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Sermon: “God Is One”

Scriptures:

Exodus 20:3-11

You shall have no other gods before me. 

You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. 

You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not acquit anyone who misuses his name. 

Remember the sabbath day, and 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; you shall not do any work — you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it. 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9

Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. 

Introduction: Review the Ten Commandments, using the hand signals.

Story:
Two matronly ladies had attended church one Sunday and heard a good old-fashioned, fire-and-brimstone sermon on the evils of breaking God's laws. As they left the church, they walked along in silence for some time; then one of them turned to the other and said, "Well, at least I never made any graven images!"


As we continue in our study of the Ten Commandments we are reminded that 
the first 4 commandments have to do with our relationship with God.

These are the ones we are looking at this morning: 

1. You shall have no other gods before me.
2. You shall not make for yourself an idol [or a graven image]

3. You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God [or take the name of the Lord in vain]

4. Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy.
The next 6 have to do with how we treat others.

These, we will be studying in the weeks to come. 

So…let’s begin.

Today’s scriptures will keep us on track as we focus on our relationship with God.


Let’s take a closer look… 
As we remember, 

God established a covenant relationship with Israel 

way back in time
---beginning with Abraham.

Its purpose was to enable God’s chosen group of people 
to have a personal relationship with Him. 

But, as we recall, the people broke their part of the covenant



--not just once--but again and again.

And each time they did so,


things went from bad to worse

--the people of God lost everything

--their possessions, their land, 
and their freedom.

They eventually wound up serving as slaves--in Egypt
--where the rules there were rigid
and harsh beatings were inflicted 

upon those who failed to 
follow them perfectly. 

As we also remember,

With God’s help,

Moses convinced the Pharaoh to set his people free,

and then he led them out of Egypt, 
toward the Promised Land.

So...one would think that the people would be so happy to be free 

--that they would do whatever it took 

to please God.
But apparently, this was not the case.

The people of God had a hard time staying on track. 


And before long,

the time came for Moses to climb to the top of Mount Sinai
--to meet with God

--and get some rules.

These rules, 
we know today 

as the Ten Commandments.

The first four 

do clearly pertain to our relationship with God. 
The first one

sets our top priority in life, 
as God declares, 
"You shall have no other gods before me." 
In doing so,

God places himself as top authority 

and our 

highest priority.

This was vitally important for the newly freed slaves


--because the culture they had come out of  

had a whole slew of gods. 

We saw this in the powerful film “The Ten Commandments” 
starring Charlton Heston, 
where a plethora of "gods" had been created by the hands of humans. 
In the movie, 

we saw people worshiping and bowing down 
to all kinds of animals

--calves, birds, and snakes,


to name a few. 
The people of that land had a god or goddess for everything. 
But now, God was calling them to monotheism, the worship of only one God. 

Now to us, it is obvious 

--that this is how it should be,

but to the people of that day,

the whole idea had become foreign.

Their beliefs needed redirecting—back to the One who had created them.

For this was the One who had claimed them as his own,

and he was not a statue made of wood or stone.

He was the great "I AM," 

 
a great holy spirit who wanted to interact with them on a personal level.

And this is what God was promising his people 

in the giving of the covenant:

If they would follow him and worship him only, 

everything else would fall into place.  

And so it is: 

The First Commandment was given 

to serve as the heart of the Commandments, 

saying: “I am the LORD your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
out of the house of slavery;
you shall have no other gods before me.

It’s kind of like this:

The Reverend John Brokhoff tells of a Kansas City Chiefs baseball game when a dog walked onto the playing field and began to wander around. Time-out was called so that the dog could be removed. The umpires tried to shoo him off. The players yelled and hollered at him, "Get out, go home, you stupid dog." But the dog, by this time, was so thoroughly confused that he ran here and there and finally laid down on third base, refusing to budge. A sports reporter summed up the situation by writing, "The problem was that the dog could hear no dominant voice." 

How important it is for we who strive to follow God 

to train our own ears to hear His voice

above all of the others that continually beckon to us. 

If we put God first in our lives, and the other areas of our life will fall into place.

Let’s think of it this way: 
When we get dressed in the morning and start to button  our shirt or jacket, do we start from the bottom or the top? Which button do we fasten first? 
The top one, of course. But -- have your ever had the frustrating and time-consuming experience of thinking that you had them all lined up, but after you buttoned up all the buttons, you discovered that you were one off? 
We have no choice but undo them all and start over again.
Likewise, the first commandment of God is at the top 
and must be obeyed if the other nine are to be in alignment. 
No other gods. 
As Jesus has taught us, we are to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength
 
-- with our whole being. 

