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A look at the first four commandments: Exodus 20:1-11

The first commandment is “You shall have no other gods before me.” The force of the expression “before me”
most likely means “in addition to me.” The temptation of Israel (and with us?) is not so much to abandon serving God
in order to serve other gods, but to worship other gods in addition to the Lord. Unlike the second commandment,
which addresses itself to the “how” of worship, this one speaks to the ‘who’ to worship. God’s people must allow
nobody else and nothing else to exercise an ultimate claim over or demand and ultimately loyalty from them.
The commandment to worship no other gods is senseless unless the alternative does indeed exist and it at times is
attractive, and unless human beings have a proclivity compelling them in that direction it is a logical fact that one
does not have prohibit or discourage activities that most people are disinclined to do anyway.

The second commandment is “You shall not make for yourself a graven image.” Religious arts with power
symbolic significance is permitted-witness adornments in the tabernacle and temple-but images of God, or any
deity, are outlawed. For all the times that patriarchs and Moses spoke ‘face to face’ with God, not once did any of
them give us any inkling of what they saw or what God looked like.
Perhaps we cannot improve on Augustine’s definition of idolatry: “Idolatry is worshiping anything that ought to used,
or using anything that is meant to be worshiped.”

The third commandment is “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.” Presumably, what is
proscribed here is more than just profanity or vulgarity in the modern sense. Also, the common statement that the
command forbids us false swearing or oath-taking in court is true, but it is not exhaustive of the meaning.
The Hebrew word for ‘vain’ used here comes from a root meaning ‘to be empty’ in the sense of ‘to be without
substance, to be worthless.’ Any invocation of God’s presence, any calling on his name that is simply perfunctory, is
taking God’s name in vain-that is, using the divine name for or in something that lacks vitality, reality and substance.

The fourth commandment is “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.” In some ways this fourth
commandment feeds oﬀ and naturally follows from the first two commandments. The proper observance of the
Sabbath guards against people idolizing their own work and agendas. On this one day no work is to be done.
Not only does the fourth commandment relate to the first two, but also it is a bridge into the last six, those dealing
with one’s relationship with other members of the community, for the Sabbath is a gift of God for everyonechildren, slaves, the stranger, all those who otherwise might not be able to find rest.

