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Sermon Title: The First Commandment 

 

College Baptist Church  

January 24, 2020 

 

Scott Allen 

 

Good morning. I am Scott Allen, one of the Elders here at College Baptist.  It is my privilege to 

fill in for pastor Ben while he is away this morning for a study sabbatical with other pastors 

under the guidance of his favorite Seminary professor.  Ben will be back next Sunday. 

 

This morning we will first take a look at how the Ten Commandments came about, discover 

their goodness, and emphasize their relevance today. Then we can focus our attention on the 

first commandment, before looking at counterfeit gods and how to destroy them to serve our 

Holy God. 

 

 

 

 

After spending 400 years in Egypt, God delivered the Israelites from the bondage of slavery.  

They had entered Egypt as Jacob’s family, also known as the children of Israel, and had grown 

into a nation.  While in Egypt, they were forced into slavery ruled by a nation that served many 

gods.  By judging Egypt through a series of ten plagues, God released the Israelites from the 

control of the Egyptians.  Each plague was a judgement over one or more of the gods of Egypt 

showing that God was greater than each and every god of the Egyptians including Pharaoh 

himself.   

 

God showed the Israelites and the Egyptians that He is a God of love.  He did this by delivering 

them from the false gods they worshipped.  He also revealed himself as a God of Power through 

each plague. 

 

Three months later, after crossing the Red Sea, God led them to Mt Sinai1 - the same place 

where God previously appeared to Moses in the burning bush.  It was also at this burning bush 

on Mt Sinai that God revealed to Moses that He is a Holy God by declaring, “Remove the 

sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.”2 Forty years 

later Moses returned and we read in Exodus 19:  

 

“The LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, “Thus you shall say to the 

house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: 4 ‘You yourselves have seen what I did 

to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 
5 Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall 

 
1 Also known at Mt. Horeb – Exodus 3:1,12; Deuteronomy 5:2 
2 Exodus 3:5 
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be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; 6 and you 

shall be to me a kingdom of priests3 and a holy nation.’4” 

 

This is given in the form of a treaty5 between a powerful king and his vassals6. 

 

Moses presents this treaty to the elders of the people and they respond in acceptance, “All that 

the Lord has spoken we will do.”7  They believed God. 

 

In response to the reception of the covenant God tells Moses to have the people do three things 

to prepare: 

1) Consecrate the people.  This has a connotation of preparation and dedication.  To call 

them away from their worldly business, and call them to religious exercises, meditation 

and prayer, so that they may receive the law from God’s mouth with reverence and 

devotion.8  Last Sunday, Pastor Ben defined consecration as to set apart for a holy task.  

In this case, the task was to receive and embrace the covenant with God9. 

2) Wash their garments.  This instruction involves both bodily purification and spiritual 

preparation.10  The washing of clothes is symbolic of an inward condition - a clean heart.  

We see this in Hebrews 10:22.  

 
22” Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts 

sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.” 

 

So, it is not that God regards their clothes; but while they were washing their clothes, he would 

have them think of washing their hearts by repentance from their sins.11  As we would not 

appear before someone we hold in high esteem, say the president or the queen, in dirty clothes, 

so clean hearts are required as we come before God who can see through our clothes into our 

hearts. 

 

The expression “Cleanliness is next to Godliness” may come to mind here, although I don’t 

think it’s what John Wesley had in mind when he coined the phrase12. 

 
3 1 Peter 2:9 
4Ex 19:3–6 
5 The treaty was given in the form of a contemporary suzerainty treaty, a treaty between a powerful king and his vassals. A typical 
treaty contained a preamble (v. 3), historical introduction (with emphasis on the benevolence od the king, v. 4), specific obligations 
of the vassals, witnesses to the treaty, and a list of the consequences of keeping or breaking the treaty (i.e., blessing and curses) 
6 Vassal – A subject or servant 
7 Exodus 19:8 
8 Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: complete and unabridged in one volume (p. 123). Peabody: 
Hendrickson. 
9 Ben Cuthbert – Be Holy – 1 Peter 1:14-18, Isaiah 6 – College Baptist Church, Hillsdale MI 1/17/2021 
10 F C Cook – Barnes Notes – Exodus to Esther pg. 51 
11 Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: complete and unabridged in one volume (p. 
123). Peabody: Hendrickson. 
12 “Let it be observed, that slovenliness is no part of religion; that neither this, nor any text of Scripture, condemns 
neatness of apparel. Certainly, this is a duty, not a sin,” an excerpt in the book Sermons by John Wesley states. 
“Cleanliness is indeed next to godliness.” 
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3) Abstain from intimacy with their spouse.  To show that they were devoting 

themselves wholeheartedly to follow God and his commands, upon this occasion, 

they must abstain even from lawful enjoyments during these three days. 

