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Text 
And God spoke all these words: 

2 
"I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land 

of slavery. 
3 
"You shall have no other gods before me.” 

 

Introduction 
 We’re starting today into a series that will run all summer long in which we will 

take each of the famous Ten Commandments one-by-one and look at them in depth.  

We’ve been going through the book of Exodus since last fall and have now come to Mt. 

Sinai.  I think it’s safe to assume that most people in our culture know something of the 

Ten Commandments, but probably couldn’t name them all.  More importantly there’s a 

deep confusion over how the Ten Commandments are to be viewed.  There are those who 

fight hard to have them displayed on courthouses, as if their posting will indicate we are 

somehow a Christian nation or as if they are just a good, foundational legal code for all 

societies.  Others may think that the Ten Commandments lay down basically the same 

ethical standard that all other religions give, that is a general guideline for morality… and 

they are doing pretty good at abiding by them.  After all, when is the last time I murdered 

someone? 

 What exactly are the Ten Commandments?  What are they for?  How should we 

understand them and use them?  Those are the kinds of questions we’ll be digging deep 

into all summer, starting today.  We’ll begin, quite naturally, by looking at the prologue 

and commandment #1.  In short, what we’ll see is just this: all ten boil down to number 

one.  The first one really is the most important one in this case.  They’re not listed in ‘no 

particular order’.  You have got to get this one in order to understand the others.  All ten 

commandments… all the ‘Law’… all the Bible can be boiled down to commandment #1.  

Well, I may be getting carried away with myself a bit there, but let’s start looking at it 

together and see what we can see. 

 

First, let’s pray… 
 

Hittite Suzerainty Treaty Formula 
 The Ten Commandments don’t just come out of nowhere, timeless principles 

dropped from the sky.  They come at a certain point in a story.  The story of Exodus 
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purports to be the history of the Hebrew people in the second millennium BC.  It begins 

where the book of Genesis leaves off – in Egypt.  The Hebrew people have become a 

slave people in service to the Pharaoh.  But Yahweh, the Hebrews’ God, came to their 

rescue in dramatic fashion, defeating the so-called ‘gods’ of Egypt and delivering his 

people free and rich, en route to the land of Canaan, the land God promised to them many 

years before.  There’s an extraordinary redemption – the plagues, the passing over, the 

parting of the Red Sea – and Yahweh afterwards leads his people to Mt. Sinai where, as 

we saw a couple weeks ago, he has in mind to ratify a covenant with them, his newly 

redeemed people. 

 It all made sense to the Israelites.  They give their initial consent to go forward 

with it.  Why?  Because this kind of thing was an expected practice in those days.  

Ancient Near Eastern studies have discovered a second millennium BC accepted format 

for covenants and interestingly enough this episode fits into quite well into that pattern.  

It’s most readily seen in the Hittite suzerainty treaties.  Here’s how it went: 

 

(1) There would be a preamble that identified and introduced the great king, the 

suzerain – “I am king Muwatalli…” 

(2) Then you would have an historical prologue that recaps the great deeds that 

the suzerain has done for his new vassal – “I, king Muwatalli, have graciously 

defended you from the raiding armies of the Shoe-high-mites and Knee-high-

mites when they came upon you at Jobneah and now you owe me your 

allegiance…”  The historical prologue is the back story that justifies what 

follows. 

(3) And what followed would be the stipulations, sometimes referred to as 

‘words’ – “I’m the great king… I’ve rescued you… now here are my 

expectations of you; what to do and what not to do…” 

(4) Then after the stipulations the sanctions were spelled out – “Here’s what will 

happen if you don’t abide by these conditions…” 

(5) Finally, the treaty would be written in stone and in duplicate so one copy 

could be kept in the records of the mighty king and the other in the temple of 

the people indebted to him.  It would then be taken out and read from time to 

time. 

 

Does this formula sound familiar?  Well, look at the way ch. 20 starts off.  God is 

speaking to the assembled Israelites at the bottom of the mountain from the fire 

enveloping the mountain and he begins: “I am the Lord your God [introduction 

identifying the greater party], who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery 

[the historical prologue, what the Lord has graciously done for them]” (v. 2).  Then come 

the stipulations, the ‘Ten Words’ as they’re literally referred to in the Bible (Ex. 34:28), 

which is where we get the term decalogue from.  The parallels are pretty clear (and 

they’re even clearer in the book of Deuteronomy). 

