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| suppose | should start off today with an apolagipr. Laura Schlessinger for trading on the
name of her two best sellefien Stupid Things Women Do to Mess Up their LizedTen
Stupid Things Men Do to Mess Up their LivAd-ree Church pastor friend of mine first
borrowed the title for a series he was preachintherfen Commandments, and he said he
didn’t mind if | borrowed it from him. I'm hopinghis isn’t a violation on both our parts of the
Eighth Commandment, “You shall not steal.” | gueskould also apologize to those parents
who don't allow your children to use the S-wordust, that is). | hope you don’t hear, “But
Pastor Andrus uses it.”

Following our introductory sermon last Lord’s Dan(l by the way, | want to encourage you to
go online and either read or listen to that sermbwpant us to examine the first dumb thing
people do to mess up their lives, namely Worshgpwhrong Gods. Let's read our Scripture text
from Exodus 20:3: “You shall have no other godbeme.” That's it. The First
Commandment can be summed up in three words: N gtids!

Why, in a document like the Ten Commandments,ithassentially ethical in nature (i.e. it
presents to us ultimate standards of right and g);omould the author begin with a statement of
monotheism? What is the big deal about how peopiship? Can't people have good values no
matter what God they worship, or even without Godar that matter, without religion? After

all, “values clarification” has been a big issueur public schools at the very same time God
has largely been eliminated from the marketplageublic ideas.

Well, just ask yourself how successful the valuasfecation effort has been? Have you seen
any improvement in the ethical and moral level @f schools? Do you think we are any closer
to a public consensus concerning right and wrorgghtend instead that we are more lost in a
sea of relativism than ever before. The lessonghatild scream out to us is that ethiusstbe
based upon theology. That is, no concept of riglt\arong can be effective and long-lasting
unless it is grounded in a right concept of God.

Why is this? Very simply because people inevitdidgome like the gods they worship. If a man
worships a licentious god, like the Baals of thdistimes, he will become a licentious man. If he
worships a hard, stern god, like Allah, he is kil become fatalistic and vengeful. If he
worships a sentimentalized god, like the god ofNlkee&ry Age movement, his faith will be all
warm and fuzzy but unable to stand up to the rigbreality. If he worships the god of
humanism and individualism, he will become a slavkis own appetites and impulses. A man’s
god dictates his conduct, consciously or subconstyo

We said last Sunday that while eight of the Ten @amdments are negative in form, each of
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them can be expressed both positively and neggtivel each affirms something and forbids
something.

What doesthe First Commandment affirm?

1. It affirmsthat thereisa God. In fact, the preface to the First Commandment iseve
2, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you outgjypt, out of the land of slavery,” tells us
not only who this God is but what He has done.dHé Lord Godyahweh Elohekahe self-
existent God. No one created Him, and He is theeatesponsible to no one. He is self-
sufficient, and therefore He does not depend ow@yor anything. Any god less than this is
not God, and all so-called gods are less tharl Biig.then we are told that this claim of God’s
existence is rooted in historical fact. There iseaathly explanation for what happened in the
Exodus, that greatest of all deliverances in tiséohy of Israel. The miracles that occurred then
were stupendous, and God makes a claim on théirbacause of what He did in space and
time.

2. 1t affirmsthat thereisonly one God. The First Commandment also contains a clear
and concise affirmation of monotheism—belief in @w and one alone. Of course, there have
been many views besides monotheism that have leddrb tribes, people, and nations all over
the world, probably throughout history, but eacHigallowed by the First Commandment. Let
me mention six of these. The first is atheism,rtbgon that there is no God.

Atheism. Some today would have us think atheism is a prodiitte Enlightenment or the
scientific age in which we live. Ancient man mayeaeeded to believe in God in order to
explain the phenomena of nature, but we know baitky. We have Darwinism and natural
selection to explain human existence. We have tifabl¢ telescope to explain the universe’s
beginning. We have conquered the genetic codeplaiexdisease. Who needs God?

But the fact is atheism has been around long bef@recientific age, actually for millennia. The
only thing different today is the militancy of atbm. Brilliant scientists and scholars like Carl
Sagan, Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, and Christoplitehens have been extremely vocal not
only about their own certainty that God does nastebut also about the ignorance and
superstition demonstrated by anyone who does leeiire@od.

