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The Numerical Features of the Book of Exodus 
A New Approach to its Compositional Structure 

Please read the General Introduction 

Part VI  Exod 32,1-34,35 The Golden Calf Drama at Mount Sinai 

Being positioned between the two correctly delimited Tabernacle passages, the borders of 32-34 are 
undisputed. However, this does not hold true for its general framework. Since there is in this respect 
no consensus among biblical scholars, I shall cut the Gordian knot and simply follow the Masoretic 
indications of P and S to locate the seams in the text, as I have done in the Tabernacle passages.  

As a consequence of this, the text divides into 3 main sections, which coincide with the chapter 
division, and 8 paragraphs (in the pattern 3 + 3 + 2) coinciding with the material content. Most 
interestingly, as in Parts I, III, and V (series of 7), and VII (stereotyped formulae), the divine speeches 
here also play a structuring role. They occur in the following pattern that shapes the text: 14=3+7+4 
with the 7  speeches in pride of place at the centre, the intercession of Moses for the Israelites: 

    Section 1   32,1-35 The Golden Calf Drama: the Covenant Broken           Divine Speeches 

   §1 Aaron makes a molten calf to serve as a god to lead the people 

   §2 YHWH wants to punish them, but Moses pleads for mercy 

   §3 Moses destroys the stone tablets as well as the molten calf 

    Section 2   33,1-23 The Intercession of Moses for the Israelites               7 Divine Speeches 

   §4 YHWH’s Presence with the Israelites 

§5 Moses YHWH’s spokesman and his mediator 

§6 YHWH’s Glory revealed to Moses 

    Section 3   34,1-35 New Stone Tablets: the Renewal of the Covenant    Divine Speeches 

   §7 New stone tablets and a new covenant 

   §8 YHWH speaks to Moses: his shining face 

Overview in Terms of Words, Letters, Divine Speeches and the Divine Name 

Verses highlighted by 17 and 26 are in bold face and the speeches are numbered 1 and 1. 

       

 Text Words Letters    Sum-W Contents 

      §1 Aaron makes a molten calf to serve as a god. 

1 Exod 32,1 34+ 117  34 (2x17) The people urge Aaron: Make gods for us and let us depart! 

2 Exod 32,2 13+ 59  47 Aaron orders them: Bring your gold rings to me. 

3 Exod 32,3 11+ 44  58 The people comply with his command and Aaron makes 

4 Exod 32,4 16+ 68  74 a molten calf. They say: “Israel, these are your gods!” 

5 Exod 32,5 11=85 45 1 85 (5x17) Aaron builds an altar for a feast for YHWH the next day. 

6 Exod 32,6 12/97 54/387  97       P The people bring offerings and engage in festive revelry. 

      §2 YHWH wants to punish them; Moses pleads for mercy 

7 Exod 32,7 13 43 2     1 110  

8 Exod 32,8 22 86  132  

9 Exod 32,9 13 42 3     2 145  

10 Exod 32,10 11+ 43  156(6x26) Let me put an end to them and make you a great nation! 

11 Exod 32,11 20+ 76 5 176 Moses: Why pour out your anger against your people? 

12 Exod 32,12 20=51 82  196 Don’t let the Egyptians think you want to kill them! 

13 Exod 32,13 25 107  221 13x17  

14 Exod 32,14 8/132 30/509 6 229     P  
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      §3 Moses destroys the tablets and the calf 

15 Exod 32,15 17 63  246 Moses returns holding the two stone tablets. 

16 Exod 32,16 11 45  257  

17 Exod 32,17 12 45  269  

18 Exod 32,18 13+ 50  282 Moses interprets the uproar as the sound of singing. 

19 Exod 32,19 20+ 71  302 He sees the calf and shatters the stone tablets, 

20 Exod 32,20 19=52 63  321 burns and grounds the calf, scatters it on the water. 

21 Exod 32,21 14+ 45  335 Moses rebukes Aaron for letting the people sin. 

22 Exod 32,22 13+ 40  348 Aaron holds the people responsible for their sin: they 

23 Exod 32,23 21+ 74  369 demanded gods, thinking Moses disappeared. 

24 Exod 32,24 12+ 47  381 So they gathered gold and this bull-calf appeared! 

25 Exod 32,25 12+ 41  393 Moses realizes that the people are out of control; 

26 Exod 32,26 13=85 50 7 406 He invites pro-YHWH men: the Levites rally to him. 

27 Exod 32,27 27 99 8 433  

28 Exod 32,28 13 47  446  

29 Exod 32,29 14 57 9 460  

30 Exod 32,30 18 70 10 478  

31 Exod 32,31 15+ 53 11 493 Moses returns to YHWH intending to intercede: 

32 Exod 32,32 11=26 38  504 “Please forgive them, or blot out my name instead!” 

33 Exod 32,33 10+ 34 12   3 514  

34 Exod 32,34 18+ 67  532  

35 Exod 32,35 12=40/315 37/1136 13 544      S  

 32,1-35 544 2031 13x  544 words (32x17) 

