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The First Commandment

Ex. 20:3,  Isaiah 40-55

Little children, keep yourselves from idols. 1 John 5:21


Imagine you were speaking to a young man, who was asking you about how he could win back the affection of his wife. You say, “Well, you should give her flowers, you should buy her a new dress, you must wash the dishes, you must clean the bathrooms, you must give her a weekend away.” He says confidently, “I’ve done all these things.” “Great,” you say, “There’s only one thing you lack. Give up your other lover.” The man went away dejected, for that was asking too much.


Many of us treat God that way. The story of the Rich Young Ruler hits home when told to expose a different idol in our lives. We aren’t faithful to our husbands, and yet we want his approval without giving up our lovers.


Thankfully, God is a jealous God. He won’t allow the affections of others in our lives, and continually points them out to us, even to our short-term hurt and anguish. O Love that will not let us go.


We’ll look today at Exodus 20:3 through the eyes of Isaiah.


Who God Is


The prophet Isaiah spoke for God from 740-701 B.C., during the reign of both good and bad kings of Judah (remember that Israel split after Solomon was king). Judah was in exile under the hands of various Assyrian kings, all of which was judgment from the hand of God, a frequent theme of Isaiah. Isaiah, as a covenantal prosecutor, tells Israel of its condition, of its future and of its final restoration from the hand of the Lord. Isaiah’s prophecies are legitimized by the various short-term things that he says will happen coming true, thereby giving Israel assurance that his long-range prophecies can also be believed to be from God as well.


All that to say that in chapter 40, we see the mountaintop of God, set before the people to worship.


This text shows us God is completely beyond our comprehension, He has spoken to us, and He stoops to care for us.


We see His holiness and His awesomeness (the word “awesome” should only really be used for God) when He begins a litany of description, meant to put us on our faces. Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand and marked off the heavens with a span? How much water can you hold in one of your hands? A few table spoons? In a world made mostly of water, God can easily hold it all (the earth has 326 million cubic miles of water – each cubic mile holds approximately one trillion gallons) in the palm of his rather large hand (anthropomorphic language here of course). 


How many people are there in the world? Something like 6 billion, right? God is not impressed: “All the nations are as nothing before him, they are accounted by him as less than nothing and emptiness.” (40:17) “It is he who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers; who stretches out the heavens like a curtain and spreads them like a tent to dwell in; who brings princes to nothing and makes the rulers of the earth as emptiness.” (40:22)


How many constellations can you name? Orion, The Big Dipper, Cassiopeia, uh, The Little Dipper, uh... “Lift up your eyes on high and see: who created these? He who brings out their host by number, calling them all by name, by the greatness of his might, and because he is strong in power not one is missing.” (40:26)


We could go on, but we’ll stop.
 I’ll let you read the rest of God’s description here and in Job. Tremendous.


But this transcendent, awesome, wholly other God still condescends to speak to us. 40:8 says, “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.”  His word can be relied upon. Unlike grass, it won’t be mowed over or scorched by the sun, or trampled bare by kids or die in the cold. This is good news, worthy of shouts like in verse 9!


Not only that, but the God who is there, the God who speaks, does so to love and protect His people. Is. 40:1-5 begins with God’s word to His covenant people (the church, made up of believers and unbelievers) that their sins have been forgiven and that He will give concrete expression to that fact. “Behold the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him and his recompense before him. He will tend his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms; he will carry them in his bosom and gently lead those that are with young.” (40:10-11) And, “I am the Lord; I have called you in righteousness; I will take you by the hand and keep you; I will give you as a covenant for the people, a light for the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.” (42:6-7) “Fear not, for I have redeemed you. I have called you by name, you are mine.” (43:21)

This God is worthy to be praised, honored and served. So what do we do?


What We Do


Isaiah shows what other nations and even Israel does. If people understand that there is an awesome, terrible, loving Creator, it would make sense to worship Him. Yet that’s not what happens.
 It’s rather humorous as he sarcastically pokes fun at the process of cutting a tree down, using some to burn and cook your food and with another part of it making a god to worship. “Half of it he burns in the fire. Over the half he eats meat; he roasts it and is satisfied. Also he warms himself and says, ‘Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!’ And the rest of it he makes into a god, his idol, and he worships it. He prays to it and says, ‘Deliver me, for you are my god.’” (44:16-17) Isaiah delivers in verse 19 a “devastating analysis of the fallen mind.”
 Man has no ability to size up the plain facts, to understand truth in mind and memory nor a discernment to sift and probe to find truth, but the idolater is “hooked on idolatry. He or she is deluded.


And we think, “Those silly little ancient people. So foolish.” We shake our heads, tsk them and know we would never do such a thing, right?!


