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God’s Holy Nation 
By:  Jim Lloyd 

Context 

 Let’s back up and get a running start.  In Genesis 12 God singled out a man, not just any 

man, but a man of great faith – Abram/Abraham.  To this man several promises were made, one 

of which was to create a “great nation” from his descendants.  In Exodus 1:7 we learn that the 

“children of Israel were fruitful and increased abundantly, multiplied and grew exceedingly 

mighty; and the land (Egypt) was filled with them.”  The book of Exodus then records how God 

chose Moses to lead His people out of Egypt (14:30-31). 

After the ten plagues and the famous Red Sea crossing, a large number of Israelites 

would hear an important message from Moses. 

 Exodus 15:26 – “If you diligently heed the voice of the Lord your God and do what is 

right in His sight, give ear to His commandments and keep all His statutes, I will put 

none of the diseases on you which I have brought on the Egyptians.  For I am the Lord 

who heals you.” 

 Exodus 19:3-6 – “And Moses went up to God, and the Lord called to him from the 

mountain (Sinai), saying, ‘Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the children 

of Israel:  You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ 

wings and brought you to Myself.  Now therefore, if you will indeed obey My voice and 
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keep My covenant, then you shall be a special treasure to Me above all people; for all the 

earth is Mine.  And you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” 

Exodus 19 is worth reading in its entirety to get a good visual of the magnificent presence 

and power of the Almighty God as He descends in a dark cloud on Mt. Sinai.  It is there that God 

uttered the famous “ten commandments” (Exodus 20:1-17).  According to Deuteronomy 5, the 

children of Israel were able to hear God speak these commands.  “And He wrote them on two 

tablets of stone and gave them to me (Moses).” – Deuteronomy 5:22 

 

 

 

 It is important to note God’s hand-delivery of the Law.  He wants the newly formed 

nation to see the glory of their God, to hear His mighty voice, and to understand His desires for 

them.  God calls them to submit and obey, but He also makes His intentions clear as He wants 

them to be a “special treasure,” a “holy nation.”  The parallels here with respect to the church are 

rich (1 Peter 2:9-10). 

 Diligently walking in God’s ways, without turning aside to the right hand or to the left, is 

for man’s own good.  Following God’s laws come with the two-fold promise of a prolonged life 

as well as a life well-lived (Deuteronomy 5:32-33).  Never forget that God is good, that His 

knowledge/understanding/wisdom is perfect, and that He is providing a Law for the children of 
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Israel as a lamp to their feet and a light to life’s rugged path (enjoy Psalm 119).  As we inch 

closer to a discussion of these commands, it is important to point out that the Law of Moses was 

not, as some have claimed, intended to be a “legalistic system.”  Jesus told the Jews of His day 

that it wasn’t enough to refrain from murder, and that hating a brother is also sin.  Abstaining 

from the physical act of fornication did not put a man in a right standing with God if he was 

lusting in his heart (Matthew 5:21-30).  Even the Law of Moses was intended for more than the 

mind; it was intended for the heart.  Immediately following the delivery of the Law, Moses said: 

“Hear O Israel:  The Lord our God, the Lord is one!  You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.  And these words which 

I command you today shall be in your heart.  You shall teach them diligently to your 

children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, when you walk by the way, 

when you lie down, and when you rise up.  You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, 

and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes.  You shall write on the doorposts of 

your house and on your gates.” – Deuteronomy 6:4-9 

 

 

 In Deuteronomy 10 we are given another beautiful summary of God’s intent for giving 

Israel a Law: 

“And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you, but to fear the Lord your 

God, to walk in all His ways and to love Him, to serve the Lord your god with all your 

heart and with all your soul and to keep the commandments of the Lord and His statutes 

which I command you today for your good.” – Deuteronomy 10:12-13 

 

 With these important truths in mind, let’s now turn our attention to the Ten 

Commandments. 
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The Ten Commandments 

Exodus 20:3 – “You shall have no other gods before Me.” 

Exodus 20:4 – “You shall not make for yourself a carved image.” 

 

 Why would this be a problem?  Why would the first 2 commands relate to idolatry?  Are 

these redundant commands or is there a significant distinction between “other gods” and “carved 

images?” 

