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Lord’s Day 34b (Q.94, 95)  

The First Commandment: Fleeing Idolatry 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

Q.94. What doth God enjoin in the first commandment?  

A. That I, as sincerely as I desire the salvation of my own soul, avoid and flee from all 
idolatry, sorcery, suthsaying, superstition, invocation of saints, or any other creatures; and 
learn rightly to know the only true God; trust in him alone, with humility, and patience submit 
to him; expect all good things from him only; love, fear, and glorify him with my whole heart; 
so that I renounce and forsake all creatures, rather than commit even the least thing contrary 
to his will.  

Q.95. What is idolatry?  

Idolatry is, instead of, or besides that one true God, who has manifested himself in his 
word, to contrive, or have any other object, in which men place their trust.  

Introduction 

The law of God, as written on the two tables of stone in the ten commandments, can no more 
occupy the same place in the Church of Jesus Christ in the new dispensation that it occupied among the 
people of God in the old dispensation. That law can no longer tell us that we must keep its precepts in 
order to live. Nor can it curse us anymore if we do not keep its precepts, for Christ has redeemed us 
from the curse. And neither can it be our taskmaster to lead us to Christ. For we have the law written in 
our hearts.  

The law, however, can be our friend and guide; and we can look up to it for advice and guidance. As 
a friend and guide, it must still have a place in the life of the Christian. The law is now principally 
theological, as is all truth. That is, the main theme of the law is God. In the same sense that all Scripture 
is theological, because, for of him, through him, and unto him are all things, all truth is theological, 
because all truth has its origin in him, and centers around him, and has him for its object.  

That is evident already from the relation of the two tables to each other. The law demands that we 
love the Lord our God above all; this is the great commandment. It is not the greatest commandment, 
but the only, the great commandment. And the second is like unto it, thou shalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself. It is like unto the first, because it is the same commandment; it flows from the first. The essence 
of the love of the neighbor is rooted in the love of God., which also becomes evident from the first 
commandment. I am the Lord thy God, which brought thee forth out of the land of Egypt. That is the 
introduction to the law, which tells us how we must enter into the contents of that law. But entering 
through that introduction into the first commandment, we find that its content is theological. Thou shalt 
have no other gods before me, that concerns God.  

The first commandment of the Decalogue is absolutely basic. It is fundamental; it is first. It is first in 
the sense that it constitutes the principle from which all the others necessarily follow. And for that 
reason, the first commandment is the commandment that governs the entire life of the Christian, from 
its very root to its entire circumference. And therefore, as we conceive of God, so is our life. If we are 
godless, our life will be godless. If we have a false conception of God, our whole life, from a religious 
point of view, will be false. If, for example, we look upon God as our family doctor so that we ca employ 
him when we need him, and then pay him off and leave him, our whole life will be corrupt. Or if we look 
upon God as a sort of a lifeguard who must save us out of trouble and death, our whole life will also be 
corrupt. As is our conception of God, so is our whole life.  

Our whole view of life will be theological, whether it is centered in God, or in an idol. Our whole 
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view of life must be theological. That is, it must not be concentrated about us, but about God. That is 
why this first commandment is fundamental, is basic. Our conception of God determines our life. It is 
sometimes said, “Tell me who your friends are, and I will tell you who you are.” That is not quite true; 
but this is true, “Tell me who your God is, and I will tell you who you are.” And therefore the first 
commandment is fundamental; it is basic.  

 

Theme: The First Commandment:  Fleeing Idolatry 

1. Its Basic Principle 

2. Its All Comprehensive Meaning 

3. The Blessedness of its Obedience 

 

1. Its Basic Principle 

As to the Law’s basic principle, it is two-fold. In the first place, the basic principle underlying the 
first commandment is that God is God. And the second basic principle is that God is one. These are the 
two fundamental principles that lie at the basis of the first commandment. They are the truths upon 
which it is based.  

God’s commandments are always based on truth. That is not always the case with the 
commandments of man. There are many man made commandments that have not the truth for their 
basis. So is it, for example, with prohibition; there is no truth lying at the basis of this command. But this 
is not so with God; in God, truth and righteousness are one. They cannot be separated; and therefore 
God’s law is based on truth, so that, if you depart from the law of God, you depart from the truth. And 
the truth, the fundamental principles upon which the first commandment is based, is that God is God, 
and that He is one.  

