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The Greatest I: Ten Commandments 1-4 

Good morning! 

Are you having a good Sunday? I know it might be a bit early to be 

asking… but is it a good Sunday? How about this… are you having a 

great Sunday? Are you… perchance… experiencing the greatest Sunday 

ever… the greatest Sunday of all time? 

I realize that sounds ridiculous… but there’s something about this 

society… about human beings generally… that we really want… really 

expect, to see, to experience the greatest of… everything! 

When we watch sports… no matter what the sport is… someone is 

invariably talking about the greatest of all time… the G.O.A.T. as it’s 

become known. Is Michael Jordan the G.O.A.T, or is it Lebron James? Is 

Tom Brady the G.O.A.T., or is it Aaron Rodgers? A lot of time… and a lot 

of energy is spent debating these questions… why? 

There’s something about human beings… something deep in us… that 

almost requires we be seeing, experiencing, doing, the best of the 

best… the greatest of all time! And we aren’t really satisfied with 

anything less! 

That’s not a malady reserved just for the crop of humans currently 

inhabiting this planet… we’ve see it throughout history… and across all 

people groups.  

We don’t have to look far to see how far this greatness-mania has 

spread… at least 38 national leaders have the word “Great” officially 

attached to their names by historians.  
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Alexander the Great, Peter the Great, Catherine the Great. Religious 

leaders… Gandhi, known as the Mahatma… which means Great Soul. 

Athletes… like Wayne Gretzky, called The Great One… and Muhammad 

Ali… who called himself the Greatest of all time! 

We even see greatness-mania in Scripture. At least a couple of times 

we find Jesus’ own disciples fussing about which one of them… is the 

greatest!  

We are enamored with the idea that somehow… we deserve to witness 

greatness. 

And I believe that goes all the way down to the root of sin in each of 

our hearts… and that is pride.  

Pride… the original sin!  

Pride… the sin that caused the fall of Satan… as recounted in Isaiah 

14:12-14, “How you have fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn! 

How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low! You 

said in your heart, „I will ascend to heaven; above the stars of God I 

will set my throne on high; I will sit on the mount of assembly in the far 

reaches of the north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will 

make myself like the most high.‟ 

It was pride that caused Adam and Eve to disobey God, because they 

believed that same lie that they could become like God, when Satan 

whispered it to them in the Garden of Eden, enticing them to eat of the 

tree of the knowledge of good and evil, in Genesis 3:4-5, 4 
But the 

serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 
5 
For God knows 

that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like 

God…” 



3 
 

The sin of pride drives us to demand we at least witness greatness… 

because born deep down in the heart each of us… is the seed of 

rebellion that causes each of us to want to lift ourselves equal to, or 

above God.  

That… I believe… is the reason we are so focused on being around… or a 

part of whatever it is that we consider the greatest. 

Yet our perverted desire for greatness doesn’t mean there aren’t those 

things that are great… things that God meant for us to appreciate as the 

greatest. 

And it is some of those things that we are going to examine in this short 

two-week series… titled… as you might have guessed by now...                    

The Greatest. 

Open your Bible to Matthew 22… we’re going to look at a passage 

where Jesus was asked… what’s the greatest? 

It’s there in Matthew 22, verses 34-40: 34 
But when the Pharisees heard 

that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together. 
35 

And one of 

them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. 
36 

“Teacher, which is 

the great commandment in the Law?” 
37 

And he said to him, “You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 

with all your mind. 
38 

This is the great and first commandment. 
39 

And a 

second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. 
40 

On these 

two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.”  

Here’s Jesus… doing what Jesus does best… taking people’s attempts at 

twisting things around to mean whatever they want them to mean… 

and untangling the whole mess simply by laying out the truth.  
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Jesus had just schooled the Sadducees… who didn’t believe in a 

resurrection… that’s why they were sad, you see… and now the 

Sadducees arch rivals… the Pharisees… come to take a crack at Jesus.               