      §4 YHWH’s Presence with the Israelites 

36 Exod 33,1 23+ 92 14   1 567 YHWH wants Israel to set out for the promised land. 

37 Exod 33,2 11+ 56  578 He will send an Angel to drive out the inhabitants. 

38 Exod 33,3 17=51 51  59535x17 He himself shall not accompany them to that land. 

39 Exod 33,4 12 44  607  

40 Exod 33,5 25 90 15   2 632  

41 Exod 33,6 7 28  639  

42 Exod 33,7 26 90 16 665 Moses sets the Tent up for Communication with God. 

43 Exod 33,8 18 65  683  

44 Exod 33,9 13 46  696  
45 Exod 33,10 16 54  712  

46 Exod 33,11 24/192 83/699 17 736     S  

      §5 Moses YHWH’s spokesman and mediator  

47 Exod 33,12 27+ 93 18 763 Moses reminds YHWH of his promise to him and asks 

48 Exod 33,13 20+ 72  783 him to teach him his ways for the benefit of Israel. 

49 Exod 33,14 5=52 20         3 788 YHWH shall go himself: he sets Moses’ mind at rest. 

50 Exod 33,15 9 33  797  

51 Exod 33,16 21/82 80/298  818     P  

      §6 YHWH’s glory revealed to Moses* 

52 Exod 33,17 17 57 19   4 835 Moses finds favour: YHWH knows him by name. 

53 Exod 33,18 5 18  840 Moses wants to see YHWH’s glory. 

54 Exod 33,19 19 71 20   5 859 YHWH proclaims his name and what it stands for: 

55 Exod 33,20 11+ 36        6 870 Gracious is he to whom he shall be gracious. 

56 Exod 33,21 8+ 30 21   7 878 Moses must stand on a rock, from which he can 

57 Exod 33,22 11+ 45  889 experience YHWH’s glory and see his back. 
58 Exod 33,23 9=39/80 32/289  898     S 289 (17x17)   39 = 26 + 13 = YHWH-’echad. 

 33,1-23 354 1640 8x  *Note the high density of the divine speeches! 
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      §7 New stone tablets and a new covenant 

59 Exod 34,1 22 83 22 1 920  

60 Exod 34,2 14 46  934  

61 Exod 34,3 19 59  953  

62 Exod 34,4 21 80 23 974  

63 Exod 34,5 9+ 35 24 25 983 YHWH appears in a cloud and proclaims his name which  

64 Exod 34,6 15+ 56        2 26-28  998  stands for compassion, grace, long-suffering,  steadfast love, 

65 Exod 34,7 22+ 78  1020 truth, faithfulness, forgiveness, punishment for the guilty. 

66 Exod 34,8 5=51 22  1025 Moses bows to the ground and prostrates himself. 

67 Exod 34,9 20 80  1045  
68 Exod 34,10 33 113 29 3 1078  

69 Exod 34,11 17+ 71  1095 YHWH urges Moses to observe the commandments, 

70 Exod 34,12 15+ 53  1110 not to make an alliance with the inhabitants, but to 

71 Exod 34,13 10+ 43  1120 destroy their altars, sacred pillars, and poles. 

72 Exod 34,14 12+ 36 30 1132 Do not worship any other god: YHWH is jealous! 

73 Exod 34,15 14+ 61  1146 Once again: avoid any alliance with the inhabitants. 

74 Exod 34,16 12+ 56  1158 Do not marry their children: they’ll lead you astray. 

75 Exod 34,17 5=85 16  1163 You shall not make yourselves gods of cast metal! 

76 Exod 34,18 18 71  1181  

77 Exod 34,19 10+ 30  1191 All male animal firstlings belong to YHWH. 

78 Exod 34,20 16=26 58  1207 Buy back donkey firstlings and your male first-borns. 

79 Exod 34,21 9 41  1216  

80 Exod 34,22 11+ 43  1227 Observe the Feasts of Weeks and Ingathering.  

81 Exod 34,23 12+ 45 31 1239 Let all males appear 3 times a year before YHWH. 

82 Exod 34,24 21+ 82 32 1260 YHWH shall drive out the indigenous peoples. 

83 Exod 34,25 12+ 37  1272 Do not offer blood with anything leavened. 

84 Exod 34,26 12=68/386 47/1442 33 1284    P Bring your firstfruits; cook no kid in its mother’s milk. 

       