But you don’t have to be an intellectual to be #rest. All you have to be is a fool. The

Psalmist wrote 3,000 years ago, “The fool has salds heart, ‘There is no god.” By referring

to the atheist as a fool | am not casting aspessionhis intellect. “Fool” is a moral term, not an
intellectual evaluation. Some of these individuals extremely bright in their fields, but one can
be extremely bright and a fool at the same timdefective who ignored the fingerprints at a
crime scene would be a foolish detective. The atheia fool because he ignores the fingerprints
of God on this universe.

Agnosticism. The second view denied by the first commandmeragmosticism, which holds
there is not enough information to know whetherehis a God or not. On the surface,
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agnosticism is a more rational position than atheisfter all, the agnostic is not claiming to
know absolutely that there is no God. He’s withimmydudgment until more evidence is in. But
the fact is there is plenty of evidence,; it’s jtist the spiritually blind cannot see. It's not eve
that they don’t want to see; thegnnot 2 Corinthians 4:4 says, “The god of this aged8phas
blinded the minds of unbelievers so they cannotlsedght of the gospel of the glory of
Christ.” (See also John 9:39). Most agnostics heywtay, are practical atheists, because while
acknowledging they are unsure whether there igdathey generally live like there is none.

Deism. A third view is Deism, the view that God created World but never interferes with it.
He set in place immutable natural laws, and ngtuogides all we need to live by. But Deism is
renounced in the very prologue to the Ten Commantkneéle is the God who “brought you out
of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” The God bétBible is one who interfaces with his
creation, who rules it through His providence, amdry once in a while even interrupts the laws
by which He established it to run.

Henotheism. Fourth, we have henotheism, the belief in a natigod or a tribal deity.
Henotheists worship only their own god but acknagkethat the gods of other nations or tribes
are quite as real as their own. When an ancidrg tonquered one of its neighbors, it not only
seized their possessions and their women, butlasiogods, believing such an action would
give them continuing dominance over their enemies.

Interestingly, there is a resurgence of henoth@srmang many mainline church liberals today.
They profess to believe in the Christian God andlipaservice to Him, but they tend to view
the Christian God as more-or-less the tribal deityhite, Anglo-Saxon capitalists, and in a
desperate effort to be tolerant and broad-mindexy; grant equal validity to Allah, Buddha,
Confucius, Sophia, what-have-you.

Polytheism. Polytheism refers to a belief in many gods at #raestime. Most ancient cultures
of the world, including the Greeks and Romans, vpatlgtheistic, and many still are today,
perhaps the best known being Hinduism, which weashiillions of gods. Mormonism is also
polytheistic, in that it teaches that humans ate sbbecome gods, just as God was once a
human.

In Old Testament days the prophets were partigutamhcerned about a certain kind of
polytheism. When Moses delivered the Ten Commantsnére Israelites had just escaped from
the polytheism of Egypt but were heading for amewerse kind in Canaan called “Baal
worship.” The most dangerous aspect of Baal worsshipat it was a fertility cult, which turned
sexual immorality into an act of worship, and glatf and drunkenness into a way of praising
the gods. If there was going to be any chance tal’$Speople to survive morally and spiritually
in that kind of world, they had to begin with aidadnd accurate view of the one true God.
That's why the Ten Commandments start out as tbey d
One can hardly underestimate the profound impantafotheism on those rescued from pagan
cultures. Listen to Joy Davidman, the wife of CL8wis:

... the belief in one God slew a host of horronsilign storm demons, evil jinn of



sickness, blighters of the harvest, unholy tyrawesr life and death; belief in God
destroyed the fetishes, the totems, the beast-tdadkes of old time. It laid the ax to
sacred trees watered by the blood of virgins, iasined the child-eating furnaces of
Moloch, and toppled the gem-encrusted statueseopéevish divinities half-heartedly
served by Greece and Rome.

The old gods fought among themselves, loved ared lvéithout reason,
demanded unspeakable bribes and meaningless ftsttéthile they were worshiped, a
moral law was impossible, for what pleased oneydetuld offend another. If your wife
ran away from you, it was not because you beatlhdrbecause you’'d forgotten the
monthly sacrifice to Ishtar; just offer a doublecgéice, and you'd get two new wives
prettier than the old.

