amalgam of both ―grace‖ and ―works.‖ For a brief discussion, 

see Brian E. Daley, S.J., ―‗Heavenly Man‘ and ‗Eternal Christ‘: Apollinarius and Gregory of Nyssa on the 

Personal Identity of the Savior,‖ Journal of Early Christian Studies 10 (2002) 484–85. 
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 De vita Moysis 2.217 (GNO 7.1:109; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 111, emphasis added). Influenced 

once again by Pauline imagery, Gregory refers to the transfigured humanity of the risen Christ as the ―first 

fruits‖ of a transformed humankind (cf. 1 Cor 15:20, 23; Rom 11:16). See, for example, Gregory‘s 

Antirrhetikos adversus Apollinarium (GNO 3.1:151.14–20): ―The Logos, who ‗is in the beginning and is 

with God‘ [John 1.1], has ‗become flesh‘ [John 1.14] in these last days [Hebr 1.2] out of love for humanity, 

by sharing in the humble reality of our nature; by this means, he mingled with what is human [tw|~ 
a)nqrw&pw| a)nakraqei/j] and received our entire nature within himself, so that the human [to_ 
a)nqrw&pinon] might mingle with what is divine and be divinized with it, and that the whole mass 

[fu&rama] of our nature might be made holy through that first-fruit [a)parxh&: Rom 11.16]‖ (trans. Brian E. 

Daley, S.J., in his ―‗Heavenly Man‘ and ‗Eternal Christ‘,‖ 479). For other instances, see pp. 481 and 483 of 

Daley‘s article. 
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 Note my discussion of the Hebrew root lsp (Exod 34:1, 4) in chapter 1. 
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concern the burning bush (Exod 3:1–6), the transformation of Moses‘ hand (4:6–7), the 

staff changing into a serpent (4:1–5; 7:8–13), the manna (16:1–36), and the tabernacle 

(25:1–31:18). In the first part of his treatise, Gregory mentions the building of the 

tabernacle as taking place after the calf incident, but in the second he contemplates both 

the heavenly and earthly tabernacles before proceeding with his figural reading of the calf 

story.
97

 Gregory does not explicitly interpret the tabernacle as a conciliatory response to 

the calf incident, though he does consider it as another figure for the incarnation, the 

condescension of the Logos in human flesh in order to re-pristinate human nature. Like 

the tablets, hewn by Moses but engraved by the deity, the tabernacle in Exodus also 

seems to possess a dual nature as the meeting place of heaven and earth. According to 

Exod 25:9, the LORD commands Moses, ―And you shall make [it] for me according to 

everything that I show you on the mountain—the pattern (to_ para&deigma) of the 

tabernacle and the pattern (to_ para&deigma) of all its furnishings, so shall you make 

[it].‖ Gregory, like other ancient interpreters, understood Moses to have seen a heavenly 

tabernacle, a structure not made by human hands that served as the model for what the 

Israelites were to manufacture in the wilderness. And this interrelationship of heavenly 

and earthly tabernacles becomes a figure for the two commingled natures of the person of 

Christ, with the celestial tabernacle representing the divine nature of Christ and the 

terrestrial sanctuary adumbrating the incarnation of the Son of God. According to 

Gregory, 
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 Gregory does not indicate that the tabernacle and its sacrificial cult were disciplinary or punitive 

measures in response to the calf apostasy. For example, he makes it clear that Moses received the 

instructions for the sanctuary, priesthood and ritual before the calf incident. In other words, they were part 

of God‘s original intention for Israel. 
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Moses was instructed in advance (proepaideu/qh) by a type (e0n tu/pw~|) in the 

mystery of the tabernacle which encompasses everything (to_ pa~n).
98

 This 

tabernacle would be ―Christ who is the power and the wisdom of God‖ [1 Cor 

1:24], who in his own [divine] nature was not made with hands, yet capable of 

being made when it became necessary for this tabernacle to be erected among us. 

Thus, the same tabernacle is in a way both unfashioned and fashioned, uncreated 

in preexistence but created in having received this material composition.
99

 

 

Gregory articulates the paradoxical nature of Christ‘s identity (―both unfashioned and 

fashioned, uncreated… but created‖) in a way that recalls Ephrem‘s reflections in his 

Homily on Our Lord.
100

 Christ the tabernacle is a true ―coincidence of opposites.‖
101

 And, 

as with his interpretation of the second set of tablets, the soteriological focus of 

Gregory‘s christology also comes into view with respect to the tabernacle. In the passage 

cited above, Christ, the all-encompassing tabernacle not made by hands, was ―capable of 

being made when it became necessary (o3tan… de/h|) for this tabernacle to be erected 

among us.‖ Gregory describes the ―necessity‖ of the Deity drawing near to humans as a 

fellow creature in the following manner: 

[T]here is one thing out of all others which both existed (h]n) before the ages and 

came into being (e0ge/neto) at the end of the ages. It did not need a temporal 

beginning (tou= me\n gene/sqai xronikw~j)…, but for our sakes, who had lost our 

existence through our thoughtlessness, it submitted to being born like us (to_ kaq‘ 
h9ma~j gene/sqai) so that it might bring that which had left reality (to_ e1cw tou= 
o1ntoj) back again to reality (ei0j to_ o1n). This one is the Only Begotten God (o9 
Monogenh_j qeo/j) [John 1:18], who encompasses everything in himself but who 

also pitched his own tabernacle among us [1:14].
102
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 Cf. Exod 25:40 (kata_ to_n tu/pon). 

 
99

 De vita Moysis 2.174 (GNO 7.1:91.13–20; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 98). 
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 See especially §48 of Ephrem‘s Homily on Our Lord. 
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 I have taken this phrase from John Behr‘s discussion of Gregory of Nyssa‘s christology in his The 

Mystery of Christ: Life in Death (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir‘s Seminary, 2006) 37–38. 
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 De vita Moysis 2.175 (GNO 7.1:91.22–24, 92.1–5; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 98–99). Note the 

theme of verb forms that refer to ―being‖ and ―coming into being‖ (ei0mi/, gi/nomai, as well as genna&w) in 

this section. 
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The purpose of the Only Begotten God pitching his tent among human beings was to 

rescue them mercifully from being subject to death and decay. The bishop of Nyssa even 

imagines individual believers as themselves being transformed into quasi-tabernacles for 

that indwelling Deity in the following excerpt from his homilies on the Song of Songs. 

