
Pre:

This is the third message in our series on the Ten Commandments. We began with an introduction in which we learned that the Ten Commandments were given by God to the people of God who were on a journey from Egypt to the Promised Land. And that the Ten Commandments are for all of God’s people who are also on a journey with God and to God and for God. 


Do you remember the first commandment? (No other gods!) God (the real God) needs to be at the top of your priority list. 


And what’s the second? Well, listen. The second commandment will reinforce the first. 


Exodus 20:1-6


The second passage will give some interpretation to this commandment. It too is given to people on a journey. A very painful journey called exile. The great wonderment in the midst of exile is ‘why isn’t God getting us out of this mess?’ And the temptation is to turn to the gods of Babylon. Perhaps they can help.

Listen closely for the comparison and contrast that Isaiah will give. What God is like and what the gods of Babylon are like. 


Isaiah 40:12-31

God’s Top Ten: No Idols

Exodus 20:1-6, Isaiah 40:12-31


The second commandment says you shall not worship idols. But what’s an idol? I suspect most of you get an image in your head of a carved figurine that might be found by archaeologists digging in Rome or Greece. Idols are images reflecting ancient religious beliefs. The making and selling of idols was big business in the ancient world. But idolatry has no real meaning for us now. Does it? No one brought a graven image to church today, did they? 


I think for us idolatry is not really about statues or pictures. It’s about values. The ancient Israelites faced an army of false gods that would take them away from worshiping the one true God. We face great pressure from an army of false values that would lead us to create life goals that revolve around something other than God. 


In other words, idolatry is about substitution. Someone said that “to fill God’s place with an [idol] is like blotting the sun out of the heavens and substituting a 15-watt bulb in its place.” (Ten Commandments from the Back Side, 34)


So, an idol is a God-substitute. And a poor one at that.  

Isaiah says that the worship of idols is absurd and ineffective. Can you imagine worshiping something that you made with your own hands or that someone else made for you? Imagine going to Home Depot and buying a new mailbox. You get out your posthole digger and dig a hole, and install your new mailbox. And then you bow down and worship it. “Oh, great mailbox, please bring me lots of letters from my friends and lots of big checks. No bills, please.” How foolish to expect such a human-made item provide for your needs or to guide your life. Or answer your prayers. Especially when you consider the power of God. God created the whole earth. God created you. And God knows every inch of your being, and every crying need that you have. And God will come to save you when the time is right. 

You might ask why people would turn to idols, when God is so powerful and so good. That’s what Isaiah asked. Idol worship is absurd, he said. God created the earth. You created the idol. Do the math. 

And yet, the history of God’s people is full of stories of people turning away from God and worshiping idols.

Here’s how it works: People are tempted to worship idols when God seems distant or when God seems not to be answering prayers in the way we want them answered.  They are tempted to worship idols when they feel guilty or unworthy of God’s care and God’s love. 

Before Moses even got down the mountain with the two tablets containing the Ten Commandments, his brother Aaron and the people had created an idol. The golden calf. Moses had been away too long. God was not acting, or so the people thought. Perhaps Moses had perished on the mountain. So they brought out all their gold and made an idol that they could see and touch. Something that wouldn’t go away for long periods of time and let them wonder what was going on. Of course it couldn’t actually do anything! But there it was for all to see.  

The exiles to whom Isaiah spoke were also weary of waiting for God to act. So they were tempted to put their trust in the gods of Babylon. 


And this is where people today can link in to this idolatry thing. We too pray to God. We too struggle. We too get impatient with the waiting. And it’s tempting to want to place our trust in something visible, tangible, something manageable.  So we keep buying things, thinking that the right toothpaste or the right laundry detergent or the right cell phone will solve our problems.  


But at best, such self-made idols are ineffective. At worst, they are downright destructive.


There is a legend that comes out of ancient India that tells of four brothers who each decided to master a special ability. Time went by, and the brothers met to reveal what they had learned. “I have mastered a science,” said the first, “by which I can take but a bone of some creature and create the flesh that goes with it.”


“I,” said the second, “know how to grow that creature’s skin and hair if there is flesh on its bones.”


The third said, “I am able to create its limbs if I have flesh, the skin and the hair.”


“And I,” concluded the fourth, “know how to give life to that creature if its form is complete.”


Thereupon the brothers went into the jungle to find a bone so they could demonstrate their specialties. As fate would have it, the bone they found was a lion’s. One added flesh to the bone, the second grew hide and hair, the third completed it with matching limbs, and the fourth gave the lion life.


Shaking its mane, the ferocious beast arose and jumped on his creators. He killed them all and vanished contentedly into the jungle. 

We too have the capacity to create what can devour us. Goals and dreams can consume us. Possessions and property can turn and destroy us. This is the nature of idolatry. (adapted from Henri Nouwen Wounded Healer)

Let us give the lion a name for our time. There are several that might fit.  It could be materialism, or pride or greed. Whatever the name, it is indeed a self made religion. And self-destructive.  In the past couple of years we have seen in giant scale how such human constructs can wreak havoc in the world. What caused the mortgage crisis a couple of years back? Toxic loans? No, the bad loans were just the offspring of the wild beast. The wild beast itself was greed. Not just on the part of the big banks, but also on the part of regular people like you and me who were complicit in the whole affair by overextending their own mortgages. And what caused the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico? An explosion? No. The explosion was just the result of the larger issue. Careless greed. Not only on the part of BP, but also the complicity of regular people like you and me who want to be able to buy cheap gas and hop in our cars and go wherever we want whenever we want as fast as we want. No matter the cost to the environment or the animals or the people in the vicinity of the oil well. 

Maybe this analogy helps to clarify some of the uncomfortable language in the Exodus passage about God punishing children for the iniquity of the parents. And showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love God and keep God’s commandments. It may not seem fair for God to say that what you do impacts later generations in such a profound way. And yet we know that there’s truth in it, even if you remove the punishment aspect. Each generation will have its own choices and decisions to make.  But what you and I do today, does impact our kids and their kids after them. It impacts them for the better or for the worse. Whether it’s tossing a piece of litter out the car door, or tossing a word of encouragement to someone who is feeling sad. Here’s where that “do what I say, not what I do,” idea goes right out the window. Kids absorb what you do far more than what you say. 


So, we end the message with a father’s day challenge from the second commandment:


Do you want the kids in your life to come to know and follow God’s ways? 


Then you turn away from the false values and god-substitutes, and serve the living God. 
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