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Exodus 20:1-11 The Ten Commandments Part 2

Last week really began the account of receiving the 10 Commandments. Chapter 19 set
the stage with this incredible display of God’s glory descending on Mount Sinai, and
rules for the giving of the Mosaic Covenant that demonstrated the holiness of God. We
saw that everything that happens in the giving of the 10 Commandments and the
greater Mosaic law is a Covenant that God is making with the people of Israel with the
intent of creating a holy people based purely on his gracious sovereign choice of this
people. We see this in the key verses for the Mosaic Covenant, Exodus 19:5-6A. 5 Now
therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my
treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; 6 and you shall be to
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” But how will this happen? How will sinful
people who are no more worthy of being in relation to God than the people of Egypt who
were holding them captive, become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation? This
covenant lays out the terms for that to happen. In other words, they define what it takes
to please a holy God and live as a holy nation and people. And the requirements are so
much higher than | think most of us have ever considered.

Let’s start reading chapter 20 and see these commandments, which are actually
referred to as sayings or words in Hebrew, and how they apply to us today. Verses 1-2
introduce the words that God is about to say. 20 And God spoke all these words,
saying, ?“l am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of slavery. When it comes to the Ten Commandments, the Westminster Shorter
Catechism and Benjamin Keach’s Baptist version are very helpful. For each command,
they ask: What is required? What is forbidden? and address specific issues. These
catechisms have shaped my own understanding of the Ten Commandments. The preface
to the commandments shows the basis of God’s authority. He revealed himself as
YAHWEH, | AM WHO | AM—the sovereign self-existent Creator who delivered Israel
from slavery. As their Redeemer, He now has the right to set the standards of holiness
for His people, then and now. But these commandments are far more than simple do’s
and don’ts.

After repeating the basis for his authority God gives the first commandment in verse 3.
“You shall have no other gods before me. Now on the surface you can see how this
would seem simple. Of course, we should not worship any other gods. After all as Psalm
96:5 points out, For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols, but the LORD made
the heavens. Wouldn’t it be natural for those God has called to be his people to worship
him as God? It should be but our worship is easily misdirected. Everyone worships. Tim
Keller was fond of quoting the postmodern writer David Foster Wallace when he says,...
everyone worships. The only choice we get is what to worship. According to Keller,
"worship" is ...the ascribing of highest worth. Whatever you value or love the most---
whatever is your greatest source of significance and security---you are worshipping in
your heart. Even for Christians, we can find our greatest significance and security in
things other than God. When we do this we are not obeying the first commandment. You
see the first commandment does not just positively tell us to give worship to God, it also
implies negatively that we cannot give the worship he is due to anything or anyone else.

It should be obvious that as Christians too often our hearts can be worshipping
something other than God. It could be education. It could be entertainment. It could be
prestige and honor in our community. It could even be family and putting the centrality



of our family life above the worship of God. In this definition, good things can become
idolatrous things, and displace God in our lives. Which leads to the second
commandment in verses 4-6. *“You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any
likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in
the water under the earth. ° You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for |

the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children
to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, °but showing steadfast love to
thousands™ of those who love me and keep my commandments. The first commandment
is one of God demanding the exaltation of himself alone, and the second commandment
shows us his heart as to why he would demand this. John Piper points out that in this
second commandment you have a picture of a husband to a wife. God describes himself
as a “jealous God”... This makes perfect sense when we understand that God’s
relationship to his people is described as one of marriage. Jeremiah 2:2 says, 2 “Go and
proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus says the Lord, “I remember the devotion of
your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not
sown. So, the people God chooses to be his own, and delivers from captivity, he has
chosen to be his bride. It’s a metaphor used throughout Scripture. When we come to the
New Covenant, the picture of the church is one of being Christ’s bride. In fact, marriage
itself pictures that relationship. Ephesians 5:25-27 says, 25 Husbands, love your wives,
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26 that he might sanctify her,
having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 so that he might present
the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she
might be holy and without blemish. As would be natural for any husband, God says your
loyalty, love and devotion is to be only for me. To divide your affection for any other
thing is adultery against your Creator and Savior. In the ancient world of that time it was
images, statues, and even natural objects, animals or trees or rocks that may become
items of devotion and worship. Sounds familiar to our setting in Japan, doesn’t it? How
many statues thought to contain the spirit of a kami are scattered across the landscape
of Japan? How many temples contain the image of Buddhas and other spiritual beings?
There is so much open idolatry that it becomes common place. It is easy when
surrounded by it and avoiding it to say I’m not participating in it. Perhaps for some of
you, you do need to be more careful of your involvement in social situations that include
activities involving religious rituals and shrines and temples. But for most of us, violation
of this commandment will come in other ways. This commandment means that we do not
utilize images in the worship of God, but even beyond that, it is forbidding us from
worshipping God in any way not “appointed in his Word” as the Westminster Shorter
Catechism says. We must only worship God and God alone, but we must do it his way.
This applies to our corporate worship as a church as we try to align as closely as we can
to what the Word of God tells us worship in the church should be.