      §8 YHWH speaks to Moses: his shining face 

85 Exod 34,27 19 66 34   4 1303  

86 Exod 34,28 22 81 35 1325  

87 Exod 34,29 22 74  1347  

88 Exod 34,30 14+ 52  1361 Aaron and the Israelites are afraid of the divine glow  

89 Exod 34,31 12=26 50  1373 on Moses’ face; yet he calls them and speaks to them. 

90 Exod 34,32 15 50 36 1388  
91 Exod 34,33 8 28  1396  

92 Exod 34,34 19 66 37 1415  

93 Exod 34,35 21/152 67/534  1436    S  

 34,1-35 538 1976 16x  1976 letters (76x26) 

 32,1-34,35 1436 5294    

Observation 1  Most significantly the very first verse of Chapter 32 is made up of 34 (2x17) words, 

which sets the tone for the entire passage as a numerical composition imbued with number symbolism, 
particularly the use of the divine name numbers signifying YHWH’s presence in the events described. 
This is underlined by the fact that the first five verses have 85 (5x17) words. Note also that the chapter is 
made up of precisely 544 (32x17) words!  Number symbolism also plays a role in the use of 12 words in 
32,6 to describe that all 12 tribes accepted the golden calf as their god and that they gave themselves 
up in festive revelry.  

Moreover, in 32, 4 where the author describes the reaction of the people to the emergence of the 
golden calf: “Israel, these are your gods that brought you up from Egypt!”, he uses precisely 68 (4x17) 
letters. The symbolism of this meticulously designed formulation (repeated in 32,8) is to assert that even 
in a situation where YHWH is renounced and exchanged for an idol he is still present.  
This idea reverberates in Ps. 106,19-20, a strophe consisting of 12 words with 51 (3x17) letters!  
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Further significant numerical features of Chaper 32 will be described below in connection with the 
analysis of the narrative sections and the speeches. 

Observation 2 Chapter 33 stands out with its 7 divine speeches which occur in a high density with no 

less than four in the last seven verses (17-23). This section is designed with great skill so as to let it have 
exactly 289 (17x17) letters, very fittingly seeing the contents: the revelation to Moses of some of 
YHWH’s distinct qualities for which his name stands. This happens to be a prelude to the proclamation 
of the meaning of God’s name in 34,6-7.  
When it comes to the use of a specific, intentionally designed, number of letters, note that the crucial 
passage in 33,17-23, the watershed in the history of Israel’s idolatry, is made up of exactly  289 (17x17) 
letters  and that Chapter 34 has 1976 (76x26) letters! Two other sections of the text are highlighted by 
the use of the divine name numbers: 33,1-3, YHWH’s oath sworn to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to give 
them a land of their own and to drive out the peoples living there: 51 (3x17) words, and 33,12-14, 
YHWH’s promise to Moses that his Presence will go with him and will give him rest: 52 (2x26) words.   

Observation 3  In Chapter 34 no less than five sections are numerically highlighted:  

 First, 34,5-8, with 51 (3x17) words, YHWH’s proclamation of his name and the revelation of the 
distinct qualities for which his name stands. 

 Second, 34,11-17, with 85 (5x17) words, YHWH orders Moses to keep the commandments 
regarded as crucial for the Israelites as YHWH’s covenant people, particularly those relating to 
the relationship between Israel and the indigenous peoples. 

 Third, 34,19-20, with 26 words, the bringing of the firstlings, except that of an ass (which must 
be bought back with a lamb) and except the first-born sons, who must also be bought back. 

 Fourth, 34,22-26, with 68 (4x17) words, the commandment to observe the Feast of Weeks and 
the Feast of Ingathering, and to see to it that all males appear three times a year before YHWH. 

 Fifth, 34, 30-31, with 26 words, about how the divine glow on Moses’ face was experienced by 
Aaron and the Israelites. 

The name Moses occurs 42x. Together with the 36 instances in Part VII, it occurs 78x (3x26) in 32-40.  

