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“The First Commandment”      Text – Joshua 22:5      NT reading – 1 John 5


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Turn with me briefly to Deuteronomy 5.  There, as you know, you will find the 10 commandments.  
Now, some of you may already know that our Roman Catholic and Lutheran friends have something in common when it comes to the numbering of the commandments.  They have a different a different way of dividing the 10 commandments.  
What they do is combine what we know as the first commandment together with what we know as the second commandment into one, single, commandment.  
And to keep from ending up with 11 commandments, what they have done is to separate what we recognize as the 10th commandment into two.
Because, as you can see in verse 21, there are two ‘you shall nots’, they hold there to be two separate commandments here: “You shall not covet your neighbour’s wife,” is commandment number 9, and “you shall not set your desire on your neighbour’s house or land” etc
 is commandment 10.

Now, I don’t want to spend too much time on this as we will likely explore this a little more when we come to the 10th commandment, but let it suffice to say for now that our disagreement with them rests on the assertion that despite there being two ‘you shall nots’ in verse 21, what they both deal with is coveting, plain and simple.  Whether it is a house, or a wife, or a donkey, the problem is coveting.  

And so, in regards to Roman Catholic and Lutheran theology, it really seems that the desire to treat verses 7-10 as one single commandment is the only reason why they have split the coveting commandment in two.

Now, of course, our Roman Catholic and Lutheran friends throw a similar accusation towards us in relation to what we recognize as commandments one and two.  
According to them, they both deal with worship.  
So, while we might accuse them of arbitrarily separating the tenth commandment, they accuse us of arbitrarily separating what they recognize as the first commandment.  
And at first glance it would appear that they may have a valid point.  
Verse 7 talks about “other gods,” and verses 8-10 talk about making and worshipping idols.  

And so, what we need to do before we look at anything else is to understand why we recognize the Word of God to hold verse 7 before us as the first commandment.  Why is it different from the second commandment?  
Well, the difference between the two is helpfully explained by the commentator, Jochem Douma.  
He says, “After the first commandment rejects all other gods (little g), so that only Yahweh remains, the second commandment rejects every wrong form whereby people desire to worship Yahweh.  The first commandment opposes foreign gods (little g), the second opposes self-willed worship of Yahweh ... In sum, the first commandment points to the true God, the second to true religion.”

I trust you can see the importance, then, of distinguishing between verse 7 and verses 8-10.  What we read in verse 7 is the first commandment.

But more importantly, even, than recognizing the first commandment is obeying, honouring, and living in the first commandment.  
Now, Boys and girls, I imagine that most of you will have seen a compass at some time or another.  Well, some have suggested that the 10 commandments are like the compasses used by sailors to guide their travels over the vast oceans of the world.  
And the compass has many directions on it; there is North, South, East, and West.  
But there is also North North West, and South East South and West North West.  
However, there is only one direction that is fixed by the magnetized needle, and that is North.  

Well, the same can be said of the Ten Commandments.  
They also contain ten different instructions that cover every aspect of life.
But if this moral compass is not properly set first towards God then the rest have no set bearing.  
Every other point on the compass of Christian conduct is determined by North – our attitude to God.  
And so, what this means is that by the measure which the Christian is enabled to properly observe this first commandment, he shall also observe the others.

Let’s turn then to the passage of Scripture which is going to guide our consideration of the first commandment, Joshua 22:5.
Here, the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Mannaseh are about to return to the east side of the Jordan.  They have kept their promise to help their brother tribes clear out the Canaanite nations on the West side of the Jordan.  And Joshua issues this warning to them; he says,
Be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to obey his commands, to hold fast to him and to serve him with all your heart and all your soul.

Now, the first commandment is this: “You shall have no other gods before me.”  What we need to see in these words of Joshua, then, is that the first commandment demands love for God.  
And this love is directed by His Word; it is obedient; it is exclusive; and it is wholehearted.

To begin with, then, the first commandment demands love for God.  “Be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God.” 

	Congregation, what does it mean to love God?  We hear it and we read it a lot, but what does it mean to love God?  Well, to start with it means making a choice.  
	Love is a choice; you either choose to love or you choose not to love.  Love is not a feeling that comes or goes.  Love is a choice.  
	And we see this first as we consider God.  
	Think of Ephesians 1:4.  
	There it says, “He chose us in [Christ] before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless in His sight.”  
	Now, why did God choose us?  What made Him choose you and not some one else?  
	Well, verse 5 goes onto give the answer: “In love He predestined us.”  
	And Eph 2:4 says the same thing, “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ Jesus.”  

God chose to love you.  
	Love is a choice.


	So, let’s return to our text in Joshua 22:5. There Joshua says, “Be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God.”  
	Now, you have to choose whether or not to be very careful, and to keep the commandments, and to love God.  It doesn’t just happen by itself, and its not about feelings.  You must choose.
	And just two chapters on from our text, Joshua will call the people pf Israel together again before he dies.  And what does he say to them at that time?  

Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness.  Throw away the gods your forefathers worshipped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.  15 But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.” 
Joshua’s choice is clear; for he goes on to say, “But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”  
	To love God is to choose to love God.


The first commandment demands love for God.  But we need to see also that this love is directed by His Word, our second point.

I am sure you have heard references to these types of surveys before, but one poll in America revealed that 95% of all Americans claim to believe in God.  And at first, that sounds like a wonderful statistic.  Surely, America must be one of the most godly nations on the face of the earth!  However, what that survey went on to reveal is that six out of every seven, that’s 86%, of all those who claimed to believe in God, also said that it was OK not to believe in God.  
And that kind of begs the question doesn’t it.  Who or what is the god that they claim to believe in?  
For it certainly cannot be the God of the Bible who says, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  
It cannot be the God of the Bible who demands us in Joshua 22:5, “To Love the Lord your God, (and) walk in His ways.”  

And so, if your choice is to love God, you need to know who God is, how to love Him, and how to walk before Him.  And to this, you need to know “His ways.”  To love God, then, is to love Him in the way that is directed by His Word.  
After reciting the 10 commandments to the people of Israel, Moses went on to say in Deuteronomy 5:32, “Be careful to do what the LORD your God has commanded you; do not turn aside to the right or to the left.  33 Walk in all the way that the LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live and prosper and prolong your days in the land that you will possess.”  

People of God, if you want to know how to keep the first commandment, you better be students of the Bible!  
This is the revelation of God.  
This is where He has set down the difference between life and death.  
This is where He has revealed the pathway of blessing.  
And as Moses says elsewhere in Deuteronomy, “What I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach.  12 It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, "Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it?"  13 Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, "Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it?"  14 No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so that you may obey it.”  

And this is even more the case for you than it was for the people of Israel, because, as NT Christians, you have the complete and perfect revelation of Jesus Christ.  
You know that your relationship to the law is in Jesus Christ.  
You know that He is the Word made flesh.  
You know that He is the commandment keeper.  
You know that your love for God exists only through Jesus Christ who is the fulfillment of the law.  
Don’t you!?

The first commandment demands love for God.  This love is directed by His Word.  But in addition, it is an obedient love, our third point.

	The first commandment says, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  Joshua 22:5 reveals that this means you are “to love the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to obey his commands.”  
	For the people of Israel, this meant daily and bloody sacrifices for sins, laws about vows and what to do with leprosy, laws about damage to property and tithing, laws about going to war and cities of refuge, etc etc.  
	Read Deuteronomy.  It is a wonderfully powerful and descriptive book in terms of the law of God.  
	It is the foundation of the covenant relationship between God and His people.  
	But don’t make the mistake that many who claim to be Christians have made and read a verse such as Romans 8:2, which says that the Christian has been set free from the law, and think that you and the commandments are done.  

Don’t make the mistake of reading a phrase from Romans 6 that says, “We are not under law but under grace,” and think, “No more law for me!  I’m commandment free!  All I have to do is love Jesus!”  
	Because in John 14:15, Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.”  And in 1 John 5:3, we read, “This is love for God: to obey his commands.”  
	And the first of His commandments is “you shall have no other gods before Me.”  


The first commandment demands love for God and it must be an obedient love.  But notice, fourthly, that it is also an exclusive love.

The first commandment says, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  And really, the exclusive nature of this love is crystal clear in this commandment isn’t it.  “No other gods.”  

	Now, the first thing we must ask is are there other gods?  Are there really other gods?  
	And we have to say in answer to this question no and yes.  
	In terms of the ‘no’ part of the answer, we need only think of Isaiah 44.  
	Now, I have always found Isaiah 44 to be one of the most hilarious passages in the whole Bible.  In a very obvious manner it reveals the laughable and pitiful reality of idolatry.  
	It talks of a carpenter who cuts down a piece of cypress or pine.  And then it says, “Half of the wood he burns in the fire; over it he prepares his meal, he roasts his meat and eats his fill. He also warms himself and says, "Ah!  I am warm; I see the fire."  17 From the rest he makes a god, his idol; he bows down to it and worships.  He prays to it and says, "Save me; you are my god."”  
	It’s laughably stupid isn’t it congregation!  Of course this idol is not really a god!  
	But then we come to the yes side of the answer.  
	Does this man believe that idol is his god?  He certainly does.  He will live his life to please that god.  He will do anything, go anywhere, give anything up, just to please that god.  And so, for him, that god is very real.  Slavery to idolatry is a reality.  
	As Joshua reads the words of our text to the people of Israel, they have begun to live in a region where there are gods by the hundreds; Baals, Ashtoreths, Molechs, etc etc.  
	And those who worship such gods will offer their firstborn children to them as burnt offerings.  


	Slavery to idolatry is very much a reality.  And that is why God says, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  That is why Joshua calls on God’s people to “love the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to obey his commands, (and) to hold fast to him.” 