 

The solemness and seriousness of the covenant God was about to present to his people was 

magnified by thunder and lightning.  The mountain quaked.  A very loud trumpet call got louder 

and louder.  Moses spoke, and God answered with thunder. 

 

Then God spoke the word of his covenant with the people.  Ten Commandments - ten 

instructions for how to relate to God and with each other.  These are also known as the moral 

law – laws having to do with right and wrong.  And also known as the Decalogue which 

literally means ten words or ten sayings. 

 

Feel free to follow along as I read from Exodus 20.  (Pew Bible – pg. 61, reg print, pg. 71 lg 

print) 

The Ten Commandments13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 Moses repeats these in Deuteronomy 5:6-21 
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Blue – Jewish 

Green – Reformed, Anglican, Orthodox 

Orange – Catholic, Lutheran14 

 

These Ten Commandments were not written in English, but likely some form of Hebrew.  

God wrote them with his finger on both sides of two tablet of stone 

 

 

 
14 Logos Bible Software – Counting the Ten Commandments - Interactive 
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Some view these ten words as commands given only to the Jews, and they were certainly given 

to the Jews.  So, does his mean these commands have no authority today?  You may be thinking 

isn’t there a verse about Christ fulfilling the law? 

 

There are certainly many things that Christ did fulfill, among them 

• He fulfilled everything in the Old Testament regarding the Messiah 

• He fulfilled each of the following spring feasts: 

o He fulfilled the Passover Feast by being the Passover Lamb15 

o He fulfilled the Feast of Unleavened Bread by living a sinless life. 

o He fulfilled the Feast of First Fruits by His Resurrection being the first born from 

the dead16. 

o He fulfilled the Feast of Pentecost by Sending His Spirit to establish the church 

All these were done on the actual feast dates. 

 

There are three aspects to the Old Testament Law: ceremonial, civil or judicial, and moral.  

 

The ceremonial law is clearly fulfilled in Christ. We no longer sacrifice in the Temple because 

Christ’s sacrifice was offered once for all. 

 

The Old Testament dietary restrictions such as clean or unclean foods no longer apply to us 

because Jesus has declared all foods clean.  Most theologians agree that the civil or judicial law 

is fulfilled in Christ. 

 

However, the moral laws such as the Ten Commandments are normally held to be fully in effect 

now. 

Listen as I read beginning with Matthew 5:17: 

Christ Came to Fulfill the Law 
17 “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to 

abolish them but to fulfill them. 18 For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass 

away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 19 Therefore 

whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the 

same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches 

them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 17 

 

Christ is emphasizing two things in this passage.  First, that he came to fulfill the law. 

 
15 1 Corinthians 5:7 
16 1 Corinthians 15:20 
17 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Mt 5:17–19). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

The Ten Commandments: Are they still for today? 
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The word fulfill in this passage means to give the true or complete meaning.  This is far 

different than saying it is no longer needed. 

 

Do you recall how Jesus brought out the complete meaning of the Ten Commandments when 

the Pharisee asked Him what was the greatest commandment in Matthew 22? 

 

Was it circumcision, keeping the sabbath, or the law of sacrifices? No, it was love.18 

 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 

all your mind. 38 This is the great and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: 

You shall love your neighbor as yourself.19 

 

So, Jesus isn’t getting rid of the decalogue, He is affirming it and emphasizing the heart with 

which we must obey - the heart of love. 

 

Did you know that all but one of the ten commandments is reemphasized in the New 

Testament20?  Can you guess which one? 

 

The Fourth Commandment, to remember the Sabbath day, is not restated.  That’s strange.  Why 

not?   

 

There are many references to the Sabbath day in the New Testament, including the assumption 

that Jews under the law in the time of Christ would be observing the Sabbath. But there is no 

direct or indirect command for believers in the church age to observe the Sabbath as a day of 

rest or of worship. Instead, we observe the New Testament church gathering for communion 

and preaching.  According to Hebrews 4:1–11, Jesus, the Lord of the Sabbath21, has become for 

us our Sabbath rest.  As the Sabbath day was given as a day of physical rest, so Christ as our 

Sabbath rest provides spiritual rest.  The fourth commandment was a shadow pointing to the 

eternal rest that Christ provides.  Since Christ rose on the first day of the week, we now rest on 

the first day and work the next six, always looking back on the finished work of Christ. Yet we 

too look forward to the full consummation of this rest.  

