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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, AMEN. 

 The last time together we had an introduction to the Ten 

Commandments.  Because that was a few weeks ago, there are a number of 

points that I want to review with you quickly, first regarding the general 

characteristics of the Law and second concerning the structure of the Law.  

First, we saw that the Law blesses God's people.  It teaches those who have 

been born again how they are to live the new life of freedom they have been 

given.  You can think of it this way.  The Israelites were led into freedom 

from the house of bondage that was Egypt, where they had been slaves for 

many long and hard years.  But now that Moses had led them to freedom, 

how were they to live?  What were their lives supposed to look like?  They 

had been slaves for so long, simply following orders, that they hadn't a clue 

what to do next.  Well, that is where the law comes in.  These are the words 

of Moses recorded in Deuteronomy 11: 

 Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds: tie them as 
symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Teach them 
to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when 
you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.  
Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates, so 
that your days and the days of your children may be many in the land 
that the Lord swore to give your forefathers... 
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The Law shows those who have been rescued, those who have been saved, 

how to live their lives with thankfulness to God; how to live their lives and 

be blessed.  In short, it teaches believers how to worship. 

 The Law blesses.  It also abides.  The Law is everlasting because it is 

a reflection of the character of God.  We must not think that the Law was 

first given to Moses.  It wasn't. It was first given to Adam and Eve and 

written on their hearts.  Then, through sin, that once innate knowledge was 

lost, so God in his mercy had to give the Law once more.  This second time 

he wrote the Law on stone tablets.  But the Law will be written on the heart 

once more.  This is Jeremiah 31:33 and following: 

 "This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after 
that time," declares the Lord.  "I will put my law in their minds and 
write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my 
people.  No longer will a man teach his neighbour, or a man his 
brother, saying, `Know the Lord,' because they will all know me, from 
the least of them to the greatest," declares the Lord.  "For I will 
forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more." 

 The Law blesses and abides.  It also comprehends.  It covers all 

people and all of life for all time.  It is no respecter of persons or classes or 

educational achievement or race or income level.  "Thou shalt not steal" 

applies equally to people who live on skid row and people who work in the 

parliament buildings.  It applies to the sophisticates who live in Manhattan 
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and the tribesman who lives in central Africa.  The Law of God presses its 

claims upon all people, everywhere, for all time.   

 Well, those are a number of the general characteristics of the Law.  

Here are some of the more specific features: The Ten Commandments are 

divided into two tablets, the first outlining our responsibilities to God and 

the second delineating our obligations to our fellow men.  The first tablet 

deals with, in order, God's person, his worship, his name and his day.  The 

second tablet starts in the home and works outward.  It begins with the 

honouring our parents and then the treating our neighbours with love as 

regards their lives, their marriages, their possessions and their good names.  

And finally, in the tenth commandment against coveting, we find a summary 

of all the commandments and we see how each one addresses not only our 

outward actions, but also our hearts. 

 Two more things.  First, each commandment has a negative and 

positive aspect.  For example, the commandment not to bear false witness 

against a neighbour means not only that we commanded to refrain from 

lying; it also means we are under obligation to speak the truth.  And not only 

are we not to damage a neighbour's reputation through lying, in a positive 

sense we are to do all in our power to defend his good name.  Second, each 
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commandment is inclusive.  That is, each commandment speaks of one sin 

that represents a whole category of sins.  For example, the commandment 

against adultery is also a commandment against pre-marital sex or 

homosexual activity and the commandment against stealing includes such 

things as taking a sick day from work when you are really well or neglecting 

to mention that a car you are selling to someone has serious mechanical 

problems.  "Buyer beware" is good advice for the purchaser of a used car but 

it doesn't mean the seller isn't guilty of theft if he actively or passively 

misrepresents the car he is selling. 

 Well, with that background in mind, let's turn our attention to the first 

commandment.  "Thou shalt have no other gods before me."  The first 

commandment tells us that we are to love God above all else.  Love him 

more than wife and family.  More than reputation.  More than life itself.  In 

the word's of Luther's great hymn of the Reformation, we are to be ready to 

"let goods and kindred go; this mortal life also."  And we are to love God not 

so much for what he gives but rather for who he is.  We are to love him for 

his own sake because he is the Creator and we are his creatures, he is our 

Father and we are his children. 
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 That means, on the negative side, removing anything in our lives that 

could damage or hinder the relationship of covenant love God established 

through Christ.  Our relationship with God is pictured in Scripture as a 

marriage.  God is the groom.  Israel, the church, is the bride.  And idolatry is 

spiritual adultery.  It is putting something else either in the place of God or 

alongside of God.  The thing is, God will not tolerate this.  He is a jealous 

God.  A jealous husband.  He will not share his wife with other gods.   