Section 1  Exod 32,1-35  The Golden Calf Drama: the Covenant Broken 
                  

                        
                            

                    
     

                       
                  

                 
         

                
              

          
                       

                     
                            

                        
                  

            
           

                   
             

             
          

             
               

Narrative: 12 
Israelites:             34 (2x17) 
    2 + 20 = 22 

Aaron: 
3 + 10 = 13 

 
Narrative:  

19 
Israelites: 1 + 7 = 8 

Narrative: 5 
Aaron: 3 + 3 = 6          17 

Narrative: 12 

 
          YHWH:         1 

4 + 31 = 35  
31 + 20 = 51 (3x17) 

           YHWH:        2 

4 + 20 = 24 

Narrative: 6 
Moses:  

1 + 58 = 59  
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10 verbs express Moses’                              
reaction to the                           

 shocking scene. The                           
10 acts hint at the Ten Commandments                

                    
                    

          
                          

                        
                 

                     
                    

                   
          

                         
                 

      
                        

             
                          

                 
                 

                   
        

                          

 
 

V. 14  Narrative: 8 
Vs. 15-17a 
34 (2x17) 

 
 
 

Joshua: 3 + 3 = 6 

Moses: 1 + 12 = 13 
The 12 words hint at the 12 

tribes. 

Narrative:  
39: 

    V. 19     9a +  11b = 20 
    V. 20   11a +    8b = 19 

(39 = 17 + 22) 
Moses: 4 + 10 = 14 

Aaron:  
2 + 44 = 46 

 
 
 

Narrative: 21 (12+4+5) 
Moses: 1 + 3 = 4 

2 + 25 = 27 

 
 

Narrative: 13 
Moses:  

2 + 12 = 14 
Moses:  

4 + 12 = 16 
Narrative: 6 (2+4) 

Moses: 
1 + 21 = 22 

      YHWH:       3 
4 + 24 = 28 

Narrative: 12 
Total vs. 1-35  187 (11x17) 

Overview of the Narratives and the Speeches in Chapter 32 

Narratives YHWH’s 3 Speeches Speeches by Moses/Joshua Speeches by Aaron/Israelites 

12 
19 
  5+ 

       12=17 
 26       6 

  8 
34 
39 

  21+ 
       13=34+ 

  6+ 
    12=52 

 
 
 
 
 
4 + 31  = 35 
                  51 (3x17) 
4 + 20   = 24 
                            52(2x26) 
4 + 24  = 28 
 
 

  1   +  58 =  59  
  1   +  12 =  13 
  4   +  10 =  14 
  1   +    3 =    4 
  2   +  25 =  27 
  2   +  12 =  14 
  4   +  12 =  16 
  1   +  21 =  22 
16 + 153 =169 (153=9x17) 
  3   +    3 =    6   Joshua 
 
 

2 + 20 = 22     Israelites 
3 + 10 = 13     Aaron 
1 +   7 =   8      Israelites 
3 +   3 =   6      Aaron 
2 + 44 =  46     Aaron 

187 (11x17) 12 + 75 = 87 19 + 156 =175 (156=6x26) 11 + 84 = 95 
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Observation 4  The narrative sections stand out with their 187 (11x17) words in total, significantly 

divided as shown in the table. This also holds true for the 87 words devoted to YHWH’s speaking and 
for the 153 (9x17) words spoken by Moses and the 156 (6x26) spoken by him and by Joshua. 

Section 2   33,1-23  The Intercession of Moses for the Israelites 

                        
                 

      
   

                           
         

               
                       

               
                

                    
            

                    
                        

        
                  

            
                 

         
                 

              
                    

                      
                  

                     
     

             
                

        
                

                        
                   

                       
         

         
                

                   
            

             
              

               
 

YHWH:        1 

4 + 47 = 51 (3x17) 
 
 
          
 
 
 

Narrative: 12 

            YHWH:         2 

4 + 21 = 25 
Vs. 1-5 

47+21=68 (4X17) spoken by YHWH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vs. 6-11 
 

Narrative: 104 (4x26) 
 
 
 

Moses:  
4 + 43 = 47 

 
 
 
 

YHWH: 1 + 4 = 5        3 

Moses:  
2 + 28 = 30 

Vs. 14-17  YHWH speaks 17 words. 

              YHWH:          4 

4 + 13 = 17 

Moses: 1 + 4 = 5 

            YHWH:          5 

1 + 18 = 19   
        1 + 10 = 11       6 

 

              YHWH:       7 

2 + 26 = 28 
Vs. 17-23  289 (17x17) letters. 