Now, this connection is fascinating on many accounts, but most importantly 

because it highlights something we’ve seen many times and in many different ways – 

there is an historical prologue.  God doesn’t come to the people in Egypt and say, “Keep 

my commands and then I will rescue you from slavery.”  If he had they would still be 

slaves there today.  But no.  He comes and delivers them and carries them on eagles’ 
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wings to himself and now he gives them his commands – the ‘Law’ (which we’ve 

mentioned before is a particular, time-bound articulation of God’s law in general). 

This cannot be highlighted enough.  This pattern is how God relates to his people 

– he redeems and then he requires; he doesn’t require in order to be redeemed.  It’s, 

“You’re accepted, therefore you obey,” not “You obey, therefore you’re accepted.”  We 

see it everywhere in the Bible – the first half of Ephesians is indicative (here’s what’s 

been done) followed by imperative (here’s what you should do).  And surprise, surprise 

we see it again right here in the very structure of the Ten Commandments. 

It’s important because it’s the question of what one leads with.  Last night we 

were driving through rural Indiana and saw a church in the middle of the country that had 

two stone tablets out front on the lawn.  I was reminded of some time I spent in the 

northwest a couple years ago and there was the movement among many of the churches 

up there to post huge signs with the Ten Commandments on the front of their buildings… 

and there was no historical prologue included!
1
  I don’t think that’s what the church 

should be known as in the community.  We’re sending out some of our people to start a 

new church next month in the West Loop.  When the core group was deciding what their 

name would be they chose Christ Redeemer.  I don’t think Christ Commander was in the 

mix.  We want to make known to the world that there’s a God who redeems(!); not be 

known as the people who just want everybody else to follow the rules. 

 

The First Use of Law
2
 

So law is given to guide those who have been redeemed.  Law-keeping is not how 

one gets saved, but what one does because she is saved.  But what does this mean for 

those of you who don’t consider yourself to be a Christian, you wouldn’t fully identify 

yourself yet as part of the redeemed community?  What should you get out of the Ten 

Commandments?  Are they completely irrelevant to you?  Well, you may be able to 

admire them as for the most part expressing universal standards of right and wrong that 

are critical for human societies to operate and flourish, principles that if taught would 

help curb civil anarchy.  This is what has traditionally been called the ‘first use of the 

law’.  And there’s some validity to it. 

 

The Second Use of Law 

But especially if you are someone who is investigating the claims of Christianity 

you need to think of God’s law in terms of what’s traditionally been called the ‘second 

use of the law’.  As I said earlier, you can never use law as a ladder to climb your way to 

God.  It just won’t work, because law is not a ladder but a mirror.  It’s not a ladder, it’s a 

mirror.  Law is intended to show you your condition before God.  Donald Grey 

Barnhouse elaborates, “Now the purpose of a mirror is to reveal to you that your face is 

dirty, but the purpose of a mirror is not to wash your face.  When you look in a mirror 

and find that your face is dirty, you do not then reach to take the mirror off the wall and 

attempt to rub it on your face as a cleansing agent.  The purpose of the mirror is to drive 

you to the water.”
3
 

Laws reveal the character of those who make them.  In our form of government, 

laws are made by representatives of the people and in theory reflect the values of the 

people.  And so for example, stipulations in Chicago’s Municipal Code requiring all 

electrical wiring to go in conduit may have less to do with safety and more to do with the 
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value our city traditionally places on union labor.  There are probably better examples 

than that, but hopefully you see the point.  Certain laws may change over time as public 

sentiment changes.  Here the Lord clearly identifies himself and then proceeds to give 

laws that reveal his eternal, unchanging character.  Therefore, in studying them you get a 

picture of what this God is like, what he cares about. 

And when you look through the Ten Commandments for example you see God’s 

impeccable character and it shows up the flaws in your own.  God’s standards are not 

attainable.  We’ll see this more as we go through the Ten Commandments but when 

something is prohibited its opposite is required.  For example, condemning the negative – 

“Thou shalt not steal” – is actually commanding the positive –“Thou shalt give 

generously.”  That’s the flip-side principle.  Also, when a particular sin is mentioned its 

larger category is to be included.  So – “Thou shalt not commit adultery” – doesn’t just 

apply narrowly to married people having intercourse with someone other than their 

spouse, but more broadly addresses sexual sin of all varieties.  That’s the category 

principle.  Then there’s the inside-out principle.  When an external issue is addressed the 

internal motivations are also in mind.  So murder includes malice; not just actions but 

affections.  One Indonesian tribal chieftain once said, “I would rather have the 7777 

commandments and prohibitions of the Torajda Adat than the Ten Commandments of the 

Christians, for the Ten Commandments demand my whole heart, whereas the 7777 

ancestral commands and prohibitions leave room for a lot of freedom.”
4
 

God’s law is meant to be jarring, to expose people’s sin and crush us under its 

weight so that we lose all hope of ever being moral enough to save ourselves, to earn 

God’s favor.  This is the ‘second use of the law’.  It’s not an attainable means of 

salvation; it’s a devastating mirror that is meant to cause us to despair of ourselves and 

cry out for mercy and run to Jesus as the only source of forgiveness and righteousness.  

