Exodus 20:22-26

I.   Introduction

We have a way of making sacred our choice of religions affections and the way in which those affections are carried out.  

II. Prologue:  God recapitulates Table one of the moral law.

1.  Our text does not give us this choice.  It gives it to God.  It reserves for God the authority, object, and manner of worship.

2.  The structural shift in the Book is paramount because we are beginning a new section in which God expands and applies the covenant contained in the moral law to the civil (love neighbor) and ceremonial (love God) life of the nation.  This text is the prologue to this new section.  Before he applies the law, God recapitulates Table one of the moral law to reinforce what follows.

3.  The authority is contained in vs. 22.  We have here three references to words:  the Lord said, thus you shall say, and I have spoken.  More importantly, the words are from heaven.  Previously all our words from God have come from Mount Sinai.  The shift underscores the transcendence and majesty of God.  He can manifest himself locally at Sinai, but his throne is heaven.  It intensifies the mandate of worship. God establishes the necessity from the supremacy of heaven.  Thus, it is not our choice but his.   Appl:  “My way” is a self-defined authority at variance with heaven. This authority specifies the object and manner of worship.

4.  The object of worship is in vs. 23.  Read.  Notice the chiastic structure (abba).  We begin and end with the same prohibition:   you shall not make/ you shall not make for yourselves.  The object is in the middle:  other gods beside me or gods of silver and gold.  The claim is absolute exclusion.  There is but one object of worship.  God claims all worship and is alone worthy of worship.  The chiasmus highlights the intensity of this claim.  This may appear to be fundamental but remember that a few short chapters removed from this Israel will make a golden calf.  They do not renounce God.  But they make an image of their own imagination and thereby degrade God.  We all know Christians who do not renounce God; they just have more gods than the and only.  See Colossians 3:2-5 (Paul spiritualizes idolatry [our economy]).

5.  The last three verses specify the manner of worship.  God is not just the authority, the object, but must be worshipped properly.  It is instructive that we often inveigh against those who worship wrong gods.  But true worship is more than worshipping the right God.  We must also worship him in the way he has specified.  The context of these verses is idolatry.  In other words, worshipping God improperly is just as bad as worshipping the wrong God.  First, the altar must be earthen.  See Genesis 26:25 and 35:7.  The patriarchs are making divine claims on the land.  Israel is to claim Canaan with altars in remembrance of God and in celebration of his presence.  We see this principle in the Book of Acts.  The apostles take the testimony of Jesus worldwide.  God is greater than Mount Sinai and greater than Jerusalem.  The presence of God is to cover the earth.  In the OT, they claim the land for the presence of God with altars; in the NT we do this with the testimony of Jesus.  But the point of earthen altars is in contrast to the Canaanite altars of cut and hewn stone.  It is the confession that God is worshipped differently than the pagan deities.  His altars must not look like theirs.  God claims not just the object but the manner of worship.  Secondly (25), if they use stones, they must be fieldstones or uncut stones.  See Deuteronomy 27:6 and I Kings 6:7.  This, at first blush, seems bizarre.  But cut stones are associated with idolatry.  The contrast then is between stones shaped by the mason and uncut stones (God made).  See Jeremiah 25:6, Acts 17:24.    “The phrase work of the hands is used some 54 times in the HB and almost half refer to idolatrous works.  The word ‘handmade’ occurs 14 times in the LXX and always refers to idols” (Beale, p. 224).  God’s altar is not to look like the idolatrous altars of the nations.  See Isaiah 2:8, 2 Corinthians 5:1, and Hebrews 9:11.  Lastly (26), they shall not use steps so as to expose their nakedness.  Later, the code of modesty is modified.  See Exodus 28:42.  Again, false worship is in view here.  The pagan temples often had priests that were scantily clad if clad at all and temple prostitution was a common practice.  Appl:  the emperor with no clothes or the preacher with “no” theology.  See Romans 12:1-2.  A few years ago, Dr. Beale came and spoke to us from Isaiah 6.  His idea was what you revere you resemble either to ruin or restoration.  When you worship the wrong god, you come to resemble that god which leads to ruin.  God would have us resemble him for our restoration.  

6.  Therefore, it is not just the authority of God that presses us to worship.  It is not just the one object of our affections as the one God.  But it is also the manner in which he is worshipped.  At each juncture, idolatry is rejected either in the wrong god or the right God in the wrong way.  We all know Christians who claim to worship God, but who worship him in the wrong way.  It is as idolatrous as the Hindu or the Muslim.  Therefore, the object of our affections and the way they are carried out must be divine.

7.  The pinnacle of this is Christ.  See Daniel 2:34 and 44f and tie to Mark 14:58 and Matthew 21:43-44.  Christ is the temple made without hands.  Heaven points to him.  He brings heaven to us and clothes us in his righteousness.  He is object and way of worship.  Appl:  in him or flee to.