That God is God implies, in the first place, that He is in every respect, over against us, the wholly 
other. He is in no respect like us. He is in comparison with us, wholly other. That is implied in his 
Godhead. Characteristic of idols is that those who made them are like them. But it is characteristic of 
God that He is wholly other, He is the self-existing one. We are not. To be God one must be self-existing; 
and we are dependent for our existence. We are dependent on God’s will for our existence; we are not 
self-existing.  

And just because God is, in relation to us, wholly other, He is the infinite one. We are finite. We are 
in every respect limited; but God is not limited in any respect. He is the infinite one, while we are finite. 
He is eternal, while we are subject to time. God is the unchangeable one; He does not grow older. He 
does not diminish or increase; He is the unchangeable one. While we are subject to change, God is 
wholly other, so that, when we speak of God, we must lay aside all our own ideas, our own notions, our 
own conceptions, our own imaginations. We must listen to him only, otherwise we cannot know God.  

Again, that God is God means that He is good. It means that He is goodness in the sense of 
perfection. Evil cannot be God. If God is to be God, He is good, and knows himself as the overflowing 
fountain of good. That belongs to his Godhead. And therefore, it belongs to his Godhead, that in relation 
to the creature He is the absolute sovereign. He alone has the prerogative, the ultimate prerogative, the 
final prerogative, the authority and power, to determine how all that is in the creature shall stand in 
relation to him. He is sovereign. He alone has the power and authority to rule. He alone has the 
authority and power to make laws and ordinances. He alone has the authority and power to say what 
shall be the life of the creature in relation to him, and what shall be the life of the creature in relation to 
other creatures as well.  
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In the second place, it belongs to the Godhead that God is one.  

Characteristic of idolatry is that the idolater can have many gods, because of the fact that idols are 
no gods. Polytheism, the belief and practice of having many gods, can only be because its gods are no 
gods. And so the first commandment is based on the fundamental principle that God is one. That God is 
one means, in the first place, that there is in God no conflict. The moment you presuppose any conflicts 

in God, each conflict becomes a god; and that is an idol. To say, for example  as has been said 

frequently of late  that there are two wills in God, these two wills both become gods. That is idolatry. 
There are no two wills in God; God’s will is one. That we cannot reach out to God’s ultimate union is 
because we are finite. All the virtues in God are one; and there is no conflict in him. There is no conflict 
between God’s righteousness and his mercy; God’s righteousness and his mercy are one.  

Secondly, that God is one means that there are no gods besides him. As God is one in himself, so 
there is no god above, next to, or below him. If this were not so, God could not truthfully demand that 
we have no other gods before him. God is one. That belongs to his very Godhead. God could not be two 
or three; He is one. That belongs to the very God-head of God. There could not be more than one cause, 
one sustainer of all things. To say that God is more than one is to deny his Godhead. To say God is one, is 
to say that God is the only cause, creator, and sustainer of all things. God is always God, and He is always 
God alone. Gods is God.  

2. Its All Comprehensive  

You understand what that means for you and me, for our religion? You understand what it means 
to say that God is God, and He is one? You must understand that the truth that lies at the basis of the 
first commandment with regard to man, is that man must have a god. That lies at the basis of the first 
commandment.  

The first commandment does not go out from three possibilities, as we sometimes do. It is 
sometimes presented as if there were three possibilities. In the first place, that man can serve the only 
true God. In the second place, that he can serve false gods. And, in the third place, that it is possible that 
he serve no god at all. But that is not true.  

The first commandment goes out from two possibilities. One must either serve God, or he will serve 
other gods. There is no third possibility. Atheists are liars. An Atheist does not simply err;, he is a liar, 
and the Association for Atheists, that has been established in our country, is an association of liars. By 
liars I mean they express what in their conscience they know is not true. There is no Atheist, neither as 
far as the inmost consciousness is concerned, nor in practical life. It is true that a man may lie to himself 
so long that he begins to believe the lie himself. He may say “there is no God” so long that he begins to 
believe it himself: and he may carry that lie with him into the grave. He may say, “There is no god, there 
is no god, there is no god,” until he opens his eyes in hell and says, “There is a God.” In that respect he is 
worse than the devil, for the devil does not say there is no God. The devil is no atheist. But man, 
although he may say there is no God, in the depth of his heart, God will not allow him to carry the 
conviction that God is not. Although he may try to bar God from his conviction, in practical life he must 
have a god. Whether he carves that god in wood or stone, or sets him up in his imagination, makes no 
difference, he must have a god.  