And once we arrive at the place in our spiritual lives

where nothing is more important to us than God

—then the other areas of our lives will line up

--and the days of our lives will be filled with meaning.

We will be abundantly "blessed." 

The second commandment helps us keep the first 

by warning us of the danger of worshiping idols, 

which some versions of the text 

call “graven images." 
Making idols for ourselves may not sound so tempting to us

--but the people of that day

wanted “gods” that they could see and touch and feel.

But the God who had made them claimed them as his own

was asking more of them than this.

He wanted them to have faith

--to believe in Him

…without seeing

To we who worship the Lord our God in the present day, 

faith is “a given.”

It is a gift from God.

Even so, danger lurks: anything we value highly can become a “god.”

You may recall a movie entitled “The Gods Must Be Crazy.” 

The storyline begins with a rather small aircraft flying over a remote village deep in the continent of Africa. The pilot is drinking out of one those old-fashioned green Coca Cola bottles. When he is finished with the beverage, he throws the bottle out of the airplane and it lands near some tribal leaders below. They pick it up. They are greatly intrigued. It is shaped far differently from anything they have ever seen. Since the item has come from the heavens above, they believe it to be a god. They begin to assemble a new religion out of it. They even develop songs and liturgies for it. 

The movie just goes to show the truth of human nature:

We were made to worship. 
Human beings have a powerful instinct to worship
--whether it be coke bottles or statues or success. 
The things of this present world 
can be so alluring and appealing to us 

that they can easily pull us away from God. 
It should come as no surprise to us
that when God led Moses and his people of safely out of Egypt, 
he commanded them to have no other gods.

And why is this so important?

...because…as the following illustration shows us,

we become like the gods we worship and serve:

One of James Michener's novels tells of the discovery a group of geologists made after digging up the ruins of a certain civilization that existed long gone. What the diggers began to discover was this--the influence of the gods that this ancient people worshiped and how this shaped their identity as a people. One geologist is heard to say, "You know, if they had a different god, they could have been a different people." 
We become like the gods we worship. 
And this is why we must only worship the one true God
--whose character is holy and righteous. 

And this brings us to the third commandment,


which is…



to honor and revere the name 
of the One who created us.

All reckless and disrespectful use of the name of God is strictly forbidden.
In some versions of the Bible it is stated this way: 
"You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain." 
This means that we are not use the name of the Lord in ways that are disrespectful



--no matter what the situation.

Did you know that those who take this third command seriously 

will not even say the name “God”



--aloud or in writing




--even in our present day?
We know where they got this idea:

It was from the time Moses



first encountered God

--at the burning bush.

It was when Moses asked God 

what name he should tell the people to call him  




that God said, 





“Tell them ‘I AM.”

It just goes to show how far we have gotten away from this. 

Unfortunately, 

ours is a time when filthy speech is spewed out 

like an overflowing sewer...

…where God’s name is used in vulgar ways 

and profanity is used everywhere

--on TV, billboards, and now-a-days, even in some G rated movies. 

When we stop to really think about it:

How would it feel to us 
if our names were used so carelessly? 

….What if every time someone wanted the worst word they could think of,

your name was the one that came out of peoples’ mouths? 



…something to think about…

And the opposite is also true:

How much good it would do if every person spoke the name of God



in encouraging, loving ways!

A certain seminary professor used to tell his students, 

"Your job, when you go out into the world, 

is to take care of the good name of Jesus Christ." 

And this leads us into the fourth commandment 
--which tells us 

what we are supposed to do
--reminding us of the sacredness of the Sabbath,



the day that we call “the Lord’s Day.”

According to God’s word, the seventh day is to be kept holy, set apart.

It is supposed to be different from all other days of the week. 

As God rested after working for six days--creating the world, 

so we who have been created by God 

are commanded to set aside time for rest.



Now, what about our Sabbath being on Sunday, we may ask.

Well, this all changed with the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

which took place on the day after Saturday.

Emperor Constantine made it official in about 321 A.D., 

declaring Sundays a holy day 

--thus instituting 

what some called the “Christian Sabbath.” 

The change of Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday

was put into effect legally in 789 A. D., 

when Charlemagne declared 

that all ordinary labor on Sunday 

was a breaking of the Fourth Commandment.