“Mirror, mirror on the wall: who is the fairest of them all?”  “JESUS is the fairest of them 

all!” 

So if you’re trying to understand Christianity and excited that you’re here for 

something basic like the Ten Commandments, recognize that this is what they’re trying to 

accomplish – not give you an achievable list of things to do, but show you the utter 

impossibility of ever doing enough so that you’re ready to hear the real message of 

Christianity: JESUS has done it all!  As St. Augustine said, “The utility of the law is, that 

it convinces man of his weakness, and compels him to apply for the medicine of grace, 

which is in Christ.”
5
  So the church is more like a hospital that tells you, “You have 

cancer; here’s the treatment,” than The Home Depot who tells you, “You can do it.  We 

can help.” 

 

The Third Use of Law 

Even if you are a Christian, you have to keep using the law this way.  As we go 

through this series this summer we will keep seeing how we fail and fall short and keep 

fleeing to Christ as our only hope before a holy God.  But is that it?  Is that all there is to 

the Christian life, just realizing you’re a sinner and trusting Christ?  Yes!  And No!  

Martin Luther, the great 16
th

 century Reformer, once had a student who was trying to get 

his mind around this amazing truth that we can’t be righteous enough on our own but that 

“in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed” (Rom. 1:17).  “If what you’re 

saying is true,” the student objected, “then we may live as we want!”  Luther replied, 
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“Yes.  Now what do you want?”
6
  If you’ve really seen your natural condition before God 

and rejoiced at his supernatural provision in Christ, how could your heart not be filled 

with love and admiration for the One who has done so much for you?  How could you not 

want to live a life that honors and pleases and imitates him?  Here’s where what’s been 

called the ‘third use of the law’ comes in. 

God’s law, anywhere you find it in the Bible, but especially as summarized in the 

Ten Commandments is a welcome guide for those who have abandoned trying to use it to 

save themselves and have found freedom from the law’s condemnation in Christ.  The 

nineteenth century Anglican minister J.C. Ryle explained it well.  He said: 

 

There is no greater mistake than to suppose that a Christian has nothing to 

do with the law and the Ten Commandments, because he cannot be 

justified by keeping them.  The same Holy Ghost who convinces the 

believer of sin by the law, and leads him to Christ for justification, will 

always lead him to a spiritual use of the law, as a friendly guide, in the 

pursuit of sanctification.
7
 

 

This is primarily how the Ten Commandments functioned for the Israelites in the 

wilderness fresh out of slavery.  It is a specific covenant for a particular era of redemptive 

history, but don’t miss that it is a covenant with a crucial historical prologue – “I am the 

Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (v. 2), 

therefore…  They had been ‘justified’ so to speak, now they were in the process of being 

‘sanctified’; they had been redeemed, now they were being changed, learning how to live 

a life in gratitude to the One who had graciously rescued them.  God’s law revealed in a 

formal way at Sinai would show them how to do this. 

 

The First Commandment 

 Okay, that’s the prologue to the law and some on the uses of the law, so how 

about the first law, commandment #1.  What is it?  “You shall have no other gods before 

me” (v. 3).  “I’ve saved you and I alone,” Yahweh says.  When the Israelites were in 

Egypt they were said to serve Pharaoh.  They were then freed so that they could serve 

Yahweh.  The same word for serve in both instances is also the Hebrew word for 

worship.  This whole story is one of determining who Israel will worship, who will be 

their ‘G/god’.  In the polytheistic setting of Egypt there was slavery; Yahweh, however, 

brings freedom.  How does he do it?  He shows up the gods of Egypt.  That’s what the 

plagues were, right?  Yahweh distinguished himself as the one-true God.  All other so-

called gods are ultimately empty and will only lead to bondage.  Yahweh alone is God 

and he alone brings freedom.  He is the God who saves, who swoops in and liberates and 

guides and empowers those who are powerless to do anything for themselves. 

