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The Forgotten Attribute of God
A Study of Exodus 20:1-6
Characteristic:  Worship
Big Idea:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?
Introduction:

A.
What comes to your mind when you think about God?  If someone were to ask you, “What is God like?” how would you describe Him?  If you were to list the attributes of God, what would you include?
B.
These are important questions because the way we live in response to God is based squarely on our understanding of who He is and what He is like.  Noted  author, pastor, and teacher, the late A.W. Tozer says,  “What comes to our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us” (The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 1).

This makes sense.  If we are children of God, then our perception of what our heavenly Father is like will govern our attitudes and our behavior.
1.
Is our Father attentive or checked out?  Our perception makes a difference in how we respond to Him.

2.
Is our Father loving or abusive?  It makes a difference.

3.
Is our Father liberating or controlling?  Permissive or dictatorial?  Gracious or judgmental?  Easygoing or hardnosed?  Delighted or disappointed?  Fun or frightening?  It makes a difference.
C.
The biblical idea of our response to God based on our conception of Him is called  worship.  Worship is not just singing songs; it’s  our whole life in response to God, based on what we think He is like.  To the extent that our perceptions about God do not line up with the truth, our response to Him will be in some way deficient.  If we’ve got God wrong, our worship will be wrong.
Tozer says,  “A right conception of God is basic not only to systematic theology but to practical Christian living as well.   It is to worship what the foundation is to the temple; where it is inadequate or out of plumb the whole structure must sooner or later collapse.   I believe there is scarcely an error in doctrine or failure to apply Christian ethics that cannot be traced finally to imperfect and ignoble thoughts about God” (p. 3).

D.
One of the  characteristics of completeness in Christ is that we worship God for who He truly is and for what He has done.  This morning, we’re going to try to become a little more complete in Christ by becoming a little more complete in our worship, and we’re going to do that by becoming a little more complete in our understanding of what God is like.
E.
I want to focus on just one attribute of God this morning.  I’m calling it  the forgotten attribute of God because I suspect we don’t think about it much.  If I were to ask you all to list ten attributes of God, my guess is that this attribute would not make any of the lists.

Nevertheless, the forgotten attribute is one of the first things God reveals to His people.  We’ve been studying through the Bible book of Exodus.  We come this morning to  Chapter 20.  Moses and the Israelites have been liberated from bondage in Egypt and they have traveled to Mount Sinai.
There is a thick cloud upon the mountain.  Lightning flashes; thunder cracks.  Fire descends upon the mountain, and smoke rises to the heavens like the smoke of a furnace.  The whole mountain begins to quake violently, and a trumpet sound pierces the air.  Then God Himself speaks in the hearing of all the people.  Among the very first things He says is this:  I am jealous.  That’s the forgotten attribute.  God is jealous.  His jealousy is reflected in the first two of the Ten Commandments, and God even explains that these first two commandments are grounded in His jealousy.   Exodus 20:1-6 says,
NAU Exodus 20:1 Then 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 an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.  5 “You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me,  6 but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments.

F.
 God is a jealous God.  Makes us squirm a little bit doesn’t it?  It had much the same effect on the Israelites.  As soon as God spoke the Ten Commandments, the people squirm.  In fact, in  Verse 19, the people go to Moses saying,
NAU Exodus 20:19 . . . “Speak to us yourself and we will listen; but let not God speak to us, or we will die.”
God is jealous, and it makes us uncomfortable.  We’d like to forget it, but God wants us to remember.  In  Exodus 34:14, God says,
NAU Exodus 34:14 . . . you shall not worship any other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God
Imagine that.  Jealousy is so much a part of God, it’s one of His names!  You can use this to startle people, which I like to do sometimes.  It’s not uncommon in Christian circles to worship God by calling out His names mentioned in the Bible.  The music will be playing softly and God’s names will be called out by various people in the group.  “Wonderful.”  “Counselor.”  “Prince of Peace.”  “Savior.”  “Master.”  “Shepherd.”  “King of kings.”  “Lord most high.”  Then you could blurt out, “Jealous” and see what happens.  People will think you’re weird, but you’d be accurate.
I.
We really need to know  what it means for God to be jealous.  We need to know because, to be honest, it sounds like God’s got a problem here.  Jealousy does not sound like a good thing.  In fact, doesn’t the Bible say that it’s wrong to be jealous?  Yes it does.   First Corinthians 13:4 says,
NAU 1 Corinthians 13:4 Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous . . .
 James 3:16 says,
NAU James 3:16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil thing.

