The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #2

“Idol Threats”

Exodus 20:4-6

In his book Gods at War, Kyle Idleman records a conversation with his eight-year-old daughter Morgan:

I was sitting on her bed for our nightly prayers. But she had a surprise for me before we prayed. She had been doing some memory work, and she wanted to recite it for me.

“Dad,” she said, “do you want to hear me say the Ten Commandments?!”

“You memorized them all?”

A proud grin came over her face.

“Wow,” I said, smiling. “Let’s hear them.”

I lay down next to her and listened as Morgan worked her way through the greatest top-ten list of them all, the one that came in tablet form and was recorded in Exodus 20.

She made her way through them in her singsong way: “You shall have no other gods before me…You shall not make for yourself an idol…”

On down the list. As she finished, my “teachable moment” instincts kicked in. I said, “Morgan, that was great! Let me ask you, have you ever broken any of the commandments?”

She smiled again. This time it wasn’t as much a shy smile as a guilty one. Like the smile I give my wife when she asks what happened to the Sour Patch Watermelons that were meant for the kids’ lunch boxes. I could see that Morgan was trying to think through an answer that would be honest without indicting her. I decided to help.

“Well let’s see,” I said, rubbing my chin. “Have you ever lied?”

She nodded slowly.

“Have you ever wanted what someone else had so much that you wished they didn’t have it?” She nodded, discovering that she was guilty of coveting.

I kept pushing. “I know you haven’t murdered anybody, Morgan. But have you ever felt really, really angry at someone in your heart? Maybe so much that—just for then—you hated that person?”

“Morgan, have you ever, maybe…oh I don’t know…not honored your father and mother?”

We both knew the answer to that one.

This was not going the way she planned. But hey, that’s how it goes when you get stuck with a preacher for a daddy. She let out a heavy sigh, which I immediately recognized. It’s the same sigh I get on a Sunday morning when someone is losing interest in the sermon. It was time for me to stop preaching and offer the invitation.

Before I had a chance, her eyes became bright and she said, “Dad, I know one commandment I have never broken! I’ve never made an idol.”

Now, I really, really wanted to respond to that!

I wanted to tell my daughter that, as a matter of fact, that particular commandment is the very one we all break most often.

This morning we are looking at the second of the Ten Commandments, found in Exodus 20:4-6, “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand [generations] of those who love me and keep my commandments.”
This may sound very similar to the first commandment contained in verse three, “You shall have no other gods before me.” In fact, many of the Lutheran and Catholic listings of the commandments have the first two merged into one, and counted as the first commandment. In order to make ten, the total stated by the Bible, they divide the tenth into two: “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife” and “Thou shall not covet thy neighbor’s house.” This separation of the “covet” command not only seems a strained arrangement, but also often results in the de-emphasis of the second commandment. In fact, some abbreviated catechisms omit this prohibition entirely, going from “no other gods” to “not taking God’s name in vain” without mention of “not bowing down to graven images.”

I agree with G. Campbell Morgan, “The second commandment is by no means a repetition of the first. It forbids the creation of anything which is supposed to be a representation of Him, to assist man in worship.”
 When we examine the first commandment, we face the awesome glory of the nature of the one true God. This second commandment deals with a vital and related issue: not so much who God is, but who God is not.

There are fourteen different Hebrew words for idols or images in the Old Testament. The original term for “idol” in verse four refers to what we normally think of as idols—images carved from stone, wood, and those that later are made from metal. On the other hand, the word   “form” applies to any real or imagined pictorial representations of deities. This command was not meant to stifle artistic talent, because the command has reference to religious worship: God himself commanded Moses to make many artistic representations on the curtains in the tabernacle.

Why does God insist that no such images be made? Because every attempt man has made to represent God in any way has resulted in a false picture of Him.
 However we try to portray Almighty God comes up inadequate and inferior to the real Person.
 Whatever we concoct to represent God by its very nature is limiting, yet essential fact of God is that He is limitless, that He is eternal, that He is self-existent, there being no end to His being, and no limit to His power. Limitlessness lies at the heart and center of the thought of God, and the moment a man makes an image, he denies the essence of God. For that reason God forbade that there should be the making of any images; for, not only is the image false, it is misleading.
 Not only does God command us to make sure we have the correct deity in mind when we worship, He also requires us to worship the correct God correctly.