We face a mini dilemma here: Are there truly other gods or not. Isn’t it a “waste of ammunition” to tell people to watch out for other gods if they don’t exist? Or instead of monotheism, are we really saying that we believe in henotheism, putting the one god we like best in the center and leaving the others out there. “People worship powerful forces within creation as if these were deities. They are not gods, but only so-called gods; still they are very real powers, able to enslave a person totally.”
 “The meaningless and dead idol has a grim power to make its devotees like itself (Ps. 115:8)”


“Estranged from the Creator of rain, thunder and fertile fields, people began to worship the creature instead of the Creator. All idolatrous worship is in fact the worship of creatures like rain, sexuality, love, authority and intellect. Everybody admits that these creatures can each exercise enormous power. If these powers remain in their rightful place assigned by the Creator, they serve people. But when they occupy a wrong place, then they eventually master people as God surrenders fallen man to his own desires. They become powers to which people ascribe divine power.”


Are we really any different in our modern age? Not at all. We may be a little more sophisticated, but I would guess ancient people would observe us and make easy work in pointing out our idols just by observing us for a while. 


What do we fashion to worship? We worship bodies in our fascination and promotion of breasts, abs, tiny waists and broad shoulders.  We worship fashion by spending tons of money on things that cover our bodies. We worship power by gaining advantage over others at any cost. We worship money by doing anything to get it and never feeling like we have enough. We worship careers by neglecting our families. We worship America by refusing to look at it objectively. 


How can you know your idols if they aren’t made of wood or stone? Think about what really gets you bent out of shape, what do you totally freak out about if you don’t have it. That is an idol in your life.


Your parents’ approval. A boyfriend or girlfriend. Being married by the time you’re 25. Not being married until you’re 28. Your straight As. Your up-to-date wardrobe. Being an officer in your house. Your free time. Your image. Your popularity. Your cool factor. Your aloofness. Your intellect.


These things can operate as idols, just as much as the fields and thunder and rain we mentioned earlier. They are no different, for they are things in the created order out of whack in our lives, out of priority so they’re functioning as idols. 


What Do We Do?


We come to the “How shall we then live?” question. If we see who God is, and we recognize our propensity at creating and serving idols, then what should we do about it?


If we stay in the book of Isaiah, we see that we should look to the Savior, the one who is truly and only worthy to be worshipped. He became a Suffering Servant, as described in Isaiah 53. “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (53:4-6)


God calls us to respond to this man of sorrows, this man of grace, the one who came to seek and to save sinners. “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, come and buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food. Incline your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may live, and I will make with you an everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for David.” (55:1-3) We have a life-threatening need; we are unable and helpless for we cannot purchase for ourselves and nothing can be had without payment; yet we are offered a banquet, the richness of which boggles the mind. 


God calls us to give up our wills and come to him. That is all. That is all?! How huge is that? You see, when we don’t do that we betray our hearts. We are saying that we want things both ways. We want to serve both God and Money. Both God and Sex. Both God and Image. Both God and Power. Both God and Career. Both God and Family. But God won’t have it. He simply won’t have it. It’s not a Both/And proposition, but an Either/Or one.
 You have to deal with what God calls the whores in your life that you keep running back to instead of being faithful to the one who loves you more than any other with a perfect love.  As Douma writes, “Choosing for the Lord always means making a choice that excludes every other possibility.”


What’s a real way to figure out if this is happening in your life? 


How willing are you to obey the Lord’s commands? Tim Keller has helped me think about this. Much of “where the rubber meets the road” in our pursuit of God is shown by when we do things we wouldn’t do unless God has told us. It’s easy to obey when we like it, when we agree with God, when we would have done those things anyway. But obedience is truly shown when we are faced with doing something that goes against what we would choose.


This makes sense in the physical world. What did you most want to do during finals? Sleep in. Not go to class. But an outside force told you that your natural, physical desires weren’t best for you and (I hope) you obeyed them. What about with food? My natural self tells me that I should eat Oreos, drink Mike’s Hard Lemonade and eat queso for every meal. If I do this, if I follow my desires, what will happen? I will become fat first, limiting my ability to do other things I like, and eventually my arteries will harden and I will die a premature death. So I obey something else – healthy eating and train myself to think that that is in fact what is best.


This makes sense physically. Some people even hire trainers to whip them into shape, paying them big money to stop them from their natural desires and to obey an outside force. But morally? Let your conscience be your guide. If it feels good, it must be right. My body, my choice. That’s okay for you, but I see things differently. Have it your way.