Then came the knowledge of God. An almost unimbtgnerson—a single
being, creator of heaven and earth, not to be lativéth golden images or children
burned alive; loving only righteousness. A beingwlemanded your whole hedrt.

| am not suggesting, of course, that monotheismimtasduced by the First Commandment.
Adam and Eve and their early descendants knew thaseonly one God, but as the human race
multiplied and spread, these other views devel@metiwere propagated. By the time of Moses,
God deemed it necessary to re-affirm and actualiynsstone, literally, what had once been
obvious—namely that there is only one God and Ydhwélis name. All other so-called gods
are imposters.

This is, of course, a very exclusive view. It ddeghwell with our postmodern concepts today.
We like to be tolerant, which no longer meaespectingndividuals even though we reject their
ideas; today it mearecceptingtheir ideas, no matter how absurd they are, aaléquwalue to

our own, and accepting their gods as equal to wm. ®Vhich brings me to add a sixth “ism” to
the list in our outline, which | also believe to foebidden by the First Commandment:

Syncretism. Syncretism is defined as the attempt to reconatdrary beliefs, often while

melding practices of various faiths. It is an irstie approach to religion that tries to find the
best in every tradition. The best known examplsyoicretism today is probably the ecumenical
movement, which began with an effort to focus orawdifferent faiths have in common rather
than how they differ. There’s a certain rationalehat and anyone can see value in it to a certain
extent. Most pro-life evangelicals have no probjeming with Catholics to fight abortion or

with Mormons to oppose same-sex marriage. Thagsoa kind of ecumenism.

| have even at times called myself an evangelicahenist, by which | mean that | want to
focus on the areas of agreement between true e@algerather than on how we differ. | can
have true fellowship with a Presbyterian believespite the fact that he baptizes infants and |
dedicate them. | can have fellowship with a Luthdvaliever despite the fact that he has a
different view of the Lord’s Supper. | can havddelship with a charismatic believer despite the
fact that my worship is more cerebral and his neanetional. And anyone who attended the
Mayor’s Prayer Breakfast a few weeks ago knows jtassible to have fellowship with a born-
again Catholic, as the speaker delivered a firterieny of faith in Jesus. | want to enjoy
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fellowship withall thosewho have been born again by faith in Christ notenathat their label
and no matter what our differences in areas noentiss to the Gospel.

But | have no interest whatever in the kind of eeaem that has been pushed for the past 50
years by the National Council of Churches, whicteesially tries to find the lowest common
denominator in all faiths, which unashamedly clathese are many ways to God, and which
adamantly refuses to call any faith false, excefptourse, for faith that has the audacity to claim
Jesus as the only Way. To that kind of ecumenis@alyr syncretism) God says in unmistakably
clear language, “You shall have no other gods leefoe.”

Thirdly, the statement, “You shall have no othedgbefore me, or besides me,” is also a
statement about worship.

3. It affirmsthat God isto be wor shiped. The statement that “You shall have no other
gods before me,” inherently also expresses, “YostrhaveMe.” To worship is to ascribe value
to an object. The original English word was “wosthip” or worthiness. That which has worth or
value in your sight is what you worship. To worstgfo value anything above other things so
that you serve it through the amount of energytand you expend on it.

It is possible, and in fact quite common, to wopsthings other than God. It is even possible to
profess an orthodox faith and be part of a biblatalrch yet not worship God at all. Worship has
little to do with what we say we love and valued averything to do with what we actually love
and value. Worship has relatively little to do wittusic, folded hands, or closed eyes, and
everything to do with where our hearts are. Mactither put it this way: “God is that in which |
place my final trust.” We could also say, “That Wanich | would give anything and accept
nothing in exchange is the most important thinginlife. Whatever that is, is my god.”

So far we have seen what the First Commandmenitraffithat there is a God, that there is only
one God, and that that God deserves to be worshiheds we have seen, each of the
Commandments both affirms and forbids.
What doesthe First Commandment forbid?
And the answer is obvious.

1. It forbidsidolatry. Idolatry is worshiping anyone or anything othwart the one true
God. We are most familiar with the kind of idolathat involves graven images—savages
groveling before a totem pole, cruel-faced staitnd4indu temples, or priests of Baal dancing
around Elijah’s altar. This is idolatry alright, tatiis not all that is idolatry.
| think it is important to make a distinction hehat we will carry forward next week.