Gregory offers another soteriological interpretation of the calf incident in his 

seventh homily on the Song of Songs (ad Song 3:9–10). As in The Life of Moses, 

Gregory reads the narrative as a type for the Christian‘s own former sinfulness and 

rebirth through God‘s gracious, transformative work.
103

 

In many places of holy scripture Mount Lebanon designates a hostile force as 

when the prophet says, ―The Lord will break the cedars of Lebanon, and he will 

beat them small, even Lebanon itself like a calf ‖ [Ps 28.5 (LXX)]. In the desert 

Moses broke (the golden calf) into small pieces, and the water became potable for 

the Israelites by this calf having been broken into small pieces [Ex 32.20]. It is 

clear, as the prophet says, that not only are evils produced by the enemy‘s power, 

but the primary root of evil, Mount Lebanon, which nourishes the wood of these 

cedars, is reduced to nothing. Thus, at one time, we were all these trees of 

Lebanon while rooted in them by an evil life and the deception of idolatry. But 

since we were cut off by a spiritual axe and were in the artisan‘s hands, God made 

us into a litter. He transformed (metastoixeiw&saj) our wood by a rebirth (dia_ 
th=j paliggenesi/aj) into silver, gold, rich purple, and gleaming stones [Song 

3:10].‖
104

 

 

The immediate occasion for Gregory‘s interpretive labors is Song 3:9, ―King Solomon 

made himself a litter (forei=on) from the wood of Lebanon.‖ As with his interpretation of 
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 Homilia in Canticum Canticorum 7, in Gregorii Nysseni, In Canticum Canticorum (ed. W. Jaeger; GNO 

6; Leiden: Brill, 1960) 209.3–20. The translation is taken from St. Gregory of Nyssa, Commentary on the 

Song of Songs (trans. Casimir McCambley, OCSO; Brookline, Mass.: Hellenic College Press, 1987) 144. 

See also H. F. D. Sparks, ―The Symbolical Interpretation of Lebanon in the Fathers,‖ Journal of 

Theological Studies 10 (1959) 264–79; and Sara Japhet, ―‗Lebanon‘ in the Transition from Derash to 

Peshat: Sources, Etymology and Meaning (with Special Attention to the Song of Songs),‖ in Emanuel: 

Studies in Hebrew Bible, Septuagint and Dead Sea Scrolls in Honor of Emanuel Tov (ed. Shalom M. Paul 

et al.; Leiden: Brill, 2003) 707–24. 
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 Cf. Song 3:10, the raw materials for Solomon‘s litter, and Exod 25:3–7, the gifts that the LORD requests 

for the tabernacle and priestly vestments. 
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the tablets in The Life of Moses, Gregory fashions—in true midrashic fashion—an 

intertextual echo chamber of related biblical passages. Reference to ―the wood of 

Lebanon‖ in Song 3:9 calls to mind a verse from Psalm 28 (LXX) in which the Lord 

demonstrates his power over nature by utterly destroying the cedars of Lebanon and even 

Lebanon itself—like a calf, which in turn evokes the idolatry at Sinai and Moses‘ 

destruction of the molten calf. This chain of associations then serves as the typological 

framework for Gregory‘s reflections on the dynamics of his audience‘s own religious life. 

Once rooted in ―an evil life‖ (tou= ponhrou= bi/ou) and ―the deception of idolatry‖ (th=j 

tw~n ei0dw&lwn a0pa&thj), Christians have been severed from them and remade into a 

fabulous Solomonic ―litter‖—one that is borne by Christ and in which the Deity sits.
105

 

An act of destruction—the pulverizing of the cedar of Lebanon (Ps 28:5) qua molten calf 

(Exod 32:20)—is not an end in itself, but presages the manufacture of something new, be 

it tablets of the covenant or a royal palanquin. 

Gregory of Nyssa vis-à-vis Ephrem the Syrian 

 Gregory of Nyssa‘s interpretation of the calf narrative in his Life of Moses bears 

some intriguing affinities with that of Ephrem the Syrian in his forty-fourth Hymn on the 

Church. Both construe the narrative, in particular the vicissitudes of the tablets, as a 

dense précis of Christian salvation history, from creation to the Christ event. Israel‘s 

apostasy at Sinai becomes a figure for the sin of the primal couple in Eden, with the 

shattering of the tablets representing the ―corruption‖ of humankind, its fall into 
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 For this understanding of the litter, see Hom. in Cant. 7 (GNO 6:207; trans. McCambley, 143). ―It is 

clear by our earlier words that the person thus bearing God in himself is a litter where God sits. . . . This 

person is rightly called a litter who is borne about by Christ and carried by him.‖ Cf. 1 Cor 3:16–17; 6:19–

20; 2 Cor 6:16–18; Eph 2:19–22. See Anthony Meredith, The Cappadocians, 60, 82–83; Brian E. Daley, 

S.J., ―‗Bright Darkness‘ and Christian Transformation: Gregory of Nyssa on the Dynamics of Mystical 

Union,‖ in The Studia Philonica Annual: Studies in Hellenistic Judaism (vol. 8; ed. David T. Runia; 

Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996) 96–97. 
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mortality. The new set of tablets, on the other hand, is a type of the incarnation of the Son 

of God, who is the true te/loj—both the termination and fulfillment—of the Law. The 

condescension of the divine Word and his cleaving to humankind are central to both 

rewritings of the calf episode, whether in terms of Ephrem‘s clothing metaphor or 

Gregory‘s christology of transformation. 