Secular Idols

This morning I want to consider three types of idols that are prohibited by the second commandment. The first I am calling secular idols. This would include the statues or images created by mankind that were popular at the time the Bible was written. In the Old Testament we read of Baal, Asherah poles, Chemosh, and Molech. Each god supposedly had special powers—some were fertility gods, bringing forth good harvests and herds; others were gods of war to bring victory on the battlefield. Other cultures worshiped items of nature, such as the sun, moon, or stars. A tree, rock, or body of water could also serve as a god or goddess. Various forms of worship were developed to appeal to the gods power, or at the very least to avoid its anger.

In ancient times, the purpose of making an image was to enlist the deity’s help to bless and protect. In other words, the aim was not to serve but to control. The Lord makes it clear in this commandment that His power can never be manipulated to serve human ends.
 Reverse psychology does not work on Almighty God!

“Well, we don’t have to worry about these idols in our day and age, do we?” you might ask. There are some cultures around the world that still do worship an image of some kind, though perhaps not as often as before. Worshiping nature—especially the esteem some give to “Mother Earth” even in our own society—may well cross the line of the second commandment.

The Puritans included superstition as a violation of this command. They taught that all who trust more in anything other than God are idolaters, whether it be rabbit’s foot, tea leaves, crystal ball, the crossing of fingers, or refusing to walk a path crossed by a black cat. To give credence to astrology and the occult instead of to the Word of God would be ruled out by the implications of the second commandment.
 (The Bible also says a lot about these kinds of things in Deuteronomy 18:9-13. It’s worth the read!)

Now, most of the things mentioned here—especially the objects of God’s creation—are not evil in and of themselves. Often the most dangerous idols are actually good things that have been twisted, as we are about to see. In fact, the very best things make the most tempting idols.

Sacred Idols

The second category to consider is sacred idols. By this I refer to things that are usually associated with the worship of God that can become themselves objects of worship, if we are not careful. Let’s take a look at a few examples in the Scriptures.

Numbers 21:4-9 records a frightening incident in the wilderness wanderings:

They traveled from Mount Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go around Edom. But the people grew impatient on the way; they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!” 

Then the Lord sent venomous snakes among them; they bit the people and many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, “We sinned when we spoke against the Lord and against you. Pray that the Lord will take the snakes away from us.” So Moses prayed for the people. 

The Lord said to Moses, “Make a snake and put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.” So Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and looked at the bronze snake, he lived. 

Here’s a scary story with a happy ending—God provided a means for the people to be saved when they exercised faith. (Jesus even used this as an example of His own sacrifice in John 3:14-15.)

But there was a problem. Turning over to 2 Kings 18:3-4 we read,

[Hezekiah] did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, just as his father David had done. He removed the high places, smashed the sacred stones and cut down the Asherah poles. He broke into pieces the bronze snake Moses had made, for up to that time the Israelites had been burning incense to it. (It was called Nehushtan.) 

Can you believe it? The bronze snake created by Moses at God’s command became an idol to the people! They even gave it a name—Nehushtan (which came from two Hebrew terms: nāḥāš, “snake” and nĕḥōšet, “piece of bronze”
—who would’ve guessed that?) But by giving it a name, the Israelites personified an inanimate object, elevating it to the status of a god. How easy it is for human nature to want to honor religious relics that have no power!

Things that God has used mightily in the past sometimes become idols and relics of superstition. Today, none of us are looking to bronze snakes for protection. But some of us are superstitiously attached to other relics.

Sometimes, after the loss of a loved one, people become attached to a particular gravesite. Maybe, for you, it’s a particular Bible. You have this Bible that has been a part of your life, and somehow along the way, you have turned it into an idol. It’s not uncommon to meet folks who are holding on to something superstitious, a tangible thing that has them bound so they can’t really move beyond it.