A member of that gang… tries to test Jesus… and asks him which 

commandment is the greatest? And right there we see it… greatest- 

mania, alive and well… and on display even back then… in the first 

century.  

Jesus’ answer though… is powerful… not just because it’s the truth… it 

is the truth… but it’s powerful because of the multiple layers of the 

truth that Jesus is presenting… the truth behind the truth… so to speak.  

Jesus is not only saying loving God and loving your neighbor as yourself 

is… to borrow a piece of Star Trek lingo… God’s prime directive… but... 

He’s saying everything in this book… the Bible… God’s Word… 

everything hinges on that truth! 

In other words… Jesus is saying while loving God with all we are… is the 

greatest commandment… we can’t truly love God… without loving 

other people. And we can’t truly love other people… without loving 

God! 

So… how can we know how to do that? Where, specifically can we go in 

God’s Word to find that road map to truly loving God… and loving 

others like we love ourselves? 

It starts… of course… with the truth of John 3:16… a verse we all know 

by heart! 16 
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 

whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 
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It’s upon that foundation… that our relationship with God… through the 

work of His Son, Jesus Christ… is formed. And it’s in the context of that 

ongoing, growing relationship… that we can begin to look at how God 

designed us to live… with Him… and with each other! How we can live 

out… what Jesus called… the greatest commandments.  

And relationship is the key! Outside of a real relationship with God… 

our trying to please God… is quickly reduced to just following a list of 

rules. And the saying is true: rules without relationship… always results 

in rebellion! 

Rules without relationship… always results in rebellion!  

And so… with our relationship with God settled firmly in the work of 

Jesus Christ at the cross… we can approach God… and hear His heart… 

see the road map He has so mercifully and graciously laid out for us… in 

order for us to live forever with Him… and… live with each other. The 

road map He’s given us to make it possible for us to live out the 

greatest commandments: Love God with all your heart… love your 

neighbor as yourself.  

We find the basics of that road map in chapter 20 of the book of 

Exodus… turn there, if you would. 

Here we find the famed Ten Commandments… the nuts and bolts of 

living our lives with God and with each other.  

Today… I’m going to look at the first four commandments… those that 

speak of how God has called us to live with Him.  
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And next week… Pastor Grant will finish the series with a look at 

commandments 5 through 10… how God has called us to live with one 

another.  

Again… I want to emphasize… as we go through these passages… it’s 

important that we keep what God is saying to us in the context of 

relationship… relationship with God… relationship with each other. 

Without that perspective… we can easily slip into the mindset of just 

making ourselves mindlessly and heartlessly follow a list of do’s and 

don’ts… a list of rules. And we can miss what God wants us to see 

through these commandments… that is it’s impossible to love God and 

love others… if all we’re doing… is trying to follow rules. It’s impossible 

to love anyone… apart from the foundation of genuine relationship!  

So let’s read… Exodus… chapter 20… starting in verse 1 and going 

through verse 11.  

And God spoke all these words, saying,  
2 
“I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 

out of the house of slavery.  
3 
“You shall have no other gods before me.  

4 
“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. 
5 
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, 
6 
but showing steadfast love to 

thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.  
7 
“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.  
8 
“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

9 
Six days you shall 

labor, and do all your work, 
10 

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the 

LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or 
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your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your 

livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. 
11 

For in six days 

the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and 

rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day 

and made it holy. 

 

That’s our main passage for today.  
                                                                                                                                          

The first thing we want to notice… is that Moses… who is writing all this 

down… starts off by stating: God is the one speaking.  

In verse one… Moses is clear, And God spoke all these words…  

In that declaration… God is saying He is the source of this code of 

conduct! God is the sole source… no one else! Not Moses or any other 

human being! It is God who is saying this! 

And as sobering as that is… knowing that it is God Almighty who is 

dictating these commandments… is also comforting!  

It’s comforting… because we can have confidence God’s absolute moral 

standards… are not subject to change.  