Unlike Gregory, Ephrem combines a figural reading of the calf narrative as ―Eden 

at Sinai‖ with an ecclesiological and explicitly supersessionist interpretation. The 

breaking and restoration of the tablets becomes a figure for the ―corruption‖ of the 

Synagogue through its infidelity (including the rejection of Christ) and the supplanting of 

Israel by the church, represented by the second set of tablets. Ephrem‘s emphasis on the 

rupture of the God-Israel relationship entirely occludes any evidence of divine mercy 

toward Israel in Exodus 32–34. Gregory‘s interpretation of the tablets, on the other hand, 

is focused almost entirely on the fracturing of human nature and its restoration—by 

means of the incarnation—to its prelapsarian beauty and immortality.
106

 

The more stridently polemical strand of Ephrem‘s reading is not entirely absent 

from Gregory‘s Life of Moses, however. The bishop of Nyssa‘s figural reading of the 

tablets concludes with the warning: ―He who is impious and follows the Judaizing heresy 

( 0Ioudai5zwn th_n ai3resin) remains without a share in [the] vision‖
107

 of the 

eschatological glory of the Son of God, as prefigured in Moses‘ descent from atop Mount 

Sinai with the restored tablets. ―[T]he Judaizing heresy‖ refers to those who do not 

acknowledge Jesus‘ glorious divinity, heretics (Arians) whom Gregory derisively 
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 Ephrem does begin his hymn with a reflection on the heart-as-tablet (§§2–3), but he does not use this 

particular figure consistently throughout his discourse as Gregory does. 
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 De vita Moysis 2.218 (GNO 7.1:109.22–110.1; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 111). 
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categorizes as Jews.
108

 Elsewhere in his treatise, while interpreting the Sinai theophany, 

the Cappadocian writes that ―the Jews‘ deaf ears did not receive the sound of the 

trumpets‖ announcing ―the divine mystery of the incarnation (th=j kata_ a!nqrwpon 

oi0konomi/aj).‖
109

 According to Gregory, the Torah contains pre-figurations of the central 

moment of the divine ―economy,‖ the incarnation of the Son of God—as exemplified by 

his own re-writing of the calf narrative, but the Jews proved unable or unwilling to 

recognize and respond favorably to those adumbrations of the Christ event. Like 

Ephrem‘s interpretation of the calf episode, that of Gregory is ―inclusive‖ in terms of the 

sin at Sinai and its after-effects, but ultimately ―exclusive‖ with respect to the means of 

forgiveness and the ones transformed by that divine grace—the person of Christ and 

those who adhere to him. As one might expect, the soteriology that Ephrem and Gregory 

articulate via their figural readings of the new tablets contrasts sharply with rabbinic 

construals of the calf incident. 

In rabbinic literature, each set of tablets is associated with a significant date in the 

Jewish liturgical calendar. According to the Mishnah, tractate Ta‗anit 4:6, Moses 

shattered the first set of tablets on the seventeenth of Tammuz, designated as a day of 

fasting: ―Five events befell our ancestors on the seventeenth of Tammuz…. (1) the tablets 

were broken, (2) the daily burnt-offering was abolished, (3) the city [wall] was breached, 

(4) Apostemos burned the Torah, and (5) he set up an idol in the Temple.‖ And according 

to the Babylonian Talmud, Ta‗anit 30b, Moses received the second set on Yom Kippur 
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 See Malherbe and Ferguson, 184, n. 294. 
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 De vita Moysis 2.159 (GNO 7.1:85.3–4, 6–7; trans. Malherbe and Ferguson, 93–94). 
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(the Day of Atonement),
110

  a day ―on which there is forgiveness and pardon‖—in the 

present as in the past, following Israel‘s sin with the golden calf. 

In addition to the new tablets which served in part as tokens of reconciliation, 

Moses received a revelation of the LORD‘s own nature, qualities referred to as ―the 

Thirteen Attributes (twOd@mi)‖ in rabbinic literature.
111

  

6
The LORD passed before him and proclaimed: ―The LORD! the LORD! a God 

compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and 

faithfulness, 
7
extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, 

transgression, and sin; yet He does not remit all punishment, but visits the iniquity 

of parents upon children and children‘s children, upon the third and fourth 

generations.‖ (Exod 34:6–7) 

 

This series of attributes, in which those referring to the LORD‘s magnanimity noticeably 

predominate, became in rabbinic Judaism an integral part of communal prayers for 

forgiveness (twxyls), fervent appeals for divine mercy used on occasions such as the 

seventeenth of Tammuz and (especially) Yom Kippur.
112

 In other words, the enumeration 

of divine attributes in Exod 34:6–7 was not simply descriptive, but also theurgic.
113
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 ―Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel said: ‗Israel did not have holier days than the fifteenth of Ab and Yom 

Kippur.‘ It is right [to say this regarding] Yom Kippur because there is forgiveness and pardon on it, [the] 

day on which the other tablets were given‖ (b. Ta‗anit 30b). See also Seder Olam Rabbah 6, which 

delineates a detailed chronology. For a Hebrew text and English translation of this passage, see Heinrich 

W. Guggenheimer, trans., Seder Olam: The Rabbinic View of Biblical Chronology (Northvale, N.J.: Jason 

Aronson, 1998) 74–75. The following is my own rendering of the Hebrew: ―[Moses] descended on the 

twenty-eighth of Ab and cut two stone tablets like the former ones, as it says, ‗So Moses cut two tablets of 

stone like the former ones; and he rose early in the morning and went up on Mount Sinai‘ (Exod 34:4). He 

ascended on the twenty-ninth of Ab and the Torah was taught to him a second time, as it is said, ‗I stayed 

on the mountain forty days and forty nights, as I had done the first time. And once again the LORD listened 

to me. The LORD was unwilling to destroy you‘ (Deut 10:10)…. He descended on the tenth of Tishri—that 

is, Yom Kippur—and brought them the glad tidings: he [as Israel‘s advocate] was accepted favorably 

before the Lord, as it is said, ‗Pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for Your own‘ (Exod 34:9).‖ 

 
111

 The ―Thirteen Attributes‖ are enumerated, among other places, in The Torah: A Modern Commentary 

(ed. W. Gunther Plaut; New York: Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 1981) 663. 