 And here now he says, “You shall have no other gods before me” (v. 3).  The 

phrase ‘before me’ doesn’t mean, “You can have other gods but you just have to put me 

first; nobody else can come before me in rank or order.”  Rather, it means ‘before me’ as 

in ‘in my sight’.  God doesn’t just want the lead role in the play.  He doesn’t want to 

share his stage with anyone.  No other gods allowed. 

 What is a god?  A god is someone or something you worship.  What does it mean 

to worship a god?  It means to look to it to save you, to seek to find your security in it, to 
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sacrifice for it in hopes that it will give you happiness, to trust in it for your ‘salvation’.  

So commandment #1 is not just talking about the external acts of bowing down to a statue 

or going to a pagan temple, but about what happens internally – what you worship in 

your heart.  You can’t say, “I don’t have other gods; I’m a Christian.  And it’s not just 

talking specifically about religious devotion, but encompasses the broader category of 

where one finds a source of identity, a sense of status.  You can’t really say, “I don’t have 

any gods; I’m an atheist.”  To put the whole thing positively God is saying, “I must be 

your sole Savior.” 

 The first commandment is really a reminder of the bedrock truth that justification 

is by grace alone through faith alone on the basis of Christ alone.  For the Israelites – 

Don’t in your hearts turn back to Egypt for your security; I am your deliverer.  For 

everyone – Don’t look to yourself, your own moral effort to save you.  Don’t look to your 

career to provide you a sense of worth.  Don’t trust in your physical beauty to make you 

valuable.  Don’t feel special because of your intellectual capabilities.  Don’t expect your 

family to give you your identity.  Rest entirely on my work on your behalf to give your 

soul stability.  At this stage of the game that means God’s work in Christ – his death pays 

your penalty, his life earns your merit.  Nothing else.  What else could you possibly 

need?  In Christ there is eternal security.  In Christ there is unwavering love.  In Christ 

there are pleasures forevermore. 

 We all worship gods.  We all do.  We may use different language, but that’s what 

we’re doing.  What does Madonna worship?  Isn’t she into Kabbalah – Jewish 

mysticism?  Yes, I think so, but clearly one of her gods is Success.  Listen to this 

interview with her from Vanity Fair a few years ago: 

 

I have an iron will, and all of my will has always been to conquer some 

horrible feeling of inadequacy….  I push past one spell of it and discover 

myself as a special human being and then I get to another stage and think 

I’m mediocre and uninteresting….  Again and again.  My drive in life is 

from this horrible fear of being mediocre.  And that’s always pushing me, 

pushing me.  Because even though I’ve become Somebody, I still have to 

prove that I’m Somebody.  My struggle has never ended and it probably 

never will.
8
 

 

No it won’t.  I came across a very interesting poem this week by Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning entitled “Idols” and the first two lines go like this– “How weak the gods of this 

world are/And weaker yet their worship made me!” 

 When I first read this next interview with tennis star Chris Evert I was stunned 

and saddened and yet in a strange way saw myself.  She’s talking about the dilemma of 

retirement from tennis: 

 

I had no idea who I was, or what I could be away from tennis.  I was 

depressed and afraid because so much of my life had been defined by my 

being a tennis champion.  I was completely lost.  Winning made me feel 

like I was somebody.  It made me feel pretty.  It was like being hooked on 

a drug.  I needed the wins, the applause, in order to have an identity.
9
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This is what it looks like to have other gods.  And what the Bible asserts is that if 

you don’t build your confidence wholly on the work of Christ you have another god – 

yourself, your success, your performance, your money, your ability, your happiness…  

Nobody’s really an atheist in this sense.  If you listen to Richard Dawkins much you see 

that his god is Reason.  We’re all building our identity around something or somethings 

to make us feel like somebody… and those are gods.  God says don’t do that.  Why?  

Because he’s insecure himself?  No.  But because he is the only true God and he knows 

that nothing else can ultimately deliver.  Everything boils down to this: will the Lord 

alone be your Savior, or will you look to other gods? 

 

The First Commandment in Relation to the Others 

 And as I said all ten boil down to number one.  How so?  Well you never break 

any of the other commandments unless you’ve first broken the first.  When you build 

your confidence on anything other than God and his redemption in Christ other sins 

inevitably ensue.  Let’s talk generally first.  As Oscar Wilde once observed, “To love 

oneself is the beginning of a life-long romance.”
10

  But it’s not a healthy one.  If you 

make yourself your god, if you’re in love with yourself you won’t be capable of loving 

God or others.  They will get in the way or you will use them.  Self is really the rival god. 

