Pre:

Last week I introduced our series on the Ten Commandments, and today we will begin to talk through the list, beginning at the top of the top ten. Each week in the reading, we’ll add in the commandment of the week, so that by the end of the series, you’ll see the whole list again.  
Today what I’d like you to remember is that these commandments are not given to just anybody. They are given to the people of God who have been called into a relationship with God and who have been set on a journey that will lead to the Promised Land.  I hope you can picture that caravan of Israelites, having left Egypt and having set their sites on the Promised Land. And place yourself in their midst, because your journey is similar, even though it is centuries later and in a whole different environment. Some things are just the same. And one of them is the need to trust. The Israelites, if they were to make it through the wilderness to the Promised Land, needed to learn to trust the God who was leading them. 

And so do we. So, the Ten Commandments begins with the most important commandment of all.  

Exodus 20:1-3

Now, I’m going to pair this with a brief passage from the New Testament, from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Jesus has just said, “No one can serve two masters: for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.” And then he continues. . .

Matthew 6:25-33

God’s Top Ten: No Other Gods
Exodus 20:1-3, Matthew 6:24-33


The first commandment is all about priorities.  And we know all about setting priorities. We are writers of lists, creators of calendars, and crunchers of budget numbers. Time, money and energy are all at a premium, and we are well aware of our need to make good choices about how to spend them. 


The first commandment gives a really big clue about how to set priorities. Here it is: if you know what you’ve said YES to, it’s easier to figure out what to say NO to. 


There is a line often spoken in a wedding ceremony. Both the bride and groom are asked to “forsake all others” and be faithful to each other. The forsaking of others comes in the context of saying yes to each other and yes to marriage. When you know what you are saying yes to, it’s easier to know what to say no to. 

Here again comes the reminder, these Ten Commandments don’t come in a vacuum. They are given to people in the context of a particular relationship and in the midst of a particular journey. Moses and the people of Israel could have stayed in Egypt. But they said yes to the journey. Yes to God. 

Consider another kind of journey, back in the days of the American pioneers. Back in the 1800’s people made their way from the bustling East to the golden opportunities of the West. Starting in the East and heading West the pioneers were committed to seeking fame and fortune in a rush of enthusiasm --- but at the outset many of them had no idea what that commitment would cost.
As some of the later travelers followed the trails of those who had gone before, they were startled that the trail was littered with perfectly good household items. Each wagon train quickly learned what each one before had discovered. You have to set priorities, because you’ll never make it if you try to take it all with you.  If a bedroom set stood in the way --- out it went, they let it go. If a piano was too heavy for the horses --- out it went, they let it go.  And if luggage was too cumbersome --- you guessed it --- out it went, and they let it go! Better to discard those things that stood in the way of reaching the West than the alternative of not making it. 

I suppose it’s easy to see how important it was for the people on the wagon trains to travel lightly and choose their priorities carefully. I suppose it’s easy to see how important it was for the children of Israel to stay on task and stay together in their caravan.  


But, how about you? Do you see yourself on a journey? Do you understand the dangers along the way? Do you understand the importance of setting the right priorities? 


To those who have said yes to the journey, God says, you shall have no other gods before me. I am your top priority. 


I’m reading a book called The Ten Commandments from the Back Side by J. Ellsworth Kalas. Kalas summarizes the first commandment this way: “God shall have all of you.”


God shall have all of you. 


I am guessing that this will make some of you squirm a little bit. You’re used to parceling yourself out in many places. Multi-tasking is what we call this, and it operates at every level of life. We do it at work (emailing and talking on the phone at the same time), we do it at home (watching TV, surfing the internet and having a serious discussion with our spouse or kids at the same time). Some people do it very dangerously on the road, texting while driving. Is anyone texting while listening to this sermon?  

The thing about multitasking is that we tend to think that it’s a good thing. If you can do several things at once, you’re more productive, right? You get more things accomplished. But researchers are beginning to discover that the opposite is really true.  

In an article this past Monday in the New York Times, scientists were quoted as saying that heavy multitaskers actually have more trouble focusing and shutting out irrelevant information, and they experience more stress. Here’s one real-life example: When one of the most important email messages of his life landed in his in-box, Kord Campbell overlooked it for 12 days. With a flood of email messages, he missed the one that came from a big company that wanted to buy his internet start-up. He found it (12 days later) while sifting through old messages. He managed to salvage the $1.3 million deal. But he continues to struggle with the effects of the deluge of data that he gets every day. He’s become forgetful, and has trouble focusing on his family. His wife Brenda says, “It seems like he can no longer be fully in the moment.” 



What scientists are finding is that this technological juggling act can change how people think and behave. Our ability to focus is being undermined by bursts of information. 
 (NY Times, Monday, June 7, 1010, A1)


We are kind of like the sheep who have no intention of straying, yet keep nibbling at the greener grass, going from one juicy taste to another until we are finally and desperately lost. 


Most of you know me well enough to know that I appreciate technology. I personally own three computers and three printers. I have a cell phone. I do texting. I am learning how to manage a web site. 


Technology is a wonderful thing.  But hear this: You cannot serve God and technology. If your computer or your IPad or your cell phone is sucking you into its vortex, then practically speaking, it is your god (small ‘g’). The same thing, of course, could be said of other things: sports or work or drugs or eating can become your god. Your control center. Your life.

The more you multitask, the more diffuse your god-center is, because you can no longer sift out what’s insignificant.  Every cyber-byte seems important and compelling. Multitasking itself may become your god. 

One reason that we worry, as Jesus said, about what we will eat and drink, and wear, is because we have lost our ability to focus on what’s really important. The “little g” gods of this world have distracted many people from believing that the “big G” God is completely trustworthy.

Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. No other Gods! 

There is only one “big G” God, and God will take care of you, just as surely as God took care of the Israelite refugees who escaped from Egypt. To strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness means to finally and firmly, trust God. 


You don’t need to stockpile wealth or clothes or food or cell phones. God knows what you need. And God will take care of you.


 Maybe it’s time to offload some things. 

Emily Gloria Wilson was the family housekeeper for John Kenneth Galbraith, who was a well-known American economist and author. At the end of a particularly tiring day, Ken asked Emily to hold all telephone calls while he took a nap. Shortly thereafter the phone rang. Lyndon Johnson was calling from the White House. 'Get me Ken Galbraith. This is Lyndon Johnson.’" 

'He is sleeping, Mr. President. He said not to disturb him.’ 
'Well, wake him up. I want to talk to him.’ 

'No, Mr. President. I work for him, not you.’

 When Ken Galbraith called Mr. Johnson back, the president could scarcely control his pleasure. 'Tell that woman I want her here in the White House.’" (Reader's Digest, December, 1981) 


Wouldn’t you like an employee with Emily’s kind of loyalty? 


In essence, that is what God is looking for in the first commandment. A radical and undivided loyalty. No other Gods. 


No doubt there are powerful voices in your life tempting you to split your loyalty. But if you have said yes to the journey with God and God’s people, then God is your priority. So, in the spirit of Emily Gloria Wilson, when the “little g” gods come calling, just tell them, “I work for God and not for you.”  
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