
“Knowing the God We Worship” (part 2)!
Exodus 20:3-7!

Alexis de Tocqueville was a French political thinker and historian who lived in the mid 
nineteenth century.  Intrigued by America and its rise in the world, he spent quite a bit of 
time in the 1830’s riding around the American countryside and recording his 
observations, which he published into a two volume set entitled Democracy in America.  
In one of his more famous quotes, de Tocqueville said, “I sought for the key to the 
greatness of genius of America in her harbors, in her fertile fields and boundless forests, 
in her rich mines and vast world commerce, in her public school system and institutions 
of learning.  I sought for it in her democratic Congress and in her matchless 
Constitution.  Not until I went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits flame 
with righteousness did I understand the secret of her genius and power.  America is 
great because America is good, and if America ever ceases to be good, America will 
cease to be great.”!

One could only wonder what de Toqueville would record in his journal were he to tour 
the landscape of our nation today.!

De Tocqueville also said something else about Americans in general that was somewhat 
prophetic.  He said that there seems to be a “strange melancholy that haunts the 
inhabitants even in the midst of abundance.”!

In recording this observation, Alexis de Tocqueville was well aware of the tendency we 
have as Americans to believe that prosperity can satisfy the deepest longings of our 
heart.  Though we are surrounded by plenty, our hearts still ache with a longing that we 
can’t quite describe, a thirst we can’t quite satisfy, with an itch that we can’t quite seem 
to scratch.!

The irony of seeking satisfaction in things or in other people is that it always results in 
greater dissatisfaction.  It is like having an insatiable thirst that we try to quench with salt 
water.  It only leads to greater longing and to despair.!



Tim Keller - “There is a difference between sorrow and despair.  Sorrow is pain for 
which there are sources of consolation.  Sorrow comes from losing one good thing 
among others, so that, if you experience a career reversal, you can find comfort in your 
family to get you through it.  Despair, however, is inconsolable, because it comes from 
losing an ultimate thing.  When you lose the ultimate source of your meaning or hope, 
there are no alternative sources to turn to.”!

This is the “strange melancholy” that de Tocqueville was describing, and it refers to the 
emptiness that comes from seeking something temporal and building your entire life 
around it.  In Scripture, there is a word for this—idolatry.!

What is idolatry?  For many people, the word conjures images of bowing down to 
statues and carved images.!

Though this certainly is idolatry, it is merely one of its more primitive forms.  Idolatry 
comes in all shapes and sizes, cultures and expressions.  It is the number one issue of 
the human heart.  It is not an issue; it is the issue.  It is the issue of worship.!

An idol is anything more important to you than God, anything that absorbs your heart 
more than God, anything you seek to give you what only God can give.  An idol is a 
substitute for God that is given the place and prominence in one’s soul that only God 
Himself can occupy.!

Mark Rooker - “Every human being must live for something.  Something must capture 
our imaginations, our heart’s most fundamental allegiance, and hope.  The Bible tells us 
that without the intervention of the Holy Spirit, that object will never be God Himself.”!

It is the subject of idolatry that the Lord God addresses in the first of these Ten 
Commandments that He gave to His people here in Exodus 20.  God wants His people 
to know that they are His people, and their rescue from bondage was by His power and 
sovereign intervention in their lives.  He leads them to the base of Mount Sinai where 
they would have an encounter with Him whereby He would reveal to them His name, 
His nature, and His character.  God does this so they will worship Him. !



If God’s people were to worship Him, they needed to know Him.  We cannot worship the 
God we do not know, and so God reveals who He is through the words that He speaks 
to His people known as the Ten Commandments.  In His law, God gives us a glimpse of 
what He is like and what He expects.!

From these first three commandments, we learn much about who God is and how we 
are to respond to Him as worshipers.  He confronts the issue of idolatry and how prone 
we are as sinful people to trivialize His name and worship other things in His place.  
These first three commandments show us that God is One, so we worship Him 
exclusively.  God is Revealed, so we worship Him objectively.  God is Holy, so we 
worship Him reverently.!