Not long ago, blue laws were in effect in our own country.
But even before this, men and women in our country once held a high regard for the Lord’s Day. 
Here are a few examples that serve as evidence of this:

When the Mayflower reached Plymouth Harbor it was Saturday afternoon. How eager the Pilgrims must have been to set foot on solid land after exile in Holland, thirteen weeks of tossing on a rough Atlantic, homesickness, seasickness, and weariness! Despite their longing to go ashore and make a new home, they spent Saturday afternoon in preparation for Sunday, and then all day Sunday in worship.

On Monday morning, when they disembarked, they had been here only forty-two hours in all.

On a less positive note, 

at times, 

the command to observe the Sabbath was prohibitive and abusive.

In the days of early America, a sea captain returned to his home in Massachusetts after an absence of two years. His wife met him at the gate, and he kissed her. However, it was not lawful to kiss one's wife on the Sabbath. Therefore, this captain was deemed “wicked” and put into stocks for his lack of reverence of the holy day.

Now this one would get me into lots of trouble:

Preacher Jonathon Edwards once resolved never to utter anything humorous on the Lord's Day.

Here’s another one:

President-elect Zachary Taylor was scheduled according to the Constitution to take office on March 4 but he refused to be inaugurated because the day was a Sunday. Politicians pleaded in vain for the devoutly religious Taylor to change his mind. The Constitution forbade President James K. Polk from staying on another day. There was no alternative but for the Senate to elect a president to serve from Sunday noon to Monday noon, the time rescheduled for Zachary Taylor to take office. The senators chose David Rice Atchison, the head of the Senate.

The week was so hectic for Senator Atchison that he retired late Saturday evening after instructing his landlady "not to awaken him for any reason."

She followed his orders. Senator Atchison slept through Sunday and on into Monday, past the time his twenty-four-hour ended. The startling truth is that he slept through his entire term of office.

Here’s another one for you:

It has to do with the history of the dessert "Sundae."
In the year 1875, the leaders of Evanston, Illinois passed a law forbidding the sale of ice cream sodas on Sunday. A certain enterprising person devised a plan for selling ice cream covered with syrup instead of mixing it with soda water. This new dish became so popular that people began asking for a "Sunday." (ending with a “y.”

When people objected to the dessert being named after the Lord’s Day, they changed the spelling to "Sundae" (ending with an “e”), and that’s what it’s been called ever since. 
So,  the next time you eat an ice cream Sundae, remember that the delicious dessert you are eating resulted from some people who wanted to respect God’s day and others who were looking for a loophole. 

These stories just go to show that it does matter 

what we do on the Lord’s Day.
"Tell me what the young men of England are doing on Sunday, “ 

said William Gladstone, 

“and I will tell you what the future of England will be."

And on a more poetic note, Henry Ward Beecher wrote:

"A world without a Sabbath would be like a person without a smile, like a summer without flowers, and like a homestead without a garden. It is the joyous day of the week."

 believe that we need this commandment, 
as we do all the others, 

for our own good 

and that Sabbath-keeping is a privilege. 

Whether we observe the Sabbath on Saturday, Sunday, 
or another day of the week,

we need such a day
--for rest, reflection, stillness, meditation, relaxation. 

We all need a time of refreshment and worship.

Once, when mules were used in great numbers in the coal mines, a visitor passing through the coal-mining area of Pennsylvania noticed that there were great numbers of these animals in pastures along the way, and asked the reason for this. "To keep them from going blind," he was told. "If they are not brought up from underground at least one day in the week they will eventually lose their eyesight. So they are brought up each Sunday to keep them from going blind.

Let us remember the Sabbath, and keep it holy


--so that we can have “eyes to see.”

So here we have it: The first four commandments.

It is obvious that in giving these to his people, 
God was not trying to inhibit them,

but rather,

he was calling them back into relationship with him.
He would do his part 

--and take care of them




--and they would do their part





--honor and obey the laws he had given them.
Well, almost 3,000 years have passed since Moses came down from Mount Sinai. 

Even to this day,

God’s holy word remains steadfast.
Even though times and situations change drastically across centuries,



the Ten commandments are still relevant to our lives.
They are a gift

--given to us by God


--out of his great love for us.

Let us celebrate this gift together as we sing the hymn which is listed in our worship bulletin, “The Gift of Love,” which can be found on page 408 of our Hymnals.