 When God commands, "You shall have no other gods before me," he 

is not saying that "If I am number one, you can have different gods as 

number two and three.  It is fine as long as I have priority."  No.  God isn't 

interested in a marriage as the Mormons imagine it.  He is saying, you shall  

have no other gods "in my presence."  Before my face.  And because God's 

presence is everywhere, no other gods will be tolerated.  Here is a portion of 

Psalm 139: 

Where can I go from your Spirit? 
Where can I flee from your presence? 

If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 

If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
even there you hand will guide me, 
your right hand will hold me fast. 
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 Now you may ask, "But why is God concerned?  The idols are 

nothing.  The truth is there are no other gods.  God cannot be afraid of 

another power beside him, as if there were one that could threaten him.  

Look at Psalm 2.  A plot is being hatched against the Sovereign Lord.  The 

nations' kings have come together.  "The kings of the earth take their stand 

and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.  

`Let us break their chains,' they say, `and throw off their fetters.'"  What 

happens?  God gets a good chuckle out of it.  "The One enthroned in heaven 

laughs; the Lord scoffs at them."  Beloved, God is not concerned about his 

safety.  He is not concerned that a rival might arise and wrest the throne 

from him.  He is concerned first about his glory, a glory he will not share, 

but secondly, he is concerned about us.  He doesn't want us to give away the 

love of our hearts to something that is no God and discover too late we 

trusted in a vanity.   

 Perhaps some of you know this in a deeply personal way. Have you 

ever watched a loved one throw his life away on something cheap? 

Marriages have been destroyed for the sake of a cheap and passing thrill.  

Children have been terribly damaged for the sake of a bottle of whiskey.  

Loved ones have been neglected for the sake of a thicker bank account.   
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Women knowingly marry abusive men because they have come to believe 

that somehow their lives won't count if they aren't married.  It is a painful 

thing to watch as someone walks the path to self-destruction.   

 There is a passage from Jeremiah that speaks exactly to this point.  

This is Jeremiah 2:11 and following.  God is speaking through the prophet: 

 "Has a nation ever changed its gods?  (Yet they are not gods at 
all.)  But my people have exchanged their Glory for worthless idols.  
Be appalled at this, O heavens, and shudder with great horror," 
declares the Lord.  "My people have committed two sins: They have 
forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own 
cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water." 

Idolatry is to spurn living water and to build a cistern that leaks.  And think 

of this.  Israel was long a desert nation.  They knew what a broken cistern 

meant.  It meant you died of thirst.  Beloved, as our Catechism says, (Q. and 

A. 954), "As sincerely as you desire the salvation of your own soul, flee 

from all idolatry."  

 Now this warning against idolatry was one needed by Israel.  She 

lived in the middle of a culture surrounded by the worship of false gods.  We 

need it too.  In our day paganism is on the move.  Witchcraft is becoming 

mainstream.  So is worship of what is called the "goddess."  The papers are 

filled with advertisements for psychic readings, séances and palm and tarot 

card readings.  The New Age section of your local bookstore is now bigger 
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than the Christian book section and the Christian book section is filled with 

books by people like John Spong or Tom Harper or Barbara Thiering, who 

deny the gospel anyway.  Some put their trust in the State.  More and more 

the government is looked upon as the "solution" to life's problems.  Others 

put their trust in Mammon.  Or in education.  Or even in the lottery.  I read a 

frightening statistic about that recently.  Something like 10% to 20% of 

people have included lottery winnings in their financial planning for 

retirement.  All these things are merely broken cisterns that lead to death.   

 We are to flee idolatry as if our souls depend upon it, because they do.  

But how is that accomplished?  How do we flee from something that is so 

pervasive it seems like it is in the very air that we breathe?  There is a 

simple, three part answer to that question.  Here it is:  Know God.  Trust 

God.  Obey God.   