This stands to reason, for man is man. His name is image of God; and that name is written upon his 
whole nature. And that is an image that cries out for its origin, so that when it looses its origin, it looks 
around for another. What the devil told man in paradise, namely: that he would be like God, became the 
origin, the beginning, of all false philosophy.  

In the second place, man was made a servant. His mind is a servant’s mind, his will is a servant’s 
will, his heart is a servant’s heart. He may say to God, “I will not serve thee;” but the moment he says it, 
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he is already seeking for another god to serve, for man is a servant, and he must have something to 
serve.  

In the third place, man is utterly dependent. As the highest creature, he is also the most 
dependent. He has his breath in his nostrils; he must eat and he must drink; he is dependent upon air, 

rain and sunshine  upon every thing. The man that says “I am god” is dependent upon literally 

everything. It is that man  with that image that cries for its origin, and is a servant needing someone 

to serve, and who carries about with him the feeling of his dependency  who says, “There is no God.” 
And the moment he does so, he seeks for other gods and becomes an idolater.  

Now, in the first commandment, God says, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” And the 
fundamental principle underlying that commandment is that God is God, and He is one. And what does 
that mean?  

It means, in the first place, that our relation to him is always the relation of a servant. It is never 
anything else. That is why we have this commandment in this form. “Thou shalt have no other gods 
before me,” or, as it is literally, “before my face.” Israel stands before the face of God. And standing 
before the face of God, it may have on other gods. We are always servants. God is not our servant; we 
are his servants. God is not our family doctor, who we can call in when we need him, and then pay him 
and send him away. He is not our partner. He is not our employer. We are his servants. So fully are we 
his servants that, when we have served him, we have nothing to claim. God is not our boss, so that He 
must pay us wages after we have worked for him. We are so fully his servants that, after we have fully 
served him, we must say, “We are unprofitable servants for we have but done that which we were 
obliged to do.”  

It is for this reason that the catechism describes this service of God in different terms. It does not 
say, “In order to serve God, you must do something for him.”  You cannot do anything for God. It may 
sound pious to say, “We must do something for God;” but in reality it is idolatry. A god that you can do 
something for is an idol; and the moment you imagine you can do something for God, that moment you 
are in idolatry. You cannot do anything for God. The last and the first is obedience, service.  

That is why the catechism comes, in the first place, to us and says that to serve God is to rightly 
know him. In order to serve God, we must rightly know him. God wants to be known. To serve God is to 
rightly know him. To rightly know God is already service of God. God wants us to search his revelation, 
to study it, to meditate upon it, in order that we may rightly know him.  

To serve God means, in the second place, the catechism says, “To submit to his will.” That does not 
mean that we bow before the will of God, because we cannot help it, that we renounce all that is of self, 
and that we submit to his will. It means to renounce our own will, and to mind his will. That is the 
service of the true God.  

It is for this reason that the catechism continues and says that the true service of God consists in 
this, “that I love, fear, and glorify him with my whole heart.” Love him because He is good. Fear him 
because He is great and glorious. Glorify him because He made us in order that we should be to the 
praise of his glory.  

And finally, the catechism says that the service of the true God consists in this, that I trust in him 
alone, with humility and patience. To trust in God is to have the assurance that He loves us. And that 
loving us, He will seek our good, so that we rely on him. That is the service of the true God.  

And mind you, that is true for our whole life. If God is God, and is one, and we are standing before 
the face of that God, then the service of God includes our whole life. Our lives cannot be divided. As God 
is one, so our lives must be one. God demands our whole life. There are not various departments in life. 
It is not so that on the Sabbath we worship God, but the rest of our life has not much to do with him. 
Our life is one. There is the life of our mind, of our soul, of our will, and of our heart, of our desires. 
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There is our life in relation to others, in relation to the home, to the school, to the Church, to society, to 
the State. There is the relation of man and wife, of parent and child, of employer and employee, of 
master and servant. God demands that that our whole life, our personal life, our life in relation to 
others, our life in all its various relations, must be devoted to him, so that God does not for a moment 
relinquish his hold on us. We cannot for a moment go our own way. If we do, it is idolatry.  