Some people use graven imagesto represent false gods.

Some people use graven imagesto represent the true God.



Both are forbidden. The first is forbidden prindipdy the First Commandment, and the second
is forbidden principally by the Second Commandméash will be explaining the second next
week, but | will focus today on the graven imadest represent false gods.

2. Why isidolatry of thiskind forbidden? | suggest three reasons:

It isignorant. It's dumb, stupid, and idiotic. There isn't a sengitelligent thing about idol
worship. Isaiah 44 speaks of how an idol worshquis down a tree, uses part of it to make a
fire to bake his bread and part of it to make a §@hat kind of sense does that make? Isaiah 40
talks about how the idol has to be made out ofwaad, because no one would want his god to
rot. And it has to be made wider at the bottom thtatie top so it won't totter in the wind. It
would be a shame for your god to fall over on yod mjure you.

One of the most telling descriptions of the idolrgloper in all of literature comes from the
apocryphal book calle@ihe Letter of JeremialThis letter is not inspired Scripture, but ibs
guotable as Shakespeare or C. S. Lewis. In onegéditade against idols, the letter says that
when a wooden idaloeseventually rot, the priests just claim its heat heelted. The idol can
do nothing to keep bats, swallows, birds and cat® fighting on its head. And when a fire
breaks out in a temple, the priests manage tolfleiethe gods are burned like a wooden beam.

It ismorethan ignorant to worship an idoal; it is contemptible. Something can be ignorant
without being contemptible, but idol worship is bhagnorant and contemptible. The prophets
had nothing but biting sarcasm for idol worship@itsere is probably no passage that
demonstrates that better than 1 Kings 18. In theifiating story about Elijah and the prophets of
Baal, the prophet displays utter contempt for tted-gods of Ahab and Jezebel. He mocks them
by urging them to “call out with a loud voice, fBaal is a god.”

But, of course, gods are busy-they aren't jushgitin clouds strumming guitars. So Elijah
suggests that Baal may be on a journey, or maykgust returned from a trip and is taking a
nap, or perhaps he has stepped off the trail teveehimself. That's a euphemistic way of
expressing what the Hebrew says—the actual langunagkl offend our sensitivities. But it didn't
bother Elijah to use it because he wanted to ofteed sensitivities. He wanted to awaken them
to the utter ridiculousness of their worship oflgdo

But idol wor ship ismor e than ignorant and mor e than contemptible; it is dangerous. The
Apostle Paul has a lot to say about idolatry, bethave to examine it carefully or we can
misunderstand. In 1 Corinthians 8:4 he says, “Wnakthat an idol is nothing at all in the world
and that there is no God but one.” However, in tirEoians 10 the same Apostle sounds an
alarm when we says, “My dear friends, flee fromadiy” (10:14). If an idol is nothing, then
why should we flee from it? He goes on to explaii®:18-20:

“Do not those who eat the sacrifices participatehe altar? Do | mean then that a

sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that @ol is anything? No, but the sacrifices

of pagans are offered to demons, not to God, atarot want you to be participants



with demons.”

In other words, while an idol is not alive and eéstainly not a “god,” still there are spiritual
realities called demons whiseidols for their own benefit. Therefore idol worseip are not
merely worshiping wood and stone carvings, and tegtainly aren’t worshiping God. They are
actually uniting themselves with demons. That's sleary!

So it is clear from this passage that all relig®not intrinsically good and it is also clear why
God continually and unceasingly warns believeriéeim from false religion.

The last question | want to ask regarding the i@hmandment is this:
How does the First Commandment apply today?

Are you aware of the degree to which idolatry i gtacticed today? Hinduism, the dominant
religion in India today, has approximately 350,@00 gods, about one for every three people,
and almost all are represented by idols. Cows atsdare worshiped, to the point that rats every
year, according tdlational Geographiceat enough grain to fill a train of grain car®t&thing

from San Diego to New York. But no one will extenaie them because they are sacred. There
is a beautiful bird hospital in New Delhi, wherenged creatures, also worshiped, receive
expensive medical care while human beings stardedth on the streets outside the hospital.
That, friends, is the modern legacy of pagan idglatery little different from its ancient legacy.