 First, we are to "learn rightly to know the only true God."  Christianity 

starts with the head.  There is something we must know.  We must know who 

God is and what he has done.  How can we know this?  God has manifested 

or revealed himself in the Word.  We must search the Scriptures and come to 

know that the God we are dealing with is a three times holy God, the Father, 

the Son and the Holy Spirit, self-existent, sovereign in all things, 
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providential in all matters, just, good, righteous, compassionate, faithful, 

unchangeable, full of love and burning with an unquenchable and holy wrath 

against those who despise him.  I like very much what Herman Hoeksema 

says in this regard: 

 ...God is a simple being.  He is not composed of parts.  You 
cannot divide him.  All his virtues are essentially one in him.  In fact, 
he is his virtues.  God is infinite in virtues and perfections, such as 
power and wisdom, righteousness and mercy, justice and grace, love 
and truth.  But all these perfections are in God essentially the same.  
You cannot present them as being in conflict one with another.  You 
dare not say, for instance, that God is just, but that he is also merciful.  
On the contrary, you should say that God's mercy is always a just 
mercy, and his justice is ever a merciful justice.  You may not say that 
God is filled with wrath against the wicked but that he is also a God of 
love.  You should say: God is love: therefore he is filled with holy 
wrath against all the workers of iniquity. 

 We must know who God is.  We must also know what he has done.  

We must know that this God, in mercy, sent his Son to take upon himself all 

the sins of all his people and to impute to them his perfect righteousness and 

obedience under the Law.  We must know that he was born a man, and yet 

more than a man, and that he shed his blood on Calvary, rising on the third 

day, ascending to heaven, imparting the Holy Spirit, preparing a place for us 

and planning his return on the day his Father has set. 
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 First, we must learn rightly to know the only true God, who he is and 

what he had done.  But while Christianity starts with the head, it is fatal if it 

ends there.  Christianity is a matter of the heart.  Head and heart must be 

connected.  So second, we must trust in our hearts that this God is our God, 

the God who is for us, not against us.  We must trust in our hearts that Jesus 

is not simply a Saviour but our Saviour.  Our Catechism speaks of this when 

it looks at what real trust looks like.  The person who has a heart for the 

Lord is able to say, I "...trust in him alone, with humility and patience submit 

to him; expect all good things from him only; [and] love, fear and glorify 

him with my whole heart..."  Trust God alone.  This is what it means.  

Submit to him in your heart, saying and meaning deep down, "Not my will, 

but thine be done."  Expect the blessings of obedience he promises and turn 

aside from the false promises of the world.  Love him.  Fear him.  Glorify 

him in your heart, granting him what he is owed.   

 First, know him.  Second, trust him.  And third, obey him.  Forsake all 

things rather than "commit even the least thing contrary to his will."  Faith 

has a head, and a heart and, if it is living and saving faith, it has feet.  It 

walks in the footsteps of Jesus.  Now I do not want to fool you.  This is a 

difficult task.  Jesus tells us that we must count the cost of such obedience 

before setting out as his disciples.  You see, the obedient Christian life 
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always involves a fight.  A daily fight.  A battle against the world, the flesh 

and the devil.  What gives us cheer in the midst of the battle is that it is, as 

the Apostle Paul says, a good fight.  Charles Spurgeon once wrote a sermon 

on the good fight of faith.  Let me mention a few of his points.  He said that 

it was a good fight because we fight in the strength and fellowship of the 

Lord Jesus.  He said it was a good fight because it is fought in the company 

of brothers and sisters in the church.  And he said that it was a good fight 

because it is fought for the best of reasons and to the greatest of ends--for the 

glory of the Lord and our enjoying of him forever.   

 As you face your battles, as you are tempted to run from the One, true 

God, and as the fading, glittering riches of the world seek to pull you off the 

path of righteousness, be encouraged by this truth.  We walk in the footsteps 

of Jesus Christ.  Think of it.  That means that Christ has gone out ahead of 

us.  We never have to go anywhere he himself has not been.  Life has its 

strange ups and downs and twists and turns, but our Lord will meet us 

around every corner as, by his grace and in his power, we cling to him and to 

him alone.  Know your God.  Trust him.  Obey him.  Put all else away.  In 

Christ's name.  AMEN.
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