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1. The Calf in the Background

Malbim on Shemot 32:19

חשבכיהלוחותאתשברלאעתהעדהנהויהי,
מנהיגורצולרדתשבוששבעבורעשושזה
ממעשיהםיחדלוההרמןשבאוכשיראובמקומו,
אלשקרבשהגםכשראהאבלתשובה,ויעשו
העגלעדייןהיהובכ"זמשה,שבאוראוהמחנה

שבדעתםראהמזהבמחולות,עליושמתווהם
טלמסשיהיהעשוולאעבדוובמשהבה'למרוד

לע"ז…רקומנהיג

As he approached the camp. Moshe initially thought
they only made the calf as a substitute for

him—because he failed to return when expected—and
he was certain they would repent the moment they saw

him. That is why he did not break the Tablets
immediately. But then when they continued their revelry
despite his arrival, he realized that their intention was to

rebel against God.

Frans Francken, “The Worship of the Golden Calf”- Version 1 (1630-1635)

1 All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



2. The Calf at the Center

Ibn Ezra on Shemot 32:19

משרתהעגלה"אומחולות…העגלאתוירא
והמחולותהעגלאתויראכמוהאחרת.בעבור
שהיוהלוחותשברמשהקנאתומרובסביביו.

התנאים.שטרקרעוהנהעדות.שטרכמובידיו
כתוב:כןכיישראלכללעיניהיהוזה

The verse should be understood as follows: that he saw
the calf and the dancing around it. Moses was

overcome by great jealousy. He therefore broke the
tablets that were in his hands and served, as it were,
as a document of witness Moses thus tore up the
contract. As Scripture states, ”he did this in the

sight of all of Israel.”

James Tissot, “The Golden Calf” (1896-1902)

3. The Calves We Seek2

John Newton, “The Golden Calf” (1779)

Yea, Aaron, God's anointed priest,
Who on the mount had been

He durst prepare the idol-beast,
And lead them on to sin.

Lord, what is man!
and what are we,

To recompense thee thus!
In their offence our own we see,

Their story points at us.

From Sinai we have heard thee speak,
And from mount Calv'ry too;
And yet to idols oft we seek,
While thou art in our view.

Some golden calf, or golden dream,
Some fancied creature-good,

Presumes to share the heart with him,
Who bought the whole with blood.

Lord, save us from our
golden calves,

Our sin with grief we own;
We would no more
be thine by halves,

But live to thee alone.

2 John Newton is most famously knowing for writing the hymn “Amazing Grace.”
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