 
18 Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: complete and unabridged in one volume (p. 
1730). Peabody: Hendrickson. 
19 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Mt 22:37–39). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
201) 1 Corinthians 8:6, 1 Timothy 2:5 
2) 1 John 5:21 
3) 1 Timothy 6:1 
5) Ephesians 6:1-2 
6) Romans 13:9, 1 Peter 4:15 
7) 1 Corinthians 6:9,10 
8) Ephesians 4:28 
9) Revelation 21:8 
10) Colossians 3:5 
21 Matthew 12:8, Mark 2:28, Luke 6:5 
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The second thing Jesus emphasized in the passage we read from Matthew 5:17 was that the Law 

was not going away. 

 

It will never be right to have any gods instead of the Holy Eternal God. 

It will never be right to make a carved image and bow down to it. 

It will never be right to take the name of the Lord our God in vain. 

It will always be right to honor our parents. 

It will never be right to murder. 

It will never be right to commit adultery. 

It will never be right to steal. 

It will never be right to bear false witness. 

It will never be right to covet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We first noticed that God in the Old Testament gave His law to His people the Jews.  Then we 

saw that Jesus brought forth the intention of the law.  We then saw the Apostles under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit repeat all but one of the Laws.  Aren’t these laws for the Jews?  

The Apostle Paul in Romans two declares: 

 
“28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and 

physical. 29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the 

Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God.”  

 

Did you catch that?  In a sense the Jews could obey several of the commandments by their 

actions such as not stealing or killing, but Jesus took the commandment to the next level, the 

motivation of love.  Similarly, God’s people, the male Jews, were identified outwardly by 

circumcision.  But now, God’s people, both men and women, are those whose hearts have been 

circumcised, a people who love God above all else, a people who have no other gods before 

Him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ten Commandments What is their value? 
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Now let’s look at the goodness of the law. 

 

Romans 7:12 says, “So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.” 

 

Let me list several ways the law is good. 

 

1) The law reflects the will of the Lawgiver.  Did you notice in today’s meditation how 

R.C. Sproul mentioned that the Law is intensely personal?  The pronoun “you” in the first 

commandment, “You shall have no other gods before me,” is in the second person 

singular masculine - probably aimed specifically at the fathers of each family specifying 

how they were to lead and train their families. 

 

2) It reveals God’s character and it exposes who we are.  It’s like a mirror showing how 

dirty and messy we are.  I remember the day Shelley and I were married.  I checked the 

mirror numerous times to confirm that my appearance would be pleasing to my beloved.  

Was my hair combed?  Was I wearing the tux correctly?  In the same way God’s law 

shows us that we are not acceptable to God, and it points us to the Savior. 

 

3) God’s law also is a guide for us.   The psalmist calls it “a lamp to my feet and a light to 

my path”22.  It shows us how to not wonder into the path of destruction.  Do you 

remember in Bunyan’s Pilgrims Progress, Christian is heading down a very narrow path 

to the Porter’s lodge to seek rest at the palace Beautiful and sees two lions in the way?  

The porter calls out to Christian and guides him saying, “Stay in the middle of the path 

and no harm will come to you.  Don’t be afraid of the lions because they are chained”. 

The porter is a guide symbolizing God’s law, providing protection to those who listen. 

 

4) The law also acts as a restraint upon us, kind of like a bridle on a horse to help keep it 

under control, or a speed limit on a road. It may not stop speeding but does produce a 

restraint. 

 

5) It shows us what is pleasing to God.  Psalm 1 begins with: “Blessed is the man who 

walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the 

seat of scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day 

and night.  

 

6) The Law is pure. Psalm 119:140 says, “Your word is very pure; Therefore, your servant 

loves it.”  Philippians 4:8 says, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is 

honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 

 
22 Psalm 119:105 

The Goodness of the Law 
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commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 

these things.” 

 

7) The law is like an owner’s manual for how to live.  When I bought my riding mower it 

came with an owner’s manual.  It address’s two things: care for the mower so that it lasts 

and safety for those who use it or are near it.  Now, the manual says to not operate on 

slopes greater than 13 degrees.  Suppose I say, “Those people in Moline, Illinois aren’t 

going to stop me from riding the way I want to.”  I could roll the mower and hurt myself.  

There are consequences for not following the guidance of the owner’s manual.  The 

mower could roll over, the engine could seize up, fingers and toes could get cut off, those 

nearby could get hurt. 