1.  God is One—He is to be worshiped EXCLUSIVELY!

“You shall have no other gods before Me.”!

God says to them, “I am the Lord your God.”  This phrase is repeated no less than five 
times in this chapter alone to remind the people of the identity of their Lawgiver.  The 
covenant name of God is used here to distinguish the true God from dead and 
worthless idols.!

God is essentially saying to His people, “I am the Lord your God, and this is what I am 
like.”  This first commandment is grounded in the nature of God Himself and involves a 
three-fold purpose.  It is a demonstration of redemption, a declaration of truth, and a 
denunciation of idolatry.!

A REMINDER of redemption!

Verse 2 says, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out go the land of Egypt, out of 
the house of slavery.”!

• Where the Lord brought them from—the land of Egypt!

• What the Lord saved them from—the house of slavery!



They were delivered not by idols nor was their redemption by the work of their own 
hands.  It was only by the strong and mighty hand of the Lord their God.  In other words, 
God wanted them to know that He did for them what they could not do for themselves.  
Their worship and obedience was predicated on their rescue.!

The order here is significant.  Notice that God only gives His people His law after He 
has brought them out of bondage.  The gospel comes first, then the law.  Their salvation 
was not hinged upon their performance of the law; their performance of the law was 
hinged upon their salvation.  The commandments only follow the gospel of undeserved 
deliverance.  Because of God’s gracious intervention in their lives, they were to obey 
Him as His covenant people.  Because they had been redeemed by the Lord God, they 
were not to have any other gods or make any idols for themselves.!

What God commanded was based on who He was and what He had done.  God had 
saved His people for His glory, and now He was saying, “As sovereign Lord, it is My 
right to rule you.  I am your God, and you are My people.  We are bound together by 
covenant promise.  I have redeemed you from your cruel Egyptian taskmasters by 
demonstrating My power.  I now claim My exclusive right to all your worship and all your 
praise.  Because of who I am and on the basis of all that I have done, I will not share My 
glory with any rival.”!

A REVELATION of truth!

By this point in the book of Exodus, the people of Israel had been in the wilderness 
three months.  They had been in Egypt before that for some 430 years.  God took a few 
days to lead His people out of Egypt, but He will take 40 years to get Egypt out of His 
people.!

In order to understand the magnitude of this first commandment, it is helpful to know the 
context in which it was given.!

Egypt was one of the most polytheistic nations in the ancient world.  The ancient 
Egyptians boasted of over 2,000 gods and goddesses.  They worshiped the gods of 
agriculture and commerce, the gods of light and darkness, the sun, moon, and stars.  



They worshiped grotesque idols that were made in the form of men and animals.  This 
was the culture that God’s people had been steeped in, and He wanted them to know 
that there is only one God who is worthy of worship.!

Isaiah 45:21 - “There is no other god besides Me, a righteous God and a Savior; 
there is none besides Me.”!

1 Corinthians 8:4-5 - “There is no God but one.  For although there may be so-
called gods in heaven or on earth—as indeed there are many ‘gods’ and many 
‘lords’—yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for 
whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ.”!

There is no other God but our God.  He not only is, He’s the only One who is.  He is 
Creator and Sustainer of life.  He is not one among many, He is the One and only.  He is 
not merely the best choice among several, He is the only God who has no rivals in this 
universe.!

Every other supposed deity in this world is a fraud, a worthless idol that cannot save the 
one who worships it.!

A REJECTION of idolatry!

God says in verse 3, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  They were to worship 
Him and Him alone.  He was to occupy the supreme and ultimate place in their lives, not 
someone or something else.!

“Before Me” - means to be in the place of God; can be translated as next to Me, over 
Me, in front of Me, opposite Me before My face, in defiance of Me !

The idea is that putting up an idol as an object of worship is a slap in the face of the one 
true God.  It means that when it comes to worshiping God, it is all or nothing.  There is 
no straddling the fence.!