So, what gives?  How can God be jealous?

A.
 Well, there is a good kind of jealousy and a bad kind of jealousy.

1.
Most words have multiple meanings.  So it is with the word, “jealousy.”  You can see this by simply looking in an English dictionary.  Let me show you the first four entries for the word,  “jealous” in the World Book Dictionary (1987).
a.
First, to be jealous can mean  to be “fearful that a person one loves may love someone else or prefer someone else.”  This does not sound like a particularly good thing.
b.
Second, to be jealous can mean  to be “full of envy.”  This does not sound like a good thing either.  In fact, these first two meanings are the most common ways the word “jealous” is used in our culture, so it would be perfectly natural for us to feel uncomfortable about associating the word, “jealous” with God.  But, there are other ways the word is used.
c.
Third, to be jealous can mean  “requiring complete loyalty or faithfulness.”  That’s not so bad; it can be a good thing.

d.
Fourth, to be jealous can mean  to be “watchful in keeping or guarding something.”  That’s not bad either.

So you see, in English, the word “jealous” can be good or bad, depending on how it’s used.

2.
But,  the Old Testament was not originally written in English.  It was written first in Hebrew.  What is the meaning of the Hebrew word for “jealous” used in our text in Exodus?

a.
The Hebrew word is, qanna.  The root meaning of the word is associated with heat and it literally means to be red in the face (Dunnam, 256).  It is used metaphorically to describe God’s passion (ISBE).  God is passionately jealous.  And He’s not just a little passionate; He burns with jealousy.   Deuteronomy 4:24 explains,

NAU Deuteronomy 4:24 “For the LORD your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God.”
b.
The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament says that the Hebrew word for,  “jealous,” “expresses a very strong emotion whereby some quality or possession of the object is desired by the subject.”  So, jealousy has  a subject and an object.  The subject is the person who is jealous.  The object is the person for whom the subject is jealous.  Jealousy  moves from the subject to the object in its desire for something.
(1)
When you have jealousy between two humans and you mix sin into the equation, you can see how jealousy can go bad.  It can be a controlling, selfish, neurotic, insecure, envious desire.  “I want your  money.”  Or, “I want your  looks.”  Or, “I want your  popularity.”  Or, “I want your  job.”  Or, “I want  kids like yours.”  Or, “I want to  control you.”

(2)
But when  God is the subject of jealousy and we are the objects, there is no sin.  It is an absolutely pure, holy, good, and wholesome jealousy.  God desires something from us, and it’s entirely good.
B.
What does He want from us?  He wants our  undivided devotion.   This corresponds to the positive English definitions of the word, “jealous.”  God commands complete  loyalty and faithfulness from us.  God demands  absolute exclusivity from His people.  And He is passionately protective of  His own honor in the relationship (Grudem, 205).  That why He says in  Exodus 20:3-5,
NAU Exodus 20:3 “You shall have no other gods before Me.  4 “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.  5 “You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God . . .”

That’s God’s way of saying, “When it comes to worship, I’m not sharing with anyone or anything else.  I am to be the One and only thing you worship.  Period.”  That’s the focus of God’s jealousy.  Every Bible reference in which God is said to be jealous is connected with idolatry (Geisler, When Critics Ask, 77).  And 50 of the 613 statutes in the Mosaic Law are directed against idolatry (Schlessinger & Vogel, The Ten Commandments, 31).  God says in  Isaiah 42:8,
NAU Isaiah 42:8 “. . . I will not give My glory to another, Nor My praise to graven images.”
C.
You may be thinking, “That sounds a little egotistical.”  Well, let’s put this into perspective.  Let’s remember who’s talking here.  In  Exodus 20:2, God says,

NAU Exodus 20:2 “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”