We make all kinds of things into sacred altars. Take the image of the cross, for instance. Are we clinging to that image as though the cross itself will save us? I’m certainly not against displaying crosses, but my faith rests in the living, risen Christ. As much as the image of a cross might help me remember Him and worship Him, a cross in and of itself bears no power at all. We shouldn’t slip into thinking that it or any other symbol is an essential element of worship. To do that is to make a bronze serpent out of it.

We have a tendency to focus on gifts and forget about the Giver. We do this with our leaders. They are only human, but we put them on pedestals. That’s why our hearts are broken when our leaders fall—we haven’t been trusting in God, but in them.

The bronze serpent had served its purpose in its time, but the people of Israel had turned it into a shrine. What was meant to be a reminder of God became a god.
 A good gift can become an idol when we forget about the Giver. Don’t substitute a gift for the Giver.

Another example of this is the golden calf, manufactured while Moses was receiving the original Ten Commandments. Exodus 32:1-6 records the scene:

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.” 

Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.” So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.” 

When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, “Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.” So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings.  Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. 
The people were afraid of the Lord, whom they could not see, so they had Aaron make them a god they could see. Aaron took their gold and fashioned a calf (which, in those days, was a sign of power). Notice that Aaron was not introducing a new deity but rather an image of their God, the Lord. It was not a violation of the first commandment but of the second commandment. It was the right God, but the wrong worship.

This was not only an Old Testament phenomenon, either. D. L. Moody writes, “The apostles were hardly in their graves before people began to put up images of them, and to worship relics. People have a desire for something tangible, something that they can see.” 
 Today we must beware lest we allow some thing—a cross, a Bible, a church building, a relic—to become an object of superstitious adoration, thus confusing symbol with reality.

Spiritual Idols

The third classification is what I am calling spiritual idols. The prohibition is clearly aimed against idolatry. But idolatry can be twofold: spiritual and internal or material and external. The former is forbidden in the first commandment while the latter is taken up here.

Moody observes, 

You don’t have to go to heathen lands today to find false gods. America is full of them. Whatever you make most of is your god. Whatever you love more than God is your idol. A man may make a god of himself, of a child, of a mother, of some precious gift that God has bestowed upon him. Many make a god of pleasure; that is what their hearts are set on. Others take fashion as their god. They fear what others will think of them. With many it is the god of money. We haven’t got through worshiping the golden calf yet.

Idols do not have to be figures made of stone or precious metal; they do not have to be things that you can touch and hold at all. In fact, I suspect that some of the most powerful idols exist only in the mind. Human understanding is a workshop where idols are continually being crafted. Idolatry has always been around, and it always will be. The only thing that changes is the nature of the idols. An idol is anything that you could put in place of the word God in statements like those above. Try it with “money,” “possessions,” “careers,” “holidays,” “sports,” “music,” “sex,” “relationships,” or almost anything else. That is what an idol is. An idol is what people live for. An idol is what fills our minds when we lie awake at night; idols are what we buy magazines about; idols are what we spend our time, money, and energy on. Idolatry occurs when we hold any value, idea, or activity higher than God.

You see, idolatry isn’t just one of many sins; rather it’s the one great sin that all others come from. So if you start scratching at whatever struggle you’re dealing with, eventually you’ll find that underneath it is a false god. Until that god is dethroned, and the Lord God takes his rightful place, you will not have victory.

The deadliest war is the one most of us never realize is being fought. Most of us are like that eight-year-old girl in my opening illustration, believing we can put a nice checkmark onto that list and dismiss any concern over idols forever.

What if it’s not about statues? What if the gods of here and now are not cosmic deities with strange names? What if they take identities that are so ordinary that we don’t recognize them as gods at all? What if we do our “kneeling” and our “bowing” with our imaginations, our checkbooks, our search engines, and our calendars? What if I told you that every sin you are struggling with, every discouragement you are dealing with, even the lack of purpose you’re living with are all because of idolatry?

So what’s the answer? Get rid of everything we own and go live in a monastery? Throw away all Bibles, crosses, or portraits of Jesus? Toss anything that reminds us of…anything? No, I don’t think it has to be that drastic.

I believe the answer is found in the final verse of John’s first letter: “Little children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21). Or, as the New Living Translation puts it, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.”
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