Michael Jordan’s book, Driven From Within, tells the story about a visit that Jordan 
made to the home of a friend named Fred Whitfield, who happened to be the president 



of another NBA team.  As they were getting ready to head out for dinner, Jordan asked 
Whitfield if he could borrow a jacket.  Whitfield said sure, and showed him where the 
closet was.  Jordan disappeared down the hallway, and the house fell silent.  In a few 
minutes, Jordan reappeared with an armful of branded jackets, shoes, and other gear.  
Whitfield looked at the heap and noticed that it was stuff that had all been made by 
Puma, a big-time rival of Nike.  Jordan had found that the closet had materials made by 
both manufacturers, and being the Nike spokesman that he was, he did not approve.  
Whitfield waited to see what Jordan had in mind with the pile of Nike gear, who then 
came from the kitchen with a knife and began to slash the gear on the floor into pieces.  
When he had destroyed all the items, he gathered it all up and carried it to the trash 
can.  When he was done, he returned to Whitfield and said, “Call my Nike 
representative tomorrow and tell him to replace all of this.  But don’t ever let me see you 
again in anything other than Nike.  You can’t ride the fence.”!

In a similar way, God doesn’t want us to simply make room in our closet for Him; He 
wants the closet to Himself.  We can’t ride the fence in our worship of God and other 
things too.!

Lehman Strauss - “Idolatry is anything that relegates God to the background.” !

An idol is anything in our life that simply comes before Him.  It could be something that 
is a good thing.  It could be family or some trinket.  The problem is when it takes the 
place of God in your life and seek from it that which only God can provide. !

An idol can be whatever your heart clings to or relies upon for its ultimate security, 
whatever claims for itself the loyalty that belongs to God alone.  When we understand 
idolatry by this definition, we can see how anything could be an idol:!

• career!

• material possessions!

• relationship!

• substance!



Martin Luther - “Whatever your heart clings to and relies upon, that is your God; trust 
and faith of the heart alone make both God and idol.”!

Idolatry happens when we try to fill the eternal void of our souls with temporary things 
that we give our ultimate allegiance to.!

A fitting illustration of idolatry and how a person can slide into it comes from the life of 
Solomon.  Under the reign of Solomon, Israel reached its peak of success and security.  
As one of the greatest kings who has ever lived, Solomon had it all.  He had horses and 
chariots by the thousands.  He brought peace and stability to Israel.  He was the 
wealthiest king the ancient world had ever seen.!

Perhaps what is most remarkable about King Solomon was the wisdom that he 
possessed.  In the earlier days of his reign, 1 Kings 3 tells us that God appeared to him 
and said, “Ask for whatever you want Me to give you.”  Talk about opportunity!!

Solomon could ask for anything he wanted.  Yet his answer would reveal whatever god 
he wanted to serve.  If he served wealth and riches, he would have asked for gold.  If he 
served power, he would have asked for military superiority.  But Solomon wanted to 
serve the one true God, so he asked for wisdom.!

God granted Solomon’s request.!

1 Kings 9:4-7 - “And as for you, if you will walk before Me, as David your father 
walked, with integrity of heart and uprightness, doing according to all that I have 
commanded you, and keeping My statutes and My rules, then I will establish your 
royal throne over Israel forever, as I promised David your father, saying, You shall 
not lack a man on the throne of Israel.  But if you turn aside from following Me, 
you or your children, and do not keep My commandments and My statutes that I 
have set before you, but go and serve other gods and worship them, then I will 
cut off Israel from the land that I have given them, and the house that I have 
consecrated for My name I will cast out of My sight, and Israel will become a 
proverb and a byword among all peoples.”!



All Solomon had to do was remain faithful to God and live to give Him glory.  He was to 
obey this first commandment.  Sadly, the Bible tells us that Solomon got off track.!

1 Kings 11:1-2 - “Now King Solomon loved many foreign women…from the 
nations concerning which the Lord had said to the people of Israel, You shall not 
enter into marriage with them, neither shall they with you, for surely they will turn 
away your heart after their gods.  Solomon clung to these in love.”!