 
112

 See Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History (trans. R. Scheindlin; Philadelphia: The 

Jewish Publication Society, 1993) 177–84. 
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 I owe this formulation to Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of 

Divine Omnipotence (2
nd

 ed.; Princeton, N.J.: Princeton UP, 1994) xxvi–xxvii. Levenson writes: ―[A] 



194 

 

―The LORD passed before him and proclaimed…‖ (Exod 34:6). R. Joḥanan 

said: Were it not written in the text, it would be impossible to say it! [The text] 

teaches that the Holy One (blessed be he!) wrapped himself like a prayer leader 

(rwbc xyl#) and showed Moses the order of prayer (hlpt rds). And he said to 

him, ―Whenever [the people of] Israel sin, let them act before me according to this 

rite (hzh rdsk), and I will forgive (lxwm) them.‖ 

―The LORD! The LORD!‖ (34:6) I am the same ()wh yn)w… )wh yn)) 

[both] before a man sins and after a man sins and does penance. 

―A God compassionate and gracious‖ (34:6). Rab Judah said: A covenant 

has been made regarding the Thirteen Attributes—[namely,] that they will not 

return unanswered (Mqyr), for it is said [in Scripture], ―I hereby make a 

covenant‖ (34:9). (b. Rosh Hashanah 17b) 

 

According to this excerpt from the Babylonian Talmud, the Deity himself instructed 

Moses atop Mount Sinai in the liturgical use of those attributes, and promised that he 

always would respond favorably to their recitation. R. Joḥanan daringly interprets the 

opening phrase of Exod 34:6 with an image of God wrapped in a tallit (prayer shawl), 

like one who leads worship in the synagogue, revealing to Moses the order of prayer—in 

particular the Thirteen Attributes—that always will be efficacious. ―Whenever [the 

people of] Israel sin, let them perform this rite before me, and I will forgive them.‖ Rab 

Judah refers to the Thirteen Attributes in covenantal terms: God has obligated himself to 

respond mercifully whenever Israel recites them. ―They will not return‖ to those who 

uttered them ―empty‖—without the Deity walking the talk, putting those attributes into 

action.
114

 

In between the comments of R. Joḥanan and Rab Judah, there is a brief 

interpretation of the first two words of the Deity‘s proclamation, a repetition of the divine 
                                                                                                                                                                             

prime desideratum today is an appreciation of the theurgic character of religious acts in the Hebrew Bible, 

the way these affect God and move him from one stance to another.‖ Rather than being simply ―a passive 

beneficiary of God‘s arbitrary and unmotivated action,‖ the cultic community is ―a junior partner in his 

continual ordering of the world‖ (xxvi). ―[T]he theurgic character‖ of the proclamation of the divine 

attributes in Exod 34:6–7 is indeed pre-rabbinic. See, for example, Num 14:17–19; Ps 86:15; Neh 9:17. 

   
114

 I am grateful to Baruch J. Schwartz for his e-mail correspondence with me about the use of the Thirteen 

Attributes in Jewish liturgy. 
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name that was pregnant with meaning for ancient interpreters keenly attentive to every 

detail of an ―omnisignificant‖ sacred text.
115

 According to rabbinic tradition, the 

Tetragrammaton refers to God in terms of his attribute of mercy. By repeating his 

personal name, the LORD indicates that he is the same—merciful—in two instances, both 

―before a man sins‖ and ―after a man sins and does penance (hbw#t, teshuvah).‖
116

 The 

LORD‘s mercy is readily available to the sinner who not only appeals for it earnestly in 

prayer (for example, by reciting the Thirteen Attributes), but also engages in ―teshuvah, 

that immensely difficult psycho-social process‖ of turning oneself back to God and 

toward a concomitantly righteous way of life.
117

 Another text directly associates the calf 

incident in striking fashion with that pillar of rabbinic religious practice. 

R. Joshua b. Levi said: The Israelites made the calf only in order to give a good 

argument (hp Nwxtp) to penitents (hbw#t yl(b), as it is said, ―May they always 

                                                           
115

 For the adjective ―omnisignificant,‖ I am indebted to James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: 

Parallelism and Its History (2
nd

 ed.; Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1998) 103–9. According to the 

accents of the Masoretic text, the Deity‘s proclamation in Exod 34:6–7 begins with a repetition of his 

personal name. The NJPS translation of the biblical text cited above as well as the midrash in b. Rosh 
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subject of the verb )rqyw (―and he proclaimed‖). But this rendering seems to create another redundancy; 
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14:17–18 and Exod 34:6 (LXX). See also Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological 

Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974) 604; Cornelis Houtman, Exodus (trans. Sierd Woudstra; 

Leuven: Peeters, 2000) 3:707–8. 
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 See Solomon Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (A Jewish Lights Classic Reprint; Woodstock, 

Vt.: Jewish Lights, 1993) 323–24. 

 
117

 The quotation in this sentence is taken from Jon D. Levenson‘s article, ―Did God Forgive Adam? An 

Exercise in Comparative Midrash,‖ in Jews and Christians: People of God (ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert 

W. Jenson; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003) 165. Contra long-standing Christian critiques and 

misrepresentations of Judaism, Levenson also notes: ―Repentance is not simply a human ‗work,‘ though it 

requires enormous effort on the part of sinners. It is, rather, the product conjointly of human effort and the 

grace of God.‖ For other discussions of teshuvah, see Schechter, Aspects, 313–43; Philip S. Alexander, 

―Torah and Salvation in Tannaitic Literature,‖ in Justification and Variegated Nomism (vol. 1: The 

Complexities of Second Temple Judaism; ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O‘Brien, Mark A. Seifrid; Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2001–2004) 1:286–88; Shaye J. D. Cohen, From the Maccabees to the 

Mishnah (2
nd

 ed.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006) 83–85, 88–92; Steven T. Katz, ―Man, sin, and 

redemption in rabbinic Judaism,‖ in The Cambridge History of Judaism (vol. IV: The Late Roman-

Rabbinic Period; ed. Steven T. Katz; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006) 938–43. 
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be of such mind (hz Mbbl), to revere Me and follow all My commandments…‖ 