God is the same yesterday, today and forever! He doesn’t change! 

These decrees cannot be changed by the whims of man! Not by a 

petition… not by a neighbor, not by a mayor, not by a governor, not by 

a president, not even by a king! 

This code of conduct… is true of all people… of all time!  

This is what God is saying to you! 

And just what is God saying? 
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Verses 2 and 3 start off by God declaring, 2 
“I am the LORD your God, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 
3 
“You shall have no other gods before me. 

Isn’t it interesting… the God begins not by saying, “I am God, creator of 

the universe”… instead, He begins with a much more personal 

introduction: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land 

of Egypt, out of the house of slavery…” 

A couple of things worth noting here… first, it is a personal message. 

The Hebrew word translated “your” in this passage, is a singular form of 

that word. While God is addressing the entire nation of Israel, and 

subsequently all of us, He is doing it… on a personal, person-by-person 

basis. When you read these commandments… when you hear these 

commandments… know that God is saying this to you… personally…      

“I am the LORD your God!” 

In fact, all of the Ten Commandments are spoken in the singular form! 

All of them are spoken primarily… to each of us as individuals! Why? 

Because God is a personal God…  A God who desires a real relationship 

with you!  

The second thing to note from these verses… is that God is relating to 

the people of Israel in a way they can appreciate.  

You see… the Israelites gathered there in the Sinai wilderness didn’t see 

God create the universe… they weren’t around when God laid the 

foundations of the earth. So if God had started out by saying, “I am God 

who created the universe”, though that would certainly be true… it 

wouldn’t have the same personal touch!  
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But… they were around to see God deliver them from a situation in 

Egypt… that before God showed up to deliver them…  to them… 

seemed impossible to escape from! 

They knew the oppression they were forced to live under! They saw the 

ten plagues God brought upon the Egyptians! And they saw that God 

protected them from those plagues!  

They saw God part the Red Sea for them… and close it on the 

Egyptians!  

They saw the pillar of fire at night… and the cloud leading them in the 

day! They ate the manna God provided for them from heaven, and 

drank the water He provided for them from the rock!  

The people of Israel saw all of that!  

Before God speaks to them… the people of Israel had seen God work in 

their lives… up close and personal!  

He was introducing His code of conduct… His plan for people to live in 

harmonious relationship with Him and with each other… not from the 

position of an impersonal creator, but from the position of a God who 

very much loves them… and had powerfully demonstrated that love to 

them!   

And what John says to us in 1 John 4:19… is true of the Israelites back 

then… We love because he first loved us.  

God lovingly establishes the relationship before He explains the rules! 

So… how does that apply to us… today you might be asking?  
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None of us were ever slaves in Egypt. None of us ever ate manna, or 

drank water from a rock.  

True… but don’t let that keep you from the deeper truth of this 

passage… the truth that God hates slavery… and that God desires that 

all of us live in freedom! Because, He really does! 

All of us… have been… and maybe still are… slaves to sin! And God… 

through the life, death, burial and resurrection of His Son, Jesus Christ… 

has provided us… all of us… with a path to freedom!  

Paul is emphatic about that in Galatians 5:1 when he declares, For 

freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit 

again to a yoke of slavery.  

Understand, loved ones, the same God who delivered the Israelites 

from slavery in Egypt… desires to deliver you from the slavery of sin and 

death. And as God spoke personally and relationally to the people of 

Israel… He is speaking personally… and relationally to you!  

And His first commandment to you is… “You shall have no other gods 

before me…”  

You shall have no other gods… because there are no other gods!  

In Psalm 86:10 David writes, For you are great and do wondrous things; 

you alone are God.  

Jesus declares in John 17:3, And this is eternal life, that they know you, 

the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. 

Our God… is the only true God! And because He is… we are to allow no 

other gods in our lives! 
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If there are no other gods… then what other gods could we allow in our 

lives? 

The answer is… false gods.  