But notice that God’s jealousy comes with the assurance of his eternal love. It is easy to
stay true to the worship of God, when we have the guarantee of his love to see us
through. His judgement against those who don’t worship him is severe. Verse 5 says, he
visits... the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generation of
those who hate me... But God’s love is just strong in the opposite direction. Verse 6
says, he shows... steadfast love to thousands™ of those who love me and keep my
commandments. The word steadfast love is the word God uses over and over to
describe how he feels about his people. This is not an overbearing husband with the
threat of anger or abuse to keep his wife in line. This is a husband who passionately
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loves a wife, and based on our study a couple of years ago in Hosea, a wife who has not
been faithful. Yet God chooses his people to be his own, to pour out his steadfast, never
ending, never changing, always dependable, love on... to give those people no reason to

look to anyone or anything else for their satisfaction.

And for a God like that, the third command naturally follows on the heels of the first
two. Verse 7 says, ' “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for

the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain. The God whose glory
demands that he is the only being in the universe that is to be worshipped, also
demands that his name not be misused. Of course, this goes back to his self-revelation
as YAHWEH, but it goes beyond that. It is not just his name, but all titles related to him,
his attributes, his commands, his Word and his works. This means that any abusing of
anything by which God makes himself known is a violation of this command. So, how
does this look in a practical sense? On the more obvious side, using Jesus’s name or
God’s name as a curse word is prohibited. | have known even Christians who who were
fond of using Jesus or God as an expression of surprise or even irritation and anger -
basically a curse word. Most of us don’t do that, but Jesus seems to be referencing this
commandment to a certain extent, when he says in Matthew 5:33-37, 33 “Again you
have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall
perform to the Lord what you have sworn.” 34 But | say to you, Do not take an oath at
all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool,
or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. 36 And do not take an oath by your
head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’
or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil. It is an abuse of God’s name to use his
name to avoid being honest. So, to lie about God or to give a wrong impression of God is
to misuse his hame, which is what the Jewish religious leaders had done with oath taking
rules in the Old Testament. Giving a dishonest view of God to others is what is
happening when pastors or churches or theologians paint a picture of God that shows
him as approving of sinful lifestyles and actions such as LGBTQ. When this happens, the
Lord’s name is being taken in vain because it is dishonest about the nature of God
himself, his character and his attributes.

But there is one more commandment we need to look at today. Verses 8-11 say,
“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your
work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do
any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant,
or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For in six days the LORD
made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the
seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” Christians
have differed on how to apply this command. Some, following Covenant Theology and
the catechisms | mentioned, teach that Sunday is the Christian Sabbath. Our own
statement of faith—the Baptist Faith and Message—says instead “ 7he first day of the
week is the Lord’s Day. It is a Christian institution for regular observance. It
commemorates the resurrection of Christ from the dead and should include exercises of
worship and spiritual devotion, both public and private. Activities on the Lord’s Day
should be commensurate with the Christian’s conscience under the Lordship of Jesus
Christ” This means we don’t see a direct correlation between Sunday and the Sabbath
day, originally Saturday, the 7th day, but we do still see a day devoted to the worship of
God for the church, a spiritual day of rest. Ultimately, Christ has fulfilled this covenant,



and in Him we find our true Sabbath. Hebrews 4:3 speaks of this Sabbath rest in
relation to our salvation. 3 For we who have believed enter that rest, as he has said, “As
| swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest,”” although his works were finished
from the foundation of the world. For us as Christians today, the heart of the command
is learning to rest - physically and spiritually- in Christ. God does not intend his people
to work themselves to death and burn out emotionally, physically or spiritually.
Sometimes that means fighting laziness, other times it means learning to stop and say
no. Busyness is not rest, but neither are most vacations. But Jesus invites us in
Matthew 11:28 28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and | will give you
rest. And we dare not take this lightly—for even our Creator himself who needs no rest,
set the pattern in Genesis: six days of work, one day of rest. If He modeled it, so should
we.

These first four commands to have no other gods before the true God, to make no idols
or images of God in the worship of God, to honor God’s name and to keep the Sabbath,
are all directed towards God himself. The last 6 we will look at next week are directed
more towards our actions towards other human beings. This is why when Jesus
summarizes the entire law into two commands, in answer to a religious leader he says in
Mark 12:29-31 * Jesus answered, “The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our
God, the Lord is one. * And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” * The second is this: ‘You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.” There is no other commandment greater than
these.” These first four commandments are showing us how to truly love God with all
our heart, soul, mind and strength--- When we understand all the implications of these
commands, what should become very clear is that none of us are capable of truly loving
God as we should. The heart of the problem is our sin. Romans 3:23 is true when it says
that all of us have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Our sin keeps us from fully
worshipping and glorifying God as God in obedience to his commands. We all have set
up idols in our hearts, and perhaps even physical idols from the culture around us and
worshipped other things that aren’t God. The solution to the problem of our failure in
loving God and worshipping God is the same as the solution to our sin - the sacrifice of
Jesus on the cross and His resurrection. Only by repenting of our sin and trusting in
Jesus as Lord and Savior can our imperfect and too often divided worship be accepted
by a holy God. This is based on the perfect obedience that Jesus lived and is imputed or
given to us based on the faith we have as a gift of God’s grace. It is through the
indwelling Holy Spirit who we have because of Christ that we are able to worship God in
the way he demands and deserves. The more we grow in Christ and have our lives
shaped in obedience by the Holy Spirit, the more our worship aligns with these first four
commandments as we grow day by day in our love for God and as we will see next week,
our love for others. Let’s pray.