(Deut 5:26). This corresponds to what R. Joḥanan said in the name of R. Simeon 

b. Yoḥai:… Israel was not the sort to do such a deed (wtw)l Nyw)r l)r#y )l  
h#(m) for it is written, ―May they always be of such mind, to revere Me and 

follow all My commandments…‖ (Deut 5:26). (b. Avodah Zarah 4b)
118

 

 

According to these traditions, the Israelites had proven worthy of such high praise from 

the LORD at Mount Sinai (Deut 5:26) that they could not possibly have committed ―that 

deed,‖ the making and worship of the calf, with base, sinful motives.
119

 Rather, they 

made the calf with the surprisingly noble intention of serving as an object lesson for 

future generations; a community that had grievously sinned performed teshuvah, as the 

cited rabbis seem to presume, and received forgiveness.
120

 The Israelites who made the 

golden calf thus demonstrated the efficacy of that central element of rabbinic piety, the 

―spiritual exercise‖ of repentance.
121

 

Whether interpreting the restoration of the tablets, the accompanying revelation of 

the divine attributes, or even the motives of the idolaters at Sinai, rabbis argue that the 
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 Cf. b. Yoma 86a (―Come and hear: Since in connection with Horeb penitence and forgiveness are 

stated…‖). 

 
119

 The rabbis‘ appropriation of Deut 5:26, with its laudatory reference to the hearts of the Israelites at 

Sinai, in b. Avodah Zarah 4b contrasts markedly with Ephrem the Syrian‘s own tendentious description of 

the Israelites‘ hearts as thoroughly corrupt in his Homily on Our Lord. He polemically argues that the 

Israelites hid paganism within their hearts during their slavery in Egypt (§6), and later brought that 

idolatrous impulse into the open at Mount Sinai. ―Therefore, Moses was not seen by them for a while, so 

that the calf could be seen with them, (and) so that they could worship openly what they had been 

worshipping secretly in their hearts‖ (§17, emphasis added). See also the description of the beginning of 

the calf incident in Acts 7:39. Stephen proclaims, ―Our ancestors were unwilling to obey [Moses]; instead, 

they pushed him aside and in their hearts turned back to Egypt‖ (emphasis added). 

 
120

 In the above-cited passage from b. Avodah Zarah 4b (see also 5a), the rabbis do not explicitly cite any 

biblical texts that might depict Israelites performing teshuvah in the aftermath of the calf incident. Possible 

candidates for such proof-texts are Exod 33:3–4; 35:20–29; 36:3–7. According to the first reference, the 

people ―went into mourning, and none put on his finery‖ (33:4), after hearing that the LORD would not 

accompany them on their journey to the land of Canaan (33:3). The latter two Priestly texts depict the 

Israelites‘ enthusiastically generous response to the request for building materials for the Tabernacle, in 

sharp contrast to their earlier contributions to the illicit calf fund. 
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 See Schechter, Aspects, 317–18; David C. Flatto, ―Golden Sacrifices,‖ Tradition 35 (2001) 11–12. 
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grace of divine mercy was and continues to be readily available to Israel, whenever she 

seeks it by means of prayer during liturgical occasions such as Yom Kippur and via the 

process of teshuvah. In marked contrast to the interpretations of the calf incident by 

Ephrem the Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa, a ―messianic intervention‖ is unnecessary.
122

 

For Ephrem, Gregory and other ancient Christian theologians, the novum of the 

incarnation—including the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus—is the central means 

of reconciling sinners to the Deity, and serves as motivation and model for Christian acts 

of penitence and deeds of charity. 

Gregory of Nyssa articulates, together with Ephrem the Syrian, a distinctive 

trajectory in the patristic appropriation of the golden calf narrative. Exodus 32–34 served 

a variety of purposes in the broader ancient Christian community of interpretation, not 

simply as a weapon in heated interreligious debate and polemic, which was often 

virulently supersessionist. As an heir to the writings of Philo of Alexandria, Paul of 

Tarsus, and Origen of Alexandria, Gregory offers an interpretation that attempts to 

understand the apostasy at Sinai allegorically as a sin in which all are implicated. 

Whether interpreted in light of Song 3:9 and Ps 28:5 (LXX), or 2 Cor 3:3 and Genesis 3, 

the events of Exodus 32–34 are understood, in the words of 1 Cor 10:11,
123

 as typological 

(tupikw~j), ―written down to instruct us [the church]‖ (e0gra&fh de\ pro_j nouqesi/an 

h9mw~n) in the divine economy—the forgiving, redemptive ways of God in the incarnate 

Word, Christ Jesus.
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 See Levenson, ―Did God Forgive Adam,‖ 169. ―The overwhelming tendency in the Jewish tradition… is 

to see repentance as effective in reconciling sinners to God—quite without a messianic intervention.‖ See 

also Yochanan Muffs, ―Who Will Stand in the Breach?: A Study of Prophetic Intercession,‖ in Love & Joy: 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In the ancient Near East, cultic images were considered bearers of the divine in 

more ways than one. They were sacred objects situated along a spectrum of (sometimes 

overlapping) roles, ranging from pedestals for the gods to symbols of divine attributes 

and, finally, direct and vibrant manifestations of the deities themselves. With respect to 

the latter, although human artisans fashioned them from mundane materials, elaborate 

rites of passage transformed such images into veritable incarnations of the divine. It is 

difficult to determine from an historical point of view where on that spectrum ancient 

Israelites would have located an artifact such as the golden calf. Some scholars, on the 

basis of comparative evidence, have argued that the calf was intended as a pedestal for 

the invisible God of Israel. But from a literary point of view, the final form of the 

narrative in Exodus depicts the Israelites treating the calf image as itself divine, the 

god(s) of the Exodus made visible and immediately present (Exod 32:4, 8).
1
 

 Within the narratives of the Elohist source and Deuteronomy, the people‘s illicit 

cultic statue competes with a decidedly licit sacred artifact—the tablets of the newly-

minted covenant. The original set was made and inscribed by the Deity himself (Exod 

32:16), only to be smashed by Moses in anger upon his witnessing the idolatry at the base 

of Mount Sinai (32:19). The prophet thereupon demolished the offending calf idol as well 

(32:20). As the demise of the tablets indicates, the covenant between Israel and YHWH 

had been broken, but not irreparably so—YHWH ultimately decided to inscribe another 

set of tablets, this one hewn by Moses, who then delivered them to the people (34:1, 4, 

                                                           
1
 For this distinction between literary and historical concerns, see Christine E. Hayes, ―Golden Calf Stories: 

The Relationship of Exodus 32 and Deuteronomy 9–10,‖ in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in 

Honor of James L. Kugel (ed. Hindy Najman and Judith H. Newman; Leiden: Brill, 2004) 54; Gary N. 

