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The God Who Legislates

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Carson, Don A.  The God Who Is There: Finding Your Place in God's Story.  Baker Books, 2010.

I.  Introduction: The Intolerance of Tolerance in the Age of Adolescence

Our time and culture argues that to argue that there is truth and falsehood, right and wrong, moral and immoral is narrow, bigoted, arrogant, and divisive.

Openness and tolerance are never fully and truly open or tolerant; generally, those who advocate tolerance are most intolerant of those with whom they disagree.

Claiming that there is one truth (and therefore that everything opposite or contradictory is false) is also anathema today.  The same strains of tolerance now appear in forms of denying responsibility.  I am not to blame for all of my shortcomings, mistakes, and potential failures (notice the language); it is necessarily someone else's fault.

When we come to the Bible, however, this kind of worldview that we see today is nowhere to be found.  The Bible reveals to us that God is a God who legislates.  He lays down the law.  He determines truth and he determines what is right and wrong.  If we do not meet his standards, then we are held responsible for "fall[ing] short of the glory of God"--his sinless perfection (Romans 3:23).

II.  The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20)

A.  Commandment 1: God's Exclusiveness

Notice the context of the command: the Exodus.  God has been known as the Creator of all things; now his identity is wrapped up in the deliverance of his people.  Exodus 34:14 echoes this command by saying, "Do not worship any other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God."

Jealousy is a sin for human beings, but not for God.  Why?  When we as human beings are jealous, we are unworthy of the attention and affection we desire.  We are selfish, sinful, wicked, and despicable.  We have no right nor authority to be jealous for anything; we don't deserve anything desirable.  With God, however, he is infinitely worthy.  He is worthy of attention, affection, desire, worship, everything.  He has the right to be jealous, and he claims this right in the First Commandment.

Carson puts it this way: "Now you have God, the one God who made everything.  We have returned to the situation we discovered in Genesis 3.  The very nature of the first rebellion was idolatry.  What is God supposed to say?  'Ah, make up your spirituality as you go along.  Invent your own god.  I don't really care.'  That sort of response would deny who he is.  It denies his role as Creator; it denies his exclusive function as sovereign sustainer of all of life.  Shall he now say, 'But you can pretend that some other power saved you if you like.  You can make your own gods'?" (60).

B.  Commandment 2: God's Transcendence

The Second Commandment upholds the Creator-creature distinction we emphasized in looking at Genesis 1-2.

The Scriptures are clear and emphatic that God is Spirit and cannot be reduced to the likeness of anything on earth.  By trying to make God in our image (or in the image of anything, for that matter), we're trying to exert control over him.  We're saying (just like Israel), "This is the god we worship, because this god is really controlled by me.  I really want to worship myself."

C.  Commandment 3: God's Importance

In the Ancient Near East, a person's name was not simply a label to distinguish "Billy" from "Bubba."  A person's name was bound up with his character.  We still have a vestige of this when we talk about a person's "good name."

Carson: "Using the name of God or of Jesus when you 'mean nothing' by it is not profane because you have spoken a magic word that you are not really allowed to use, as if only priests can say the right abracadabra.  The usage is profane because it is common, cheap.  We are dealing with God, and we must say and do nothing that diminishes him or cheapens him.  It is at best disrespectful, ungrateful, and demeaning; at worst it de-gods him and thus sinks him again to the level of idolatry" (61).

"Taking the Lord's name in vain" extends beyond merely the words, as well.  Since we all bear the name of Christ, we must guard against all of our words and actions, to prevent them from misrepresenting God's character and identity.

We also see the importance of names in Revelation, where one of the blessings of glory is that we will all receive a new name, given by the Lord Jesus himself.  There, in the presence of the perfections of God himself, we will have a new identity, character, and nature—given from the Lord himself.

D.  Commandment 4: God's Right of Reign, Including over Our Use of Time

The Fourth Commandment is a demand to recognize the ultimate sovereignty of God, which includes our time.  God set the pattern at the Creation: six days of work, and one of rest.

E.  Further Observations

1.  God is still the talking God we were introduced to in Genesis.  He speaks creatively, he speaks covenantally, and here he speaks commandingly.

2.  The Ten Commandments have a central and foundational place in the Old Testament.  They are quoted by prophets at the end of the Old Testament era (e.g., Jeremiah and Hosea) and throughout the Psalms.

3.  The first four commandments provide the basis for the next six.  Because God is a jealous God who is distinct from his creation who should be honored, exalted, and uplifted in all things, he has the rightful authority to command how we live with one another.

4.  The context of the Ten Commandments is a reaction to the exodus.  The rest of the book (as we've seen in the sermon series) is absolutely necessary to understand this text:  Yahweh has brought you out of Egypt by a mighty hand, therefore you shall live this way; NOT, You shall live this way so that Yahweh might be persuaded to deliver you if you're good enough and he feels like it.

5.  The Ten Commandments do not make these ten sins wrong for the first time.  Murder was wrong in Genesis 4 when it first happened.  Lying was wrong when Joseph's brothers did it to Jacob.  Adultery was wrong when Potiphar's wife tempted Joseph.

The purpose of the Law is not, and was never intended to be, the transformation of the heart.  That's not the purpose because it's not possible for the law to do that.  The Law serves as a standard of justice; we are killed by the Law because we don't measure up to it (Romans 7).