	Now, you might hear all that and say, “Yes.  Fair enough.  That was a good thing for Joshua to say to them then.  But I don’t have any little statues at home that I fall down in front of.  I am too clever for that sort of foolish idolatry.”  
	Well, time does not permit us the opportunity to exhaust every kind of idolatry that may exist today.  But let’s have a look at a few of them starting with the more obvious.  
	Money can be an idol.  
	Have you ever begrudged the money you put in the offering bag; wishing you could hold on to it?  

Have you ever said to yourself, “If I just had another $50 a week, life would be so much easier; all would be well; I could cope; I wouldn’t have to worry”?  
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not money.  
	Well, what about status, power, and success?  
	Have you ever wished you could be more popular at school?  

Have you ever been angry that you were passed over for a promotion? 
	Have you ever been jealous of someone else’s exam results? 
	Have you ever been disappointed that you were not chosen in a vote?  
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not status, power, or success.  
	Well, what about sex?  Could sex be an idol?  
	The statistics suggest so.  According to one website, every second, nearly $6000 is being spent on pornography.  Every second – over 28,000 Internet users are viewing pornography.  Every second - 372 Internet users are typing adult search terms into a search engine.  Every 39 minutes: a new pornographic video is created in the United States alone.  
	Are any of your clicks, dollars, or minutes in those statistics?  
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not sex.  
	And then there are always alcohol and drugs; addictive, easy to get, and so idolatrously dangerous.  


	But let’s go beyond what we might all agree are the more obvious idols.  
	Could faith be an idol?  
	You see, for some, faith is simply believing.  The act of faith, having faith, is all that matters.  What your faith is in is not important.  

And you might think that sounds a little out there; that’s not a Christian problem is it?  
	Well most Christian churches believe that the hinge of faith is your personal decision to accept Christ; Arminianism.  God is powerless to convert you.  You must decide.  
	Brothers and Sisters, that makes you the god of your salvation.  
	Why pray to God to convert your wife, or son, or father, when there is supposedly nothing He can do about it.  Arminian belief is a type of idolatry.  
	Well, what about experience?  Could experience be idlatry?
	How many times have Christians refused to hear and obey God’s Word because of what they have experienced?  
	Congregation, whenever a brother or sister bases a religious claim on their own personal experience, that person has embraced another god instead of this God (hold up the Bible).  
	Faith depends on what God has revealed in here, not on what I feel in here (heart) or think in here (head).  
	You know, it’s even possible to make your personal relationship with Jesus Christ an idol!  
	One commentator says, “It is possible to be so obsessed with one’s relationship with Christ that there is not enough knowledge of and concern for Christ Himself to constitute a meaningful relationship.”  
	And this occurs when people say things like, “I know I’m saved because of that night in Ashburton in 1996,” but manifest no living obedience to Jesus Christ.  


	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not “faith,” not experience, not a ”relationship with Jesus” even.  A couple more before we close.  


	But what about something like Christian politics?  
	Surely all will be well if we can just get Christians into government?  
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not Christian politics.  
	And what about the anti-abortion movement?  
	Surely, God will pour out His blessing on us if we just rid the land of this evil? 
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not the anti-abortion movement.  
	What about Christian schools or homeschooling?  
	If we just teach our children in this way and in this place, their Christian future will be secure?  
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not Christian education.  
	What about this or that church program?  
	If we just set up this evangelism course, or this diaconal ministry, or this catechism schedule, we will reach the world, transform the community, and grow strong Christians!   
	“Love the LORD your God, (and) hold fast to Him,” not church programs.  



	Now, congregation, I am not saying that we should not be involved in these activities or do these things.  Far from it!  Of course we ought to be doing these things.  But salvation is found in God alone, in Christ alone, by grace alone, and through faith alone.  Not these other things.  
	And the moment we invest more in them than we ought they become our idols.


Well, there is really only one place where we can and ought to end up a consideration of the first commandment.  
The first commandment is this: “You shall have no other gods before me.” 
 Joshua explained it further by saying, “Be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to obey his commands, [and] to hold fast to him.  
This means Love for God needs to be directed by His Word, obedient, and exclusive as we have just seen.  
But note the last words of verse 5.”  Love for God means also that you “serve him with all your heart and all your soul.”

When Jesus was asked about the Greatest Commandment, He used exactly the same words as we all know well.  
He said, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’  This is the first and greatest commandment.”  

And after going on to reveal the other great commandment, he asked a question of His listeners Himself.  He said, “What do you think about the Christ?”  
And that Brothers and Sisters, is the crux of the first commandment?  “What do you think about the Christ?”  
Have you chosen to love Him?  Will you choose to love Him today?  
Is your love directed by His Word?  
Is it obedient to that Word?  
And is it wholehearted?  
Are there other gods that you need to tear down because they distract you from wholehearted devotion to Jesus?

Then flee from idolatry.  Tear them down.  Smash them upon the altar of your love for Jesus.  

And praise the Lord that there is forgiveness in Christ even for the sin of breaking the first commandment.

And all God’s people said, “Amen.”
   