 More specifically within the cult of Self you can love the sound of your own 

creative voice which will preclude you from ever listening to God’s (the second 

commandment against images in worship).  You may relish your own fame which will 

prevent you from sacrificially seeking to promote God’s honor (the third commandment 

against using God’s name in vain).  You may prize your own self-sufficiency which 

won’t allow you to rest and let God be your source (the fourth commandment about 

remembering the Sabbath).  You may overvalue your independence which causes you to 

spurn authority structures (the fifth commandment about honoring your father and 

mother).  Your pursuit of productivity and the sense of accomplishment it brings will 

cause you to disregard people and treat them as dispensable (the sixth commandment 

against murder).  You can get your thrills by being able to maneuver and manipulate 

others’ emotions which leads you to be a flirt (the seventh commandment against 

adultery).  You can seek your security in wealth, pursue it whatever the cost, and horde 

what you have (the eighth commandment against stealing).  Your need to always be the 

one who’s right will drive you to bend the truth (the ninth commandment against false 

testimony).  You can be consumed with a sense of entitlement and begin to resent 

anybody else’s good fortunes (the tenth commandment against coveting). 

 Or you can look at it this way: You don’t lie unless you’ve made a god out of 

other peoples’ approval of you.  You don’t commit adultery unless you’ve elevated 

personal sexual or emotional fulfillment to the status of deity.  When you find yourself 

insensitive and annoyed by others’ struggles it reveals that you have staked your 

significance on being a man that is in control of his emotions – “I’m really better than 

him.”  When you find yourself complaining and griping all the time about how small 

your apartment is that reveals that you’ve been worshipping the god of Materialism – 

“The stuff other people have will make me happy.” 

 Do you see how all ten really boil down to number one?  You can’t be a 

virtuous person, your life and relationships will unravel if you don’t stake your identity 

entirely on all that God is for you in Christ.  God’s not just giving rules here.  He’s not 
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after rule-keepers; he’s after people’s hearts.  And only if he has captured your heart are 

you ever going to be able to start to keep the other commandments.  Having no other 

gods besides the God who saves by grace, no other saviors along with Jesus is the most 

important rule of all. 

 

Conclusion 

 So what do you do when you realize that you’ve broken this most fundamental 

command?  What do you do when you see that you are a functional polytheist?  Do you 

ignore it?  Well, that would just be to bow to the god of your own comfort (you don’t 

want to be bothered; ignorance is bliss).  Do you deny it?  That would be to bow to the 

god of your own reputation (you simply can’t admit failure).  Do you try to fix it, make 

up for it by doing better?  That would just be to bow to the god of self-sufficiency (I can 

do this on my own).  Do you feel good that you caught it and proudly tell everyone about 

your astute knowledge of your own heart?  Ironically that would be to bow to the god of 

doctrinal precision (you’re saved by your solid grasp of theology) or the god of control 

(you’ve got a handle on things).  What do you do?  Do you wallow in guilt and beat 

yourself up?  That too is self-made atonement.  It’s to anxiously bow before the god of 

self-righteousness (How could I have done that?  I can’t believe it!).  The only answer is 

to bow before the God who says, “I am the LORD, your God, who brought you out of 

condemnation and slavery, who sent my Son to die in your place and brought you to 

myself in him.” 

 

Not the labor of my hands 

Can fulfill Thy law’s demands; 

Could my zeal no respite know, 

Could my tears forever flow, 

All for sin could not atone; 

Thou must save, and Thou alone.
11

 

 

 Confess: “I haven’t trusted you alone.  I’ve diversified my worship portfolio to 

mitigate my risk, but everything else is bankrupt.”  Repent: “Oh God, I want my heart to 

find rest in you alone.  I don’t want to keep running after these other worthless things.  

When I do, all kinds of problems ensue and it’s a slap in your face.”  And believe: “Jesus 

is my only hope.  I put all my trust in him.”  This is the only way to have your heart 

captured more and more by him. 

If you’re not yet a Christian, this commandment is a call to recognize how you’re 

still a worshipper and those gods, those sources of identity and security, will not only 

lead to all kinds of slaveries and sins but are an affront to the One who alone deserves 

your worship.  Confess, repent, turn to him for his mercy.  Trust that Jesus died for your 

sin and lived for your acceptance and begin to experience what it is to rest on that. 

If you are a Christian, this commandment is not a call to doubt your salvation, it’s 

a reminder to return to it again.  It teaches you that God wants all your heart.  And he’s 

done everything to win it. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 For all Christians you’re invited to feast at this Table… 



9 

 

Benediction 
May your soul find rest in God alone for salvation comes from him (Ps. 62:1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 6, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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