 

God’s law is an owner’s manual.  It is the guide for how we ought to live in relation to 

God and with each other.  And like my mower owner’s manual, there a very real 

consequences for following or disregarding its precepts. 

 

There are consequences to each action. People will experience brokenness or 

disintegration if they violate how God has made them. 

 

 

 

 

Let’s now look at the first commandment - the cornerstone if you will, of all the 

commandments - the command from which the rest flow. 

 

“You shall have no other God’s before me.” 

 

God recognizes that He is the greatest and most valuable being in the Universe: a God without 

equal, a God on whom we depend for our every breath, a God who is both wise and good, wiser 

and gooder than anyone else.  I wonder how Stephanie Maxwell or John Somerville would have 

phrased it, but you get the point.  Qualities which uniquely qualify Him to rule us and obligate 

us to swear allegiance to him because we are finite creatures and need guidance for how to live. 

 

It is out of this wisdom and goodness that God gives this command. 

 

“There is a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of each man which cannot be satisfied by any 

created thing but only by God the Creator, made known through Jesus Christ.” Blaise Pascal 

 

God reminds Cyrus in Isaiah 45:5-6 

 
“5 I am the LORD, and there is no other, besides me there is no God;  

The First Commandment 
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I equip you, though you do not know me, 6 that people may know, from the rising 

of the sun and from the west, that there is none besides me; I am the LORD, and 

there is no other.” 

 

 

 

 

Tragically, we often refuse to live under His rulership.  We see and create counterfeit gods to 

usurp His rightful lordship.  When we read the command, “You shall have no other gods before 

me,” the question arises, “What is meant by other gods?”.  We find it in the second 

commandment.   

“You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is 

in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 

You shall not bow down to them or serve them” 

 

This includes everything in the world! 

Anything in life can serve as a God-alternative, a counterfeit god.  These idols are anything that 

is more important to us than God, anything that consumes our desires more than God, things we 

seek to give us what only God can give.  Even the best things in life can become this 

entrapment. 

 

Alexis de Tocqueville “There is a strange melancholy that haunts the inhabitants. In the midst 

of abundance, the incomplete joys of this world will never satisfy the human heart.” 

 

 Blaise Pascal - “What else does this craving, and this helplessness, proclaim but that there was 

once in man a true happiness, of which all that now remains is the empty print and trace? 

This he tries in vain to fill with everything around him, seeking in things that are not there the 

help he cannot find in those that are, though none can help, since this infinite abyss can be filled 

only with an infinite and immutable object; in other words, by God himself”23 

 

Remember when Brother Don said three weeks ago, “We have to resolve to take our stand 

against any argument that would rest it’s hope on any foundation other that the God of the Bible 

who sent Jesus Christ into the world to save sinners.  Our feelings are not God, ourselves are 

not God. The Systems of the World are not God and the State cannot be God.” 

 

A counterfeit god is anything so central and essential to your life that, should you lose it your 

life would feel hardly worth living24. 

 

Timothy Keller in his excellent book Counterfeit Gods shares many other examples of 

counterfeit gods.  Let me share a few. 

 

 
23 Pg. 75 Pensees 
24 Timothy Keller – Counterfeit Gods pg. xviii 
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Quoting from Keller: “There are personal idols, such as romantic love and family; or money, 

power, and achievement; or access to particular social circles; or the emotional dependence of 

others on you; or health, fitness, and physical beauty.  Many look to these things for the hope, 

meaning, and fulfillment that only God can provide.” 

 

“There are cultural idols, such as military power, technological progress, and economic 

prosperity.  The idols of traditional societies include family, hard work, duty, and moral virtue, 

while those of western cultures are individual freedom, self-discovery, personal affluence and 

fulfillment.  All these good things can and do take on disproportionate size and power within a 

society.  They promise us safety, peace, and happiness if only we base our lives on them.” 

 

“There can also be intellectual idols, often called ideologies such as human goodness.” 

 

“There are also idols, nonnegotiable absolute values, in every vocational field.  In the business 

world, self-expression is suppressed for the ultimate value, profit.  In the art world, however, it 

is the other way around. Everything is sacrificed to self-expression, and it is in the name of 

redemption.” 

 

 

 

 

 

So, how do we free ourselves from these counterfeit gods and their emptiness and 

destructiveness?  The only way is to turn from these counterfeit gods to the true God.  The only 

God who can truly satisfy.  This can only happen when we abide in Him, to give him our 

ultimate allegiance and affection. 