 First let’s note the introduction God gives of Himself as He leads into these first 2 

commandments.  He says, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 

out of the house of bondage.”  Three months had passed according to Exodus 19:1 since they had 

been delivered from Egypt, and oh how quickly we forget yesterday’s blessings when starring 

into the eyes of today’s challenges.  Before God delivers these commands, He is sure to identify 

Himself as the One who delivered them from bondage and set them free.  Some might wonder if 

God had indeed set them free, if His intent was to then place them under His rule.  The same 

question has been asked of Christians who are now under the “perfect law of liberty” (James 

1:25).  Isn’t it a contradiction in terms to reference “law” and “liberty” in the same breath?  This 

takes us back to the important truth that God’s Law is designed to guide, protect, and lead one to 

“the good life.”  Imagine driving on a road with no street signs, no lines painted on the ground, 

no rules.  It would be not only terrifying, but dangerous.  And so we see that laws can indeed 

liberate one from fear, danger, and even destruction.  God had indeed freed the Israelites, but He 

did not do so to then turn them over to reckless unguided living. 

 Coming out of Egypt the Israelites were steeped in idolatry, and the land they were 

heading toward (Canaan) was no different.  God had taken the Israelites out of Egypt, but He still 

needed to take the Egypt out of the Israelites.  Don’t forget, these people watched Moses climb 

Mt. Sinai and decided the wise thing to do was to build a golden calf to worship.  Is it any 

wonder why God’s first commands would be against idolatry? 
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 God tells us that these commands are rooted in His nature, namely, that he is a “jealous 

God” (Exodus 20:5).  His expectation is that His people will acknowledge Him as the only true 

and living God.  I emphasize “true” and “living” because any other god would be both “false” 

and “lifeless” (See Isaiah 44:8, 45:5, 46:5-9, Joel 2:27, Acts 17:29). 

 Returning now to the discussion of whether or not these two commands are distinct, I 

would like to point out my belief that the first command is a broad prohibition against idolatry of 

any kind.  The second command is more narrow in scope and applies specifically to “carved 

images.”  This begs the question:  Are there idols in this world that people worship other than a 

carved image? 

 One man defined idolatry as believing in something or someone to do for you what only 

God can do for you.  Anything elevated as greater or more important to you than God is an idol.  

I’ve seen people make idols of their jobs, their cars, their financial portfolios, sports, sports stars, 

music stars, movie stars, television, video games, Facebook, and even their own children.  It is 

even possible for one to believe that their personal problem is too great for God to fix, and 

thereby deify it into an idol of sorts.  We may not have carved images sitting on our mantle, but 

we have others “gods” being worshipped all around us. 

The message here is simple:  Do not replace God.  Do not put anyone or anything before 

God.  Israel cannot be God’s “special treasure” or His “holy nation” if they are following after 

other gods. 

 

 

Exodus 20:7 – “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.” 

 This command seems to flow beautifully out of the previous two.  It is not only a great 

evil to worship and honor an idol, it is also a great evil to fail to approach the true and living God 

with the reverence and honor He deserves.  This command goes far deeper than the common 
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application to cursing or using foul language.  This command is about having the proper attitude 

toward the Almighty.  Jesus provides a wonderful example for us in Matthew 6:9 when He 

prayed, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name.” 

 “O Lord, our Lord, how excellent is Your name in all the earth…” – Psalm 8:1 

 “Holy and awesome is His name.” – Psalm 111:9b 

 “Blessed be the name of the Lord from this time forth and forevermore!  From the rising 

of the sun to its going down the Lord’s name is to be praised.” – Psalm 113:2-3 

 “Let them praise the name of the Lord, for His name alone is exalted; His glory is above 

the earth and heaven.” – Psalm 148:13 

God is not asking the Israelites to refrain from using His name, rather He is prohibiting 

them from using His name in “vain.”  Something that is vain is empty, false, trivial, light, 

inconsequential, or small.  It is disrespectful, dishonorable, and sinful to associate God’s name 

with such ideas.  In fact, these are the words the prophets associated with idols (Isaiah 44:6-23).  

Our minds must feel the fullness of His glory when we speak His name. 

 I believe the point here is quite simple.  When God’s name is used, it must be used in a 

way that honors Him and sets Him apart from all else.  If someone were to pray to God without 

faith, would that not be a good example of using His name in a useless way, or in a way that 

treats God as small and insignificant?  I recently heard a story about a famous politician who 

gave a speech to the Planned Parenthood organization, the largest abortion provider in the United 

States.  He ended his speech by saying, “Thank you, Planned Parenthood.  God bless you.”  To 

ask God to bless such an act would be another good example of using His name in vain. 

 Finally, a warning to those who use any of God’s names flippantly when angry at a co-

worker or frustrated at a football game.  To take God’s weighty and significant name and treat it 

as light or insignificant is to dismiss God as unimportant. 