He multiplied wives for himself, 700 wives and 300 concubines.  His wives turned his 
heart away from the worship of God to idols.  He dabbled in Ashtoreth worship, the 
goddess of the Sidonians.  He dabbled in Chemosh worship, the god of the Moabites.  
He dabbled in Molech worship, the god of the Ammonites.!

How could a man who was so wise be so stupid?  The thing is, if we look at Solomon’s 
life under the microscope, his heart began to slowly turn away from God long before he 
turned to idols.!

Solomon started out well with God, but he drifted until he began to worship and serve 
the gods that he had once rejected.  He didn’t ask for gold, but in time he started 
worshiping the false god of possessions.!

He also began to worship the false god of power.  God had specifically commanded 
Israel in Deuteronomy 17 to not amass an army for themselves, yet Solomon did this 
very thing.!

He began to worship the false god of pleasure.!

Ecclesiastes 2:1 - “I said in my heart, Come now, I will test you with pleasure; 
enjoy yourself.”!

He goes on in that passage to describe his projects and all that he sought to acquire for 
himself in his pursuit of satisfaction.  He summed all of exploits up by saying:!

Ecclesiastes 2:10 - “And whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them.  I 
kept my heart from no pleasure, for my heart found pleasure in all my toil, and 



this was my reward for all my toil.  Then I considered all that my hands had done 
and the toil I had expended in doing it, and behold, all was vanity and striving 
after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun.”!

Was it worth it?  Solomon says no.  His pursuit of power, pleasure, and possessions, 
and everything else had only led to his emptiness in life and despair.  Sounds to me like 
the “strange melancholy” that De Tocqueville wrote about.  We learn from Solomon’s 
example that:!

Possessions can be a god in your life!

Power can be a god in your life!

Pleasure can be a god in your life!

Projects can be a god in your life!

People can be a god in your life!

Popularity can be a god in your life!

An idol is simply someone or something in our life that we love more than God, and it 
must be renounced.!

Origen - “What each one honors before all else, what before all things he admires and 
loves, this for him is his god.”!

How do we know of something has become an idol in our life?  You can ask yourself 
these questions:!

• What is it that disappoints you the most?!

• What do you complain about the most?!

• Where do you make the most financial sacrifices?!

• What worries you the most?!

• Where is your sanctuary?!



• What are your hopes, dreams, and ambitions?!

Kyle Idleman - “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, 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 are living with are because of idolatry?” !

Learn from Solomon!  Hear him at the end of his life:!

Ecclesiastes 12:13-14 - “The end of the matter; all has been heard.  Fear God and 
keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.  For God will bring 
every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil.”!

1 Corinthians 10:14 - “Flee from idolatry.”!

2.  God is Revealed—He is to be worshiped OBJECTIVELY!

“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, for I the Lord your God am a jealous 
God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth 
generation of those who hate Me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who 
love Me and keep My commandments.”!

If the first commandment tells us who to worship, the second commandment tells us 
how to worship.  The first commandment teaches us that we are to worship the right 
God.  The second commandment says that we are not to worship the right God in the 
wrong way.!

We are not to make a carved or graven image of God, which means that we are not to 
worship Him any way that we please. Our worship must not be founded on subjective 
opinion, but upon objective truth.!



What does this mean?!

A forbidden TENDENCY !

Man has an impulse within him to worship, and this is evidence that he has been 
created for this purpose.  No matter where you go in this world, you will find people 
engaged in some type of worship.  It is a predisposition that we have as human beings. 
However, due to sin, the inclination to worship that we have as human beings has been 
corrupted, and this leads man to worship the wrong things in the wrong way.!

“Carved Image” - any likeness of God that is really a grotesque misrepresentation of 
the true nature and character of God !

The second commandment deals with the tendency that sinful people have to take 
objects that have been created by God and make gods out of them.  People often come 
up with their own concept of who they think God is and what God is like rather than 
letting God determine who He is and what He is like.!