 

Here are some directions to navigate us off the path of idolatry and to train our hearts to be 

wholeheartedly God’s. 

 

1) Set our Minds on Christ.  Colossians 3:2 instructs us to “Set your minds on things that 

are above”. 

o   The phrase “set your minds on” means to keep on giving serious consideration to 

something— ‘to ponder, to let one’s mind dwell on, to keep thinking about, to fix 

one’s attention on.’25   

o So, what are the things that are above? The previous verse Colossians 3:1 tells us 

“seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God26”  

This same thought is echoed in Hebrews 12:2 “let us run with endurance the race 

that is set before us, 2 looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who 

 
25 Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: based on semantic domains (electronic 
ed. of the 2nd edition., Vol. 1, p. 351). New York: United Bible Societies. 
26 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Col 3:1). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
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for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is 

seated at the right hand of the throne of God.” 

o We need to treasure what Christ has done on the cross for us27.  Jesus must 

become, as Timothy Keller says, “more beautiful to your imagination, more 

attractive to your heart, than your idol.”  David modeled this in Psalm 42: 1 & 2, 

“As a deer pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul for you, O God. My soul 

thirsts for God, for the living God.” 

 

2) Turn from our sin.  Romans 2:4 tells us that God’s kindness is meant to lead us to 

repentance.  True repentance is not the same as remorse. 

o Remorse is simply the fear of the consequences.  This is merely self-pity. We are 

not sorry for the sin - only sorry for ourselves. 

o Genuine repentance is when we see what it cost Christ to save us from sin.  We 

learn to hate the sin for what it is.  This is a realization that we have set this god 

above the living God and care more about this idol than the King of Kings and 

Lord of Lords. 

 

3) Get down on your knees and ask God to show you how evil your sin is.  Ask Him to 

show you how it has hurt Him, hurt you and others. 

 

4) Read through the Bible.  Ask God to speak to you through His word.  Have ears to hear 

and a heart to obey what He shows you.  Then when you’ve finished reading through it, 

do it again and again.  So, you didn’t go to Bible school or Seminary, but you have the 

very words of God in your hand and the Holy Spirit to guide you.  You may have a lot of 

questions the first time through, but each time you will have fewer and fewer questions.  

You may have to wrestle with some of them for a while, but the answers will come.  

What you don’t understand in one part of scripture will likely be illuminated in another. 

God’s Word is food for our soul.  We don’t go through life without eating food.  In the 

same way, we can’t live spiritually unless we spend time with Him and His Word. 

 

5) We need the Holy Spirit.  We can’t do this in our own strength. 

 

6) Seek the Lord.  Moses tells us to: “seek the LORD your God and you will find him, if 

you search after him with all your heart and with all your soul.”28  David said, “With my 

whole heart I seek you; let me not wander from your commandments!”29  Isaiah said, 

“Seek the LORD while he may be found; call upon him while he is near; let the wicked 

forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to the LORD, that he 

may have compassion on him, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.”30  Jesus 

 
27  See Counterfeit Gods by Timothy Keller pg. 171 
28 Deuteronomy 4:29 
29 Psalm 119:10 
30 Isaiah 55:6,7 
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said, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” and “Seek and you will 

find.”31   

 

7) Get serious about serving Him.  Remember, He is on the throne not you. 

 

8) Lose our life.  And finally, we have this powerful paradox comparing Matthew 10:37 

with Matthew 11:38.  Where Matthew 10:37 says “Whoever loves father or mother more 

than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not 

worthy of me. 38 And whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. 
39 Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it”.  

 

In giving everything to Him, we discover it is not burdensome. Matthew 11:28 says 

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my 

yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 

rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” or Isaiah 26:3, “You 

keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on you, because he trusts in you.” 

 

 

Jim Elliott - He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose. 

 

St. Francis - it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

 

We reviewed how God gave the law.  We discovered the law is still applicable for today.  We 

recognized the goodness of the Law.  We examined the first commandment and saw that we 

should have no other gods before Him.  We considered some of the many counterfeit gods we 

try to put in his place, and we looked at some ways to free us from the bondage to those idols 

which usurp His rightful place. 

 

As the Jews consecrated themselves to receive God’s commands, may we consecrate ourselves 

to live holy lives before a holy God. 

As the Jews came to God with washed garments, may we draw near to Him with our hearts 

sprinkled from an evil conscience. 

And may we devote ourselves to serve Him wholeheartedly. 

 

As He commanded, “You shall have no other gods before me.” 

 

 

 
31 Matthew 6:33; 7:8 

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/88554