And God addresses those… in the next commandment. Look in verses 4, 

5 and 6: 

4 
“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. 
5 
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, 
6 
but showing steadfast love to 

thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.  

Upon a first glance at that command… commandment number two… 

you might think, “I’m good with that! I don’t have any graven images I 

worship.”  

But think again… while you likely don’t have any physically carved idols 

lying around your house… does that mean you don’t have any idols? 

An idol… is anything in your life… that you put on par with… or above… 

God. 

Anything! Even things we can all look at and say, “Those are good 

things!” 

Career… health… education… family. Those are all good things! But 

they’re good things that can be… and unfortunately too often are… 

turned into idols!  
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Jesus says in Matthew 10:37, Whoever loves father or mother more than 

me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than 

me is not worthy of me.  

What do you love more than you love God? Or let me ask you this 

way… what do you prefer more than you prefer God? 

In verse five… God talks about visiting iniquity on those who hate Him. 

That word hate… can mean to hate… as in “I hate his guts”, but it also 

has the meaning of preferring something else more… of decreasing in 

status.  

If we are to love God with all our hearts, minds and souls… we can’t 

prefer anything to God! We can’t decrease the status of God in our 

hearts to be equal to… or lesser than anything else… even our family!  

Idols can and will sneak into our hearts wherever and whenever we 

don’t intentionally guard against them!  

God warns us… we must be on our guard against false gods! Against 

idols! And He promises us… that His love is steadfast toward us and for 

us… when we are! 

We find the third commandment in verse 7: 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. 

This one… is far too often misinterpreted by Christians.  

This does not mean, if you say, “God, I had a bad day!” you’ve 

committed the unpardonable sin… and God won’t forgive you.  

Of course… we are to hold the name of God in the highest esteem… and 

we should be careful to never use the name of God as an expletive! 
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But that’s not what this commandment is saying.  

The translation “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in 

vain…” is a poor one. The Hebrew word translated take… would be 

better translated carry. “You shall not carry the name of the LORD your 

God in vain…” 

The command is to not do evil in the name of God! 

Anyone who claims to be acting in God’s name… while doing evil… 

that’s the person God says He will not hold guiltless! 

When someone does that… someone holds up a sign that says God 

hates homosexuals… a pastor or a priest uses their office as a means to 

molest a child… someone claims God told them to kill a doctor who 

performs abortions… those acts of evil reflect badly… not only on that 

person… but on God! 

Those kinds of acts… carrying God’s name in a way contrary to what 

God has told us in His Word… discredits God… and worse… it can drive 

lost people away from God! And God… finds that… unforgivable! 

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. 

You may be saying, “I haven’t done any of those kinds of things in the 

name of God!” That’s good! But you’ve got to know… the list isn’t 

restricted to only those overtly evil things!  

Understand… we… as disciples of Jesus Christ… as followers of God who 

claim to love God… carry God’s name with us… wherever we go! 

Into our jobs… on the streets in traffic… in our interactions with our 

neighbors and strangers!  
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This commandment is a warning to take that responsibility seriously! 

Do not carry God’s name in a way that is not honoring to God… or into 

places where He does not want you to go!  

Brendan Manning… the American author who wrote the best-selling 

book The Ragamuffin Gospel said this: 

“The greatest single cause of atheism in the world today is Christians 

who acknowledge Jesus Christ with their lips, then walk out the door 

and deny him by their lifestyle. That is what an unbelieving world finds 

simply unbelievable.” 

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. 

One last thought about that commandment… the Hebrew word that is 

translated hold guiltless… literally means cleanse. Essentially God is 

saying if any one dirties His name… He will never cleanse that person’s 

name.  

Let that sink in. It should be very sobering to all of us!  

The final commandment I want to look at today… is commandment 

number four… it’s found in verses 8 through 11: 

8 
“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

9 
Six days you shall labor, 

and do all your work, 
10 

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD 

your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your 

daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, 

or the sojourner who is within your gates. 
11 

For in six days the LORD 

made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on 

the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made 

it holy.  
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This may be one of the most overlooked and over simplified of the 

commandments… because God gives it to the Israelites… and we… as 

Christians… are not Jewish.  