Morally we balk at obedience to an outside force we disagree with. When we do this, we are becoming our own gods, for we start to set our own standards. This is what’s so bad about picking and choosing what you think is the Bible. If you don’t except the whole thing as the Word of God (not without thinking of course, but with a reasonable faith), then how do you know what is right and what isn’t? How do you decide what is Word of God and what is Traditions of Men? How do you know what to obey and what you’re willing to toss out the window?


There are going to be things in the Bible you don’t like. You need to make a commitment to obey those things. That when the Word of God and your life are in conflict, that you’re going to lose every time. That’s the only way you can have a relationship with anyone, much less an infinite and all-knowing God. If you go into a relationship and never allow your will to be crossed or changed, then you are treating that person like an object and it just won’t work. In marriage, in friendships, in any real relationship, you have to do things you wouldn’t normally want to do, whether or not you always understand why you should do it. So it is with God. He must be able to cross your will, to be able to tell you what to do, to say that what you think is wrong is in fact right, or what you think is right is in fact wrong. Loving Him then means that you go with what He says. When you start to cut and paste what you think is true from the Bible, you begin the dangerous path away from relationship with Him, for you are saying that your intellect and your reasoning and your judgment stand over and above what He says, what He has for us to know. He cannot contradict you, for you’ve eliminated that from the relationship. Don’t do it.


This is practical Christianity. This is what shows that you love God’s Word and seek to allow it to change and transform your life instead of picking and choosing what you like because it already agrees with what you’re doing. When you do that, you’re serving yourself as God, and you’re also worshipping a modern god of your own making. You’re in a scary place. Whenever you say, or hear someone else say, “My God would never...” you’re tipped off to the fact that we aren’t talking about the God of the Bible, about Yahweh Elohim. Instead, this person has something else in mind, for He isn’t “your God,” but He is who He is whether you like it or not.


This is the covenant we’re bound to. God has redeemed and saved us. He now shows us how to live with Him, not to oppress us, but to further our relationship with Him.  “It seems that covenant renewal is needed regularly... the choice had to put before the people time and gain.”
 You can do that when you take the covenant meal, the Lord’s Supper. That’s what that is meant to be, a covenantal renewal where you can think of the things God has done and will do for you, and you can recommit to Him because of that.


Another way to think of it is the reminder of the other big covenant we have in our society – marriage. “Because only Yahweh is God, Israel and we must choose for Him. To love means to stick with your choice. When a marriage gets into trouble, the only path to resolution is the choice to love. The emotional element in that love may be wholly or partially absent, but faithfulness must come out. Concretely then, love means that husband and wife form no relationships with third parties, but maintain the choice they made for each other with their wedding vows. The same is true of our relationship with the Lord. The first commandment demands a love that is faithful to the covenant. Here, too, no third party may come between them... To love is to stick with your choice, regardless of whether it feels good. Genuine love is love tried and true.”


Lauren Winner in Girl Meets God puts it this way: “The only other person I have fallen in love with that way is Jesus, and I hope that goes more smoothly. I hope I remember, when I’m bored with Him, and antsy, and sick of brushing my teeth next to the same god every morning, I hope I will remember not to leave Him. I am not so worried He will leave me. The Bible, after all, is full of stories about God sticking with His bride, no matter how stiff-necked and prideful and unfaithful she may be.”

“To be free of idols you must live with God. Otherwise, you remain in slavery. It makes no fundamental difference whether you kneel in terror before images of deities or stand arrogantly on your own two feet. You either glorify God or you enthrone a creature (Ro. 1:21-32). Man stands free only when he is willing to live by grace; otherwise, he stoops like a slave oppressed by the powers of this world.”
 
� He created the universe as effortlessly as a craftsman constructing a model on his workbench. He is infinitely wise, totally sovereign, worthy of more worship than we could ever give him, incomparable, and enthroned above the circle of the earth. Lift up your eyes, says Isaiah, and see who has given you his word.


� Yahweh declared the whole world belonged to Him. This means that other gods wielded the scepter of power that belongs to Yahweh alone. But we must add another ingredient: actually these gods had no reality as gods. People called them gods, but they were just like their images: the work of human hands, wood and stone that could not see or hear, eat or smell.  Douma, p. 16


� Motyer, Isaiah Commentary, 280.


�Douma, p. 16


� Motyer, p. 278. 


�Douma, p. 17


� It appears that the choice for Yahweh must be a radical choice. It is not a matter of both-and, but of either-or. You cannot choose for Yahweh and at the same time hang on to the gods of Mesopotamia or Egypt, for anyone choosing Yahweh must put away all those foreign gods (Josh. 24:14, 23). Douma, p. 19


�Douma, p. 18


� Douma


� Douma again


� Winner, Girl Meets God, p. 26.


� Douma. Right.