Knoppers, ―Aaron‘s Calf and Jeroboam‘s Calves,‖ in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of 

David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Seventieth Birthday (ed. Astrid B. Beck, et al.; Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Eerdmans, 1995) 100–1. 
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28–29). The tablets were not considered embodiments of the Deity, nor were they 

explicitly venerated like the calf idol. But as icons of YHWH‘s will, touched by the Deity 

himself, and as symbols of the renewed covenantal relationship between the LORD and 

Israel, the new tablets did supplant the image of the calf. Within the Book of 

Deuteronomy, the Torah as a substitute for the representational cultic image is even more 

pronounced. The commandments of the LORD—not an icon like the calf—are to be the 

focus of the Israelites‘ attention, being always in their minds and on their lips, reflected in 

their actions, and perhaps even displayed on their doorposts and city gates (Deut 6:6–9). 

The Israelites themselves, in their obedient submission to those covenantal stipulations, 

reflect the wisdom and justice of the One who revealed them (4:6, 8) as well as indicate 

the very presence of YHWH, who is near to his obedient chosen ones whenever they call 

upon him (4:7).
2
 

 Another artifact opposed to the calf image as a locus for divine presence is the 

Priestly Tabernacle. Instructions for the building of that wilderness sanctuary (Exodus 

25–31) and the narrative of those directives being carried out (chapters 35–40) surround 

the calf narrative in the final form of the Pentateuch. Analogous to the creation of a 

Mesopotamian cultic statue, inspired human artisans made the Tabernacle using precious 

materials and ritually transformed it into a sacred dwelling place for the Deity. The cultic 

statue-qua-deity was believed to have originated in heaven; according to the Priestly 

source, the builders of the Tabernacle worked according to a blueprint, perhaps reflecting 

                                                           
2
 See Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 

Society, 1996) 45; Nathan MacDonald, Deuteronomy and the Meaning of ―Monotheism‖ (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2003) 198–204. 
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a heavenly sanctuary, revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai (25:9).
3
 Unlike an ancient 

Mesopotamian icon transfigured via an ―opening of the mouth‖ ritual, however, the 

Priestly source did not consider the Tabernacle coextensive with the God of Israel; the 

Tabernacle and its accoutrements were not objects of worship. And, unlike other ancient 

Near Eastern sanctuaries, Israel‘s wilderness sanctuary was devoid of any cultic images. 

But the God of Israel was understood to be no less present there; the glory of the LORD is 

indeed portrayed as entering the Tabernacle (Exod 40:34–35) and manifesting itself to 

awe-struck worshippers during the inaugural series of sacrifices (Lev 9:23–24). 

According to the Priestly source, contact with the divine—sought in part by means of a 

sacred icon in the ancient Near East—was truly achieved with the construction of the 

Tabernacle.  

 Having discussed the pentateuchal juxtapositions of calf statue and tablets, idol 

worship and covenant-making, as well as of the cultic image and the Priestly Tabernacle, 

I then turned to the reception of the calf narrative in the writings of the New Testament, 

focusing on Paul‘s admonitions in 1 Corinthians 10 and Stephen‘s speech in Acts of the 

Apostles 7. These texts introduce a new alternative to idolatry—devotion to the person of 

Jesus as Lord and exalted Son of Man. The rejection of Jesus the Messiah, whether by 

members of the church engaging in pagan worship or by unbelieving Jews, repeats the 

Israelites‘ sin at Sinai and incurs a severe divine punishment. Paul and the author of Acts 

each employ a juxtaposition found in the canonical text as they develop their 

christological appropriations of the calf narrative. Paul contrasts idol worship in Corinth 

with the church‘s covenantal meal, the Lord‘s Supper, bringing to mind the Elohist‘s 

                                                           
3
 For these thought-provoking analogies between the Priestly Tabernacle and Mesopotamian cultic statues, 

see Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
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portrayal of the idolatry at Sinai as the inverse and undoing of the earlier covenant-

making rituals. And for Paul, Jesus is ―the Lord,‖ the suzerain of the new covenant 

inaugurated by his sacrificial death; he is the one to whom the members of the church 

owe their obedience and devotion—to the exclusion of worship before idols and the 

union with demons it engenders. For his part, the author of Acts, in keeping with the final 

form of the Pentateuch, juxtaposes the Israelites‘ making of idols and Moses‘ obedient 

construction of the Tabernacle (Acts 7:41, 44). After his speech, Stephen beholds the 

―glory of God,‖ associated in Israel‘s scriptures with the man-made spaces of the 

Tabernacle and Temple, high above in the divinely wrought heavens where Jesus as the 

vindicated Son of Man stands at the right hand of God (7:55–56). The calf incident as 

Israel‘s paradigmatic misdeed as well as the christological dimension of these early 

Christian interpretations will be taken up by subsequent interpreters, including two 

fourth-century theologians, Ephrem the Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa. 

