
“Serving Two Masters” January 27, 2019 
Deuteronomy 5:8-10; Pastor Norman Fowler 
1 Thessalonians 1:7-10; Matthew 6:19-24 First Presbyterian Church of Moscow 
 
 

I was thinking about the idea of talking about the Ten Commandments in this 
sermon series.  I imagine most of us have had some experience with what we call the 
Ten Commandments and have some ideas of what we think they mean and where they 
fit with our lives.  In some ways, they are abstract ideas that we think we should 
somehow pay attention to.  On the other hand, they are something that are very close to 
us and challenge us in our personal lives and therefore are a bit of an enigma.  I can’t 
always seem to live up to even the more basic commandments among them.  Talking 
about the Ten Commandments feels like a daunting task because I’m not necessarily 
going to come up with something brand new and amazing.  But they do remind us of, 
and intersect with, the lives we are living and the faith we hold.   

 
We began last week with “have no other gods before me.”  Today, we get to the 

second commandment, which is about idols.  Don’t have any idols.  What are idols?  
The technical definition is a graven image or carved image that we imbue with a sense 
of what it might do for us.  We use it in a broader way, as well.  For example, there’s 
American Idol, which might suggest that fame is our idol.  But it’s the idea that we look 
up to something or someone who might shape our lives and our world. 

 
When I was looking at these first two commandments, one of the things I was 

wondering about was why we have one that says “have no other gods before me” and a 
second one that says “no idols.”  There’s a curious piece about that second 
commandment.  It says “don’t make idols.”  The word for “make” that is used there is the 
same word that is used in Genesis 1 for God making the heaven and the earth.  So it is 
about creating our own idols; creating that which we think has power in our world, and 
somehow creating a way of controlling or influencing that power to influence our lives.  
It’s making something that we think will help us manipulate that power.   

 
It goes on to say not to make idols “in the form of anything” in all creation.  So we 

have all kinds of latitude there when God is giving that commandment about ways or 
places we can look for powers we might make into idols.  Jesus, perhaps, is taking that 
in one particular way and shaping it around one aspect of the world that we sometimes 
use as a way of controlling our lives.  If we can just have control of that particular power, 
then our lives will be much better.  That might be treasure or money or that kind of 
wealth that enables us to feel like we have control over life.  He’s using that as an 
example of how we can begin to make an idol of something that might give us control 
over our lives. 

 
The warning is that as we create those idols, we might begin to lose sight of what 

gives us light.  In Matthew 6:22-23, it talks about the eye being the lamp of the body, 
and if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light.  This gives us two 
different kinds of images.  Not only do the eyes let light in, but they also serve as 



windows to let that light out.  For the Jews at the time this was written, there was the 
expectation that light does emanate from us.  I saw my dog coming towards me when I 
was shining a light at it the other night, and its eyes looked like they were glowing.  It’s 
that kind of thing, that light seems to come out of the eyes.  In Eugene Peterson’s 
translation of this passage in The Message, he says, “Your eyes are windows into your 
body. If you open your eyes wide in wonder and belief, your body fills up with light. If 
you live squinty-eyed in greed and distrust, your body is a dank cellar.”  His meaning 
here is that God’s light can come in and can be expressed in how we live.   

 
At the end of the commandment there’s a warning about how our lives might be 

affected if we don’t allow ourselves to put God first, if we go ahead and find idols or 
make God one among many, perhaps.  We will end up in darkness.  The central 
component of how we find our way through life is not by thinking we can control life 
through forming some kind of idol, being able to have all the money in the world, or 
fame, or at least a real control over our own lives.  But if we do that, that flame might be 
extinguished and we might be fumbling in the darkness we don’t even realize we’re in. 

 
What’s the motivation to look somewhere else?  There’s that famous example out of 

the Exodus.  Moses has gone up on the mountain.  He’s been gone for a long time and 
the people are getting really anxious.  They decide that Moses must have died.  After 
all, going into God’s presence, people thought, was a dangerous thing.  So Moses must 
have died.  “What can we do?  Aaron, give us something that we can hold onto!  We 
need a leader.  We need a hope.  We need a way.”  So what did he do?  He made them 
an idol because it gave them hope, something they could believe in. 

 
We can believe in things that have no real efficacy, no real power, but in the 

believing itself there is a power over our lives and it shapes how and where we go.  
That’s a contrast to what God is asking of us.  What Moses was going about doing was 
finding out how we might find our way through life, how we might live through that 
anxiety and trust, instead, in God.   

 
So the question that comes to me as I begin to think about all this is how can I 

identify my own idols?  I don’t have any golden calves.  I don’t have any of those things 
that I have shaped and put on my mantel.  But do I have things in my life that I look to, 
that I genuflect to, that I think if I say the right things to or act the right way toward or 
hold onto in the right way will shape my life in the way I want it to be shaped, thinking I 
have that kind of control?  One of the ways I began to think about it was this: what is it I 
say “If only I had...”?  If only I had more money, then life would be grand.  If only I had 
more time.  If only I had a different job.  If only I had more technology.  If only...  I’m not 
saying that every “if only” I say is my idol.  But what I’m saying is I can begin to see 
what I’m looking to, what I think will shape my life.   

 
It’s hard because life seems a little like a chasm I have to get across, and if you’re 

scared of heights, crossing a suspension bridge over that chasm is not the easy way.  
Sometimes I feel like I would rather just climb down into the valley and back up again, 
thanks.  But I truly believe that God is giving us a choice and inviting us to take the 



bridge, to trust in him, and not as one among many, but as The Way, The One, The 
One that makes sense of all the rest.   

 
It’s not that we don’t have other influences and powers in our lives, but how do we 

make sense of them?  Or maybe we don’t make sense of them, but how do we live with 
them, and live with the anxieties they sometimes produce?  For me, it’s the grace of 
God that enables me to face life, and that grace can sometimes feel like a suspension 
bridge.  I don’t know how it’s held up exactly.  I don’t know exactly how deep the chasm 
below is or how far it is to the other side.  But as I trust, I know I have a path.  I have 
one that leads me.  I have one that holds me.  I have one that loves me.  I have a God, 
and it’s not me. 

 
So the challenge for us is to think about where are our idols and how are they 

interfering with that relationship?  When Paul talks about the Thessalonians, he says 
when they turned from their idols their lives changed, and it could be seen.  I want to 
see where my idols are and turn from them, and hope that God will lead me into a life in 
which God can be seen, in which grace can be known, in which love can be shared, in 
which hope is present.  Amen. 