But you say, we evangelicals aren’t in any dandédalatry. No one is going to erect a bronze
statue of Billy Graham in our sanctuary! No, prdigaint, but there is nevertheless a very real
danger of the infiltration of idolatry in the chiarrtoday. After all, all idols are not all the same
shape, are they? Listen as | read again from JoydDen:
| worship a Porsch sports car, brother. All my daggve it offerings of oil and
polish. Hours of my time are devoted to its ritual; and it establishes me among my
friends as a success in life. What model is yoal; iorother?
| worship my house beautiful, sister. Long andrgvineditation have | spent on
it; the chairs contrast with the rug, the curtaimarmonize with the woodwork, all of it is
perfect and holy. . . . | live only for the servafemy house, and it rewards me with the
envy of my sisters, who must rise up and call ressleld. Lest my children profane the
holiness of my house with dirt and noise, | drivent out of doors. What shape is your

idol, sister?
| worship the pictures | paint, . . . | worship fjoy; . . . | worship my golf game,
my bridge game . . . | worship my comfort; aftdy ish't enjoyment the goal of life? . . . |

worship my church; | want to tell you, the work weelone in missions beats all other
denominations in this city, and next year we cdardfthat new organ, and you won't
find a better choir anywhere . . . | worship myself"

"What shape is your idol?"

The First Commandment calls us to undivided loy#itthe one true God. While we don’t have
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totem poles in our churches, and we don’t wear atadhat we worship, it is common for our
loyalty to be divided between God and other priesitsuccess, science, health, the environment,
democracy, conservatism, capitalism, secularismamism, naturalism, and the cult of

progress. Celebrity idolatry is incredibly widespaen our society, and even in the church. |
think Michael Moriarty is right on target when heites,

The idolizing process is at work . . . in churchesund the globe. God is
presented as the enterprise deity who lends almiginpport to political crusades, the
celestial therapist whose main objective is to madeple feel better about themselves,
the tame God who won't . . . ruffle our comfortatdathers or the divine chameleon who
conforms to individual spiritual experiences. Thgeds are always supportive,
compassionate, congenial, and very stimulating

And John Timmerman adds these very thoughtful comisne
We—church organizations, too—want a god that rexguito commitment of us,
one we can quickly understand and manipulate. Weywithrough the Sunday rituals
because we hope thereby to appease God, to kel@p gnod side, just in case we ever
should need his help. But please don’t ask uséalbout of those rituals in order to
struggle into a serious personal relationship ofdand obedience. This is idolatfy.

The long and short of it is that everybody worsthipmsething or someone. We worship what we
supremely value or admire most. People chart thieseoof their lives based on what they
believe really matters. God wants that place inhmarts and lives, and He wants it all to
Himself.

Conclusion: The Second Commandment, as we will see next theances from “No other
gods!” to “No graven images!” That is, we are ne¢meto make or use visible manifestations of
the one true God as an aid to our worship of Hiher€ is a strong tendency to do this in
Christendom, because the God we worship, unlikgts of the pagans, is invisible. We want
to make Him more tangible and visible and graspattevever, this almost always leads to a
denigration of God’s character.

Of course, God Himself provided for our need towbat He is like and to know Him
intimately. Listen to Colossians 1:15-20:

He (Jesus Christ) is the image of the invisible Gbd firstborn over all creation. For
by him all things were created: things in heaved an earth, visible and invisible, whether
thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all tlgs were created by him and for him. He is
before all things, and in him all things hold tolget. And he is the head of the body, the
church; he is the beginning and the firstborn framong the dead, so that in everything he
might have the supremacy. For God was pleased\e hH his fullness dwell in him, and
through him to reconcile to himself all things, wher things on earth or things in heaven, by
making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

It is not idolatry to worship the image God Himdedfs provided; i.e. His One and Only Son. All other
images are idolatrous.
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One of the great sculptures of Christ is that bpritaldsert. After he had carved it he was offered a
commission to carve a statue of Venus for the LeuniParis. His answer was, “The hand that carved
the form of Christ can never carve the form of athen goddess.” Would that all Christians had the
same kind of single-minded commitment when theyeoonChristian worship.
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