To force God out of any part of our life is idolatry. It is idolatry if the man in the shop says that God 
has nothing to do with his relation to his employer. Our whole life God claims for his own. For our whole 
life, God writes, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” The service of God includes our whole life, 
so that God is sovereign over the life of my body, He determines what that body shall be. He determines 
what my ear shall hear, not I. The moment I determine what I will hear, I am an idolater. God 
determines what I shall speak, not I. The moment I determine what I will speak, I am an idolater.  

And as it is with the life of my body, so it is with the life of my soul. I to not determine what I shall 
think; God determines that. I do not determine what I shall will; God determines that. I do not 
determine what I shall desire, God does.  

And so it is in every relation of life. I do not determine my relation to my wife; God determines that. 
I do not determine my relation to my children; God determines that relation. I am not my own – I am 
not something. We are in ourselves nothing. God determines what we shall be.  

And so it is in our whole life, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me”  not on the street, not in 
the home, not in the school, not in the shop, not in the office, not in any sphere of life. That is not left up 
to us. It is not something we determine. It is not so that we can look in our pocketbook to see whether 
we can afford to send our children to the Christian school; that is not so. God’s kingdom does not 
depend on the dollar. It is not left to our choice whether we shall send our children to the Christian 
school. It is never left to our choice to rule God out of our life, even for a single moment. God 
determines our whole life. God is God. And we must have him in our whole life.  

And then we must trust him. These two always go together. The moment you set God aside, you do 
not trust him anymore. Supposing you are placed before the choice of working on Sunday, or losing your 
job. You say, “I must work, or else I will lose my job.” All right, but then you do not trust God anymore. 
You have set God aside. You cannot set God aside and at the same time trust him. One depends upon 
the other. To trust God means that we do his will.  

3. The Blessedness of its Obedience 

And that is not easy. It is much easier to go our own way. It is much easier to make golden calves. 
And it looks religious, too. Pelagian street corner preaching is much nicer; but it is corrupt. “Thou shalt 
have no other gods before me.” Thou shalt let God determine your whole life. That is something the 
natural mind does not do, for we said in paradise that we will determine our own life. The natural mind 
does not want God to determine his life.  

It is not easy for the people of God because they must live that antithetically in the world. This 
command speaks to God’s people. The Lord says to them, “I am the Lord your God, which hath brought 
you out of the house of bondage.” That house was first of all Egypt; but essentially it means, “I am the 
Lord your God, which hath delivered you out of the bondage of sin and death.” And because they were 
delivered by him, that people tasted that it was blessed to have no other gods before him.  

There is no blessedness in idolatry. How can it be blessed to trust in our money, in our position, in 
man. And don’t say that we do not do it. It stands to reason that when man said, “There is no God,” he 
should first of all turn to the powers of nature; to sun, and moon and stars, because he saw in them a 
certain power. It stands to reason that he should take gold and silver, wood and stone, and carve a god 

out of these, and bow before them. And it stands to reason that finally he should idolize man himself  
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first the individual, and today humanity. Humanity is worshipped today. We must serve humanity.  

And do not say that we do not do it. We don’t do it in that form, but why all that fear in our hearts? 
Why does the farmer look up to the sun and moon and the rain if it is not to worship them? Our heart is 
so idolatrous that we have only begun to put our trust in God. But it is not blessed to put our trust in an 
idol. And it is infinitely blessed to trust in God. It is only good to see him, to mind him, to will him, to 
desire him. “For they that put their trust in him will not be put to shame;” or, as the Dutch psalm has it, 
“Hijkan, en wil, en zal in nood; Zelfs by het nadern van de dood; Volkomen witkomst geven." That you 
cannot say of an idol. That you can only say of the living God. He can, and will, and shall deliver His 
people to the full. And they that put their trust in him, shall abide forever. The idols shall perish. They 
are there only for a time. Then how terrible it is for them that follow after them. The idol is not there 
without the will of God. Both must perish. But God will abide forever. And they that do His will, will 
abide with him. Put away your idols, and there are many. And put your trust only in the living God.  

 