 In Stephen‘s speech, he juxtaposes the calf idol and Tabernacle to underscore the 

rebelliousness of the Israelites in contrast to the obedient service of Moses, the prophet 

whom the people had summarily rejected. The Tabernacle also exemplifies the Deity‘s 

faithfulness to his promises to Abraham (7:6–7), despite the infidelity of the patriarch‘s 

descendants—a faithfulness, according to the narrative of Luke-Acts, that extends to the 

ultimate fulfillment of those promises with the advent of Jesus (Luke 1:54–55, 72–75). In 

rabbinic literature, from the tannaitic to the post-amoraic periods, the Tabernacle plays a 

decidedly different role vis-à-vis the calf incident—as a means and sign of God‘s 

forgiving Israel, an emblem of the Deity‘s ardent desire for intimacy with his beloved 

chosen people. The making of the Tabernacle and the instituting of its cultic service 
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graciously mend the relationship torn asunder by the sin at Sinai as well as reaffirm 

Israel‘s ongoing election. For example, the people‘s generous donation of precious 

materials—gold, in particular—for the Tabernacle makes amends for their contribution of 

gold earrings to the calf fund.
4
 The prescribed sacrifices of a calf and bull at the 

dedication of the Tabernacle (Lev 9:3, 4) similarly effect atonement for the making and 

worship of the calf idol (Exod 32:4), referred to elsewhere as a bull (Ps 106:20).
5
 While 

the Priestly authors are reticent about the shape of the kābôd, rabbis explicitly and 

unabashedly depict the immanent Deity in anthropomorphic terms. The indwelling glory 

of the LORD, described in the Priestly source as a consuming fire surrounded by a cloud 

(Exod 24:15–18; 40:34–38), becomes in the midrashic imagination a lover anxiously 

seeking shelter with his beloved,
6
 or a king who becomes reconciled with his spouse and 

joins her for an intimate meal in their palace.
7
 In certain midrashim there are also 

references to ―the nations‖ or ―the heathen,‖ whom the rabbis depict as taunting Israel in 

the wake of the calf incident, claiming that she never will be reconciled with YHWH.
8
 

Rabbinic homilists then use the LORD‘s entrance into the Tabernacle to serve an 

apologetic purpose, transforming it into a defiant rejoinder to those pagan detractors.
9
 

And for Jews living amidst those ―nations,‖ bereft of a temple and ―yearning for 
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 Sifre Debarim 1. 

 
5
 Sifra Shemini 1:3–4. 
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 Exodus Rabbah 33:3. 
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 Exodus Rabbah 51:4; cf. Sifra Shemini 1:5. 
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 Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, Ki tissa‘ 1; Exodus Rabbah 33:2; 51:4. 
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 For a discussion of the ―apologetic‖ function of certain rabbinic parables, see David Stern, Parables in 

Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1991) 103–14. 
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intimacy,‖
10

 such midrashim also might have been a source of consolation and of hope 

for a future restoration.
11

 

 Without the Temple and its sacrificial cult, the study and observance of the Torah 

(both Oral and Written) were at the center of rabbinic Judaism, the result of a complex 

process that had begun in ancient Israel prior to the sixth-century Babylonian conquest, 

particularly with the Deuteronomists. As I discussed above, in Deuteronomy and its 

progenitor, the Elohist source, the tablets inscribed with the Decalogue are the antithesis 

of the cultic icon venerated in other ancient Near Eastern religions. The Israelite 

community is enjoined to devote itself diligently to internalizing the LORD‘s commands 

so as to act obediently in accord with them. And the Priestly source depicts the 

Tabernacle not only as the cultic center of the wilderness encampment, but also as the site 

where the indwelling Deity reveals his laws to Moses.
12

 This centrality of the Torah is 

reflected in certain rabbinic interpretations of the calf incident, especially the startling 

biblical juxtaposition of two scenes: YHWH giving the tablets to Moses atop Mount Sinai 

while the Israelites commit idolatry down below. For instance, Exodus Rabbah 41:4 

contains a depiction of the Deity continuing to engrave the tablets and impart them to 
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 Marc Hirshman, ―Yearning for Intimacy: Pesikta d‘Rav Kahana and the Temple,‖ in Scriptural Exegesis: 

The Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: Essays in Honour of Michael Fishbane (ed. Deborah 

A. Green and Laura S. Lieber; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009) 135–45. 
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 Regarding the rabbis‘ use of parables as a means of consolation, see Stern, Parables in Midrash, 124–30. 
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Israel despite his awareness of their idolatry.
13

 According to this tradition, the gift of the 

Torah becomes an expression of divine condescension and forbearance toward his chosen 

people. ―Is there greater humility (wyn() than this? Hence, ‗Your condescension (Ktwn() 

has made me great‘ (Ps 18:36)‖ (Exodus Rabbah 41:4). According to Exodus Rabbah 

32:1, the tablets engraved (tw@rxf) with the Decalogue are intended graciously to impart 

freedom (tw@rx') from exile and death—reversing the punishments for Adam‘s primordial 

sin,
14

 but the Israelites‘ making and worship of the golden calf result in the (temporary) 

loss of that opportunity to secure eternal life—like the disobedience of Adam. But, as 

other rabbinic traditions also affirm, the Torah with its six hundred and thirteen 

commandments (mitsvot) remains the Medicine of Life, the ever-potent antidote to the 

death-dealing evil impulse.
15

 

 In his speech before the Sanhedrin, Stephen refers to the Law (o9 no/moj) in 

glowing terms as the ―living utterances‖ (lo/gia zw~nta) that Moses received and handed 

on ―to us‖ (Acts 7:38). He later polemically accuses his audience, whom he describes 

derisively as the descendants of those who rejected Moses at Sinai and persecuted 

subsequent prophets, of betraying and murdering ―the righteous one‖ whose coming 

those prophets had foretold (7:51–52). ―You received the law as transmitted by angels,‖ 
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Stephen sternly concludes, ―but you did not observe it‖ (7:53). The Jewish leaders failed 

to observe the Law in part by rejecting Jesus, the prophet like Moses to whom—so the 

early church claimed—that Law refers (7:37).
16

 The author of Luke-Acts portrays Jesus 

himself as a hermeneut, setting a precedent for his church‘s own christological readings 

of Israel‘s scriptures—―Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted 

(diermh/neusen) to them what referred to him in all the scriptures‖ (Luke 24:27). He thus 

―opened [the] minds (to_n nou=n)‖ of his disciples ―to understand the scriptures‖ (24:45). 