But this commandment is so rich with meaning and blessing… it is 

incumbent upon us… as Christ followers… to take the time to try to 

understand it… even just a little. 

The word Sabbath… comes from the Hebrew word meaning cessation… 

to stop.  

And while rest is certainly one reason for the command… its main 

purpose… is to make the day holy. In fact, God reminds of that twice in 

this command… in verse 8, Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

And in verse 11, Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made 

it holy. 

Remember… God is a God who values freedom… our freedom! In this 

command He is saying… among many, many other things… that as 

slaves in Egypt… you didn’t have the option to take a day off… you 

worked 7 days a week! But as a free people, you need to take a day… to 

remember and enjoy your freedom, where and who it comes from!  

The Sabbath command reminds us God created us to be free! It keeps 

us from becoming slaves… to any person… or anything! Like work… or 

money! 

The Sabbath command greatly humanized slaves. Not only could you 

not work on the Sabbath… but you couldn’t force your slaves to work! 

That was a revolutionary idea! The Sabbath command granted slaves 

human rights that elsewhere in the world… they didn’t have!  
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The Sabbath command also was ground breaking in regards to how 

humans worked animals! It is literally the first law that institutionalized 

animal rights!  

The Sabbath command also promotes community… and relationships 

between family and friends.  If you’re not working… you’re likely 

hanging around someone! Remember… God is a God of relationship! 

God reminds us to remember the Sabbath. He wants us to take time 

during the day to remember Him… what He’s done for us… how He 

loves us… the Words He’s given us! And when we do… this command 

affirms in our hearts that life isn’t just one giant hamster wheel that 

we’re thrown on when we’re born… and fall off when we die! This 

command affirms to us that life isn’t just an endless toil… but that there 

is a Creator… who loves us… and who has created each of us with 

infinite meaning… unique significance… purpose… and most definitely… 

greatness!  

Those are the first four commandments. Following these is what Jesus 

had in mind when He declared the greatest commandment is to love 

God with all your heart, mind and soul!  

But there’s more! There’s six more! And I hope you’ll come back next 

week as Pastor Grant dives into the commands that guide us to loving 

others as we love ourselves… because there’s no way we can love God 

the way He’s called us to love Him… without truly loving His children!  

God gives us these commands not as a means to bind us… but rather to 

free us! But… unless and until we embrace these commandments… as a 

pathway to the relationship God desires for us to have with Him and 
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with each other… they can and will only remain simply a list of rules… 

do’s and don’ts that only have the power to condemn us! 

Max Lucado tells the story of a lady who had a small house on the 
seashore of Ireland at the turn of the century. She was quite wealthy… 
but also quite frugal. The people in her town were rather surprised 
then… when she decided to be among the first to have electricity wired 
into her home. 

Several weeks after the installation… a meter reader appeared at her 
door. He asked if her electricity was working well, and she assured him 
it was. Then, the man asked, "I’m wondering if you can explain 
something to me. Your meter shows scarcely any usage. Are you using 
your power?" 

"Certainly," she answered. "Each evening when the sun sets, I turn on 
my lights just long enough to light my candles; then I turn them off." 

The woman tapped into the power but she did not use it! Her house 
was connected to the power… but not altered by the power! 

Loved ones… don’t make the same mistake! Don’t believe the lie that 
your soul can be saved by simply following rules! That you can be 
connected to God… but not altered by His love! You can’t!  

God’s commandments aren’t just rules for Sunday School… or words to 

be displayed on plaques somewhere on some church walls! They’re to 

be written on… and treasured in… your heart! They’re to be viewed 

only and always through the lens of your relationship with God… and 

with one another!  And when we truly see them that way… it will be 

abundantly clear why Jesus calls these commandments… the greatest!   

Amen? Let’s pray 