Overview of the Narratives and the Speeches in Chapter 33 
             Narrative 
                   12 
                 104 (4x26) 
                 116 

YHWH’s 7 Speeches 
  4  +  47  =  51 (3x17) 
  4  +  21  =  25 
  1  +    4  =    5 
  4  +  13  =  17 

Speeches by Moses 
 
 
 
4 + 43 = 47 
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  1  +  18  =  19 
  1  +  10  =  11 
  2  +  26  =  28 
17 + 139 = 156 (6x26) 

2 + 28 = 30 
1 +   4 =   5 
7 + 75 = 82 
  156 + 82 = 238 (14x17) 

Section 3   34,1-35   New Stone Tablets: the Renewal of the Covenant 

               
                 

       
          

           
                 

                
            

                 
             

                  
          

          
                          

            
                 

             
            

            
           

               
            

                      
               

        
             

                 
         

             
                      

      
           

                   
            

          
       

     
       

                         
                 

                         
                  

              
                      

              
               

                      
               

                 YHWH:          1 

4 + 51 = 55 
51=3x17 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Narrative: 
34 (2x17) 

130 (5x26) letters 

         YHWH:        2 

1 + 32 = 33 
 

 
Narrative: 5 

Moses: 
1 + 19 = 20 

         YHWH:        3 

1 + 238 = 239 
238=14x17  

 
 

Vs. 11-17   
85 (5x17) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vs. 19-20 
26 

 
 
 
 

Vs. 22-26 
68 (4x17) 

 
 
 
 

 

YHWH:      4     

4 +   15 = 19  

Narrative: 
Vs. 28-35 
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Overview of the Narratives and the Speeches in Chapter 34 

Narratives 
        34 (2x17) 

                     5 
                133 
                172 

YHWH’s 4 Speeches 

1    4   +   51  =   55 

2    1   +   32  =   33 

3    1  + 238  = 239  

4    4  +   15  =   19 
     10  + 336 = 346 

Moses’ Speech 
 

1 + 19 = 20 

Observation 5 The chapter opens with a divine speech made up of 51 (3x17) words and a 

narrative of 34 (2x17) words. YHWH’s third speech is emphasized by its 238 (14x17) words. 
Numerically there is nothing significant about the narratives and speeches in Part VI as a whole: 
there are 475 words devoted to the narrative sections, 589 to YHWH’s speeches, 277 to Moses’ and 
Joshua’s speeches, and 95 to Aaron’s and the Israelites’ speeches (including the introductions).  
However, the speeches as such give the following picture:  

 YHWH speaks 14x   550 words 
 Moses (with Joshua) speaks 12x 250 words 
 Aaron and the Israelites speak  5x   84 words 
 All spoken words together  884 words (52x17 or 2x26x17 or 2x17x26). 

Particularly interesting is the fact that two of YHWH’s 14 speeches in 32-34, happen to be introduced 
by   , namely the first speech in 32 (v. 7) and the first speech in 33 (v. 1). The words spoken by 

YHWH amount to 31 + 47 = 78 (3x26). 
The words spoken in the remaining 30 speeches, of which the remaining 12 of YHWH’s speeches are 
introduced by    (34,6-7) and    , amount to 806 (31x26) words.  

YHWH’s appearance in a cloud, his speech, introduced by   , in which he proclaims his name and 

the qualities it stands for, and Moses’ reaction to it in 34,5-8 stands out by having 51 (3x17) words. 

Observation 6 Klaas Eikelenboom has drawn my attention to the following astonishing fact:  

In 34,27 YHWH orders Moses to write ‘these words’ down. This finalizing statement can be 
considered an indication of an important seam in the text. A word count of the text  from the time 
that YHWH enters the scene until this point (3,1-34,27) reveals that there are 13260 words in this 
section of the text. This number is a multiple of 17 and 26 (780x17 or 30x26x17).  

The rest of the book, 34,28-40,38, has 2873 words, a multiple of 17 and 13 (169x17, or 13x13x17), 
which confirms the division of the text into two parts (3,1-34,27 and 34,28-40,38), both of which 
have a number of words that are multiples of 17. This means that the entire text of 3,1-40,38 has 
16133 words in total (13260 + 2873): a multiple of 17 and 13 (949x17 or 73x13x17 ).  

And since Chapter 2, where Moses enters the scene, has 340 words, the entire text of Exod 2,1-40,38 
has 16473 words, which is once again a multiple of 17 (969x17 or 57x17x17). Keeping in mind that 
Exod 1,1-4,31 is made up of 1428 (84x17) words, we have to conclude that the Book as a whole is a 
skillfully designed numerical composition governed by the divine name number 17.  
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