On the other hand, according to Paul, the minds (ta_ noh/mata) of the people of Israel 

were hardened, and ―to this present day the same veil [with which Moses covered his 

glowing visage] remains unlifted when they read the old covenant, because through 

Christ it is taken away. To this day, in fact, whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their 

hearts, but whenever a person turns to the Lord the veil is removed‖ (2 Cor 3:14–16).
17

 

The early church thus contested the enduring validity of the Torah as interpreted and 

lived by Jews, appropriating Israel‘s scriptures for its own purposes—the proclamation of 

the Christ event, construed as both the fulfillment and termination of the Torah.
18

 Both 

Ephrem the Syrian and Gregory of Nyssa were fourth-century exponents of such a 

hermeneutic, as exemplified in their interpretations of the calf narrative.             

 While certain rabbinic traditions interpret the Shekhinah‘s entering the Tabernacle 

as a sign of the forgiveness of Israel following the sin at Sinai, Ephrem and Gregory use 

the calf narrative as an opportunity to articulate a related, yet distinctively Christian, 

theology of divine condescension and redemption in terms of the incarnation of the 
                                                           
16

 Cf. Acts 3:22–23; Deut 18:15, 18–19. 

 
17

 Cf. Exod 34:33–35. 

 
18

 See, for example, Rom 10:4, in which Paul writes: ―For Christ is the end (te/loj) of the law for the 

justification of everyone who has faith.‖ 



206 

 

Logos. Both perform their christological interpretations of the calf narrative by focusing 

in particular on the vicissitudes of the tablets, which become a précis of the divine 

―economy‖—in ancient Christian theological discourse, a term that denotes ―God‘s 

ordered self-disclosure in the biblical history reaching back to creation and culminating in 

Christ.‖
19

 

The first set of tablets, made and inscribed by God, represent newly created and 

pristine humankind, ensconced in the Garden of Eden. The shattering of the tablets, on 

the other hand, signifies, in Ephrem‘s terms, the ―corruption‖ of ―the house of Eve,‖ or in 

Gregory‘s, the brokenness and mortality of human nature after the disobedience of the 

first couple and their expulsion from Eden. The sin at Sinai thus offers a glimpse of ―the 

general human condition.‖
20

 The tablets-qua-human nature are restored to their original 

beauty by means of the incarnation—the focal point and summation of the divine 

economy.
21

 The second set of tablets, hewn by a human being and inscribed by the Deity, 

                                                           
19

 I have taken this definition of ―economy‖ from Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian 

Thought: Seeking the Face of God (New Haven: Yale UP, 2003) 89. See also Gary A. Anderson, The 

Genesis of Perfection: Adam and Eve in Jewish and Christian Imagination (Louisville: Westminster John 

Knox, 2001) 10–13. 

  
20

 See Gary A. Anderson, ―Biblical Origins and the Problem of the Fall,‖ Pro Ecclesia 10 (2001) 30, n. 31. 

Anderson writes: ―Sadly these stories about Israel‘s transgressions were mined by many patristic readers 

solely to score points against Judaism. The story of the golden calf, on their view, was a window not into 

the general human condition but into the exceptional perfidy of the Jews.‖ Although Ephrem and Gregory 

do look through the window of the calf narrative onto ―the general human condition,‖ the soteriologies that 

they present are, as expressions of pro-Nicene ancient Christianity, necessarily christo-centric and thus 

inevitably result in the church‘s superseding a Torah-centered Judaism. A relatively recent set of 

interpretations of the calf story as a window onto the general human condition draws intriguing parallels 

between the Flood narrative and the apostasy at Sinai. These interpretations, written by Christian biblical 

scholars, avoid supersessionism by focusing solely on the Old Testament rather than the entire Christian 

biblical canon. See R. W. L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God: Story and Theology in Exodus 32–34 

(JSOTSS 22; Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1983) 88–93, 113–15; Rolf Rendtorff, ―‗Covenant‘ as a 

Structuring Concept in Genesis and Exodus,‖ in Canon and Theology: Overtures to an Old Testament 

Theology (trans. and ed. Margaret Kohl; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993) 125–34. 

  
21

 See Rowan Greer‘s discussion of ―economy‖ in the theology of Irenaeus of Lyon in James L. Kugel and 

Rowan A. Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation (Library of Early Christianity; ed. Wayne A. Meeks; 

Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986) 165–68. 
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is a ready figure for the paradox of the divine Logos becoming flesh. Ephrem also 

explicitly relates the tablets which God inscribes to the Virgin Mary, in whose womb the 

Word puts on flesh—the antitype to the broken tablets that represent Eve and her children 

after the Fall. 

Unlike rabbinic traditions in which the Torah—in terms of the ―concrete 

demands‖ of the mitsvot—remains ever the Medicine and Tree of Life despite Israel‘s 

misdeeds, here the God-man—as prefigured in that Torah—is the ultimate antidote to the 

baneful effects of sin.
22

 Rather than being the telos of God‘s saving deeds, the Law is 

relegated to merely a provisional role in Christian salvation history.
23

 According to the 

Priestly source, the Tabernacle is the privileged site for the revelation of ritual law and 

the sacred space in which those laws are fulfilled. It is also a physical testimony to the 

LORD‘s choosing Israel as his own people. In the patristic theologies of the incarnation 

discussed here, the human flesh of the Son of God assumes the role of the Tabernacle as 

the dwelling place of the Deity, but is disassociated from Priestly law as well as from the 

people of Israel as God‘s elect. On the one hand, despite the heated rhetoric of ―Jewish 

flesh‖ versus ―Christian spirit‖ in patristic theology, ―the flesh‖ does persist in terms of 

reflection on the incarnation of the Logos; on the other hand, that same christocentrism 

helps to occlude the validity of the embodied practices of rabbinic Judaism, in particular 

the observance of the mitsvot.

                                                           
22

 I have taken the phrase ―concrete demands‖ from Sommer, The Bodies of God, 137. 

 
23

 See ―Mitsvot as the End of History‖ in Jon D. Levenson, Sinai & Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible 

(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1987) 42–45. See also idem, ―The Jerusalem Temple in Devotional and 

Visionary Experience,‖ in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible Through the Middle Ages (ed. Arthur Green; 

World Spirituality 13; New York: Crossroad, 1987) 34–37. 
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