Romans 1:18-25 - “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness 
suppress the truth.  For what can be known about God is plain to them, because 
God has shown it to them.  For His invisible attributes, namely, His eternal power 
and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the 
world, in the things that have been made.  So they are without excuse.  For 
although they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks to Him, 
but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.  
Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal 
God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping 
things.  Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 
dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth 
about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.”!



Man allows his own subjective opinions determine how he worships rather than God’s 
objective truth.!

“Subjective” - based on or influenced by personal feelings, tastes, or opinions !

“Objective” - not influenced by personal feelings or opinions in considering and 
representing facts !

Very often, a person will not like a truth that is presented in Scripture, and so that 
person will then come up with their own idea of who God is what what God is like.  For 
instance, they might say, “My God would never confine someone to hell for all eternity.”  
Or, a person might say, “If you want to be gay, that’s okay, because that’s the way God 
made you.”!

This is moral subjectivism, and it is the height of idolatry.!

A forgotten TRAIT!

This second commandment shows us that God is jealous for our worship with a holy 
jealousy and will view everything that comes Him in our lives as a threat to His glory.!

A foundational TRUTH!

In verses 5-6, God mentions two things about how He responds to those who reject Him 
as opposed to those who receive Him.  Those who reject Him and pursue their idols 
inherit misery, whereas those who receive Him as He as revealed Himself inherit mercy.  
Misery or mercy is the inheritance of the worshiper, and it is all tied to the object of your 
worship.!

Some people come to verse 5 and have a problem.  They think, “Why would God visit 
the iniquity of the fathers on their children to the third and fourth generation?”!

God is saying that children always pay the price for the idolatry of their parents.  How 
we worship and serve God will have an impact on our children and on our grandchildren 
and on our great grandchildren.  Perhaps one of the most striking illustrations of this can 



be found in 2 Chronicles 26 where we read about King Uzziah, a godly man and a good 
king.  He started out well, but his pride led to his downfall.  !

2 Chronicles 26:16 - “But when he was strong, he grew proud, to his destruction.  
For he was unfaithful to the Lord his God and entered the temple of the Lord to 
burn incense on the altar of incense.” !

The king was not supposed to do that because it was the priest’s job.  Uzziah was a 
good man, but he sinned when he thought he could worship God in his own way.  
Chapter 27 tells us about Uzziah’s son, whose name was Jotham.  He started off good 
just like his father had, but we read something interesting about him.!

2 Chronicles 27:2 - “And he did what was right in the eyes of the Lord according 
to all that his father Uzziah had done, except he did not enter the temple of the 
Lord.”!

In other words, he was a good man who lived uprightly, but he stopped going to church.  
His father had a problem at church, so Jotham doesn’t go at all.  In chapter 28, we are 
told about Jotham’s son Ahaz, the grandson of Uzziah.!

2 Chronicles 28:1-3 - “And he did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lord…
he even made metal images for the Baals, and he made offerings in the Valley of 
the Son of Hinnom and burned his sons as an offering, according to the 
abominations of the nations whom the Lord drove out before the people of 
Israel.”!

2 Chronicles 28:24 - “And Ahaz gathered together the vessels of the house of God 
and cut in pieces the vessels of the house of God, and he shut up the doors of 
the house of the Lord, and he made himself altars in every corner of Jerusalem.”!

Note the pattern—the father started worshiping God in the wrong way, the son quit 
going to worship altogether, and the grandson became an idolater who shut the doors to 
the house of God.!



God says in verse 6, “I show steadfast love to thousands of those who love Me and 
keep My commandments.”  Idolatry brings misery, but obedience in our worship brings 
mercy.!

3.  God is Holy—He is to be worshiped REVERENTLY!

“You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him 
guiltless who takes His name in vain.”!

The sacredness of using God’s name!

The sinfulness of misusing God’s name!

The seriousness of abusing God’s name