God is saying, “I am the God who loves you so much that I redeemed you.  I set you free from slavery.  Remember what I did for you?  The miraculous plagues against your enemies.  The Passover lamb slain for you.  The parting of the Red Sea.  The water from the rock.  The quail and the manna from heaven.  I am the LORD your God.  You are to have no other gods before Me.  There is no other god worthy of worship.”
D.
For God  to say, “I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God” would have sounded peculiar to the people of Israel.  You see, some other ancient religious law codes existed in that day, but no ancient law code has been found that prohibits the worship of other gods (Dunnam, 252).  In that day, many people believed in many gods—gods who were impersonal beings to be appeased.  But, the God of the Bible, Yahweh, is saying that He is above all, that He is the One and only, and that He is personal.  “I am your God.”  The word,  “your” is singular.  God is addressing each one individually, personally.
The word,  “jealous” would have also conjured up a very personal image in the minds of the Hebrew listeners.  You see, the Hebrew word is commonly associated with marriage.  So, God seems to be saying that His relationship with His people is of a deeply personal and even marital nature.  He’s saying, “I am demanding your faithfulness, the way a husband demands faithfulness from his wife.”  In fact, the Bible is full of metaphorical imagery that casts God as the husband and His people as His bride.  And, God is saying, “Don’t cheat on me.”
This is not just an Old Testament idea.  In  2 Corinthians 11:2-3, the Apostle Paul says our relationship with Christ is like a relationship between a husband and a wife.  He says,
NAU 2 Corinthians 11:2 For I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy; for I betrothed you to one husband, so that to Christ I might present you as a pure virgin. 3 But I am afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds will be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.

The marriage relationship provides vivid imagery in which we can begin to understand God’s jealousy.  Whenever we are led astray from the simplicity and purity of our devotion to Christ, we are committing spiritual adultery.  Whenever we sin, we are essentially taking for ourselves other lovers.  And the word, “jealous” describes the intense, passionate, burning emotion of wounded love that God feels.

Former  seminary professor and current pastor, Ray Ortlund, Jr. says this:  
 Sin is more than doing something bad.  It is more profound.   When we sin we are responding to the voice from some false lover who is offering us happiness or love or security or provision or significance or justice or even righteousness.   And when we say yes to that false lover we are running into a spiritually adulterous liaison.  We are not just doing something bad, we are taking our eyes off our all-sufficient, all-loving Husband.   We are rejecting and insulting His love.  We are not trusting him but turning away from him.  And he sees it.  We commit our adultery in full view, and he is wounded (“God’s Jealousy,” Ray Ortlund, Jr., Preaching Today).
E.
 He is wounded.  That’s how God feels.  How would you feel upon discovering that your spouse was having affairs with other people—a lot of other people?  How would you feel if your wife became the neighborhood whore, only she actually paid men to have be with her?  You would be deeply wounded.  And so is God, only more so.  You see, God’s pain is multiplied by a number of factors.
1.
You see, the more completely you love someone, the more deeply adultery hurts.  Because God’s love is infinitely deeper than ours, His pain over our spiritual adultery is infinitely greater than we could possibly understand.  He is wounded so deeply because He loves us so deeply.
2.
Also, I would argue that the more holy you are, the more it hurts to be wronged.  The more you deserve someone’s loyalty, the more betrayal hurts.  For example, if my wife were to ever cheat on me, I would be devastated.  But I wouldn’t hurt as much as God hurts when I run around on Him.  No one deserves to be betrayed, but I deserve it more than God does, so betrayal hurts Him more.  He is wounded so deeply because He is so holy.
3.
Also, God’s pain over our spiritual adultery is multiplied by the fact that He sees everything.  The thought of adultery is bad enough, but imagine having to watch it unfold in every lurid detail.  Nothing is behind closed doors with God.  Nothing happens in the dark.  He is wounded so deeply because He sees so clearly.
4.
Also, God’s pain over our spiritual adultery is multiplied by the fact that He understands the effects of our sin on others.  Our sin not only affects us, but it also affects the generations to come.  Ripples emanating from our sin can last for years.  That’s what God is saying in  Exodus 20:5:
NAU Exodus 20:5 . . . I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me
At first blush, it sounds like God is going to hold my children and my grandchildren responsible for my sin.  Not true.  Other parts of the Bible such as Ezekiel 18:20 make it very clear that each person is responsible for his own sin, not the sin of others.

The term,  “visiting” can mean to inspect or to examine or to observe.  God is saying, “I see how your sin will wound your children and your grandchildren, encouraging them to hate Me for what you’ve done.”  You see, when we run around on God, we teach our children to do the same, and they’ll teach their children, and so on.  The Hebrew term,  “hate” carries the idea of wanting no relationship.  And God is wounded so deeply because He understands it all so completely.
II.
I suspect you’re getting the idea of what God’s jealousy means.  But,  what’s the application here?  How does it affect your life?  Well, I have cast the  big idea of this entire message in the form of a penetrating question.  I hope you’ll remember it.  I hope you’ll take with you today and use it.  Here’s the big idea:   Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?  Before you answer the question, let’s consider some examples of what a false god can look like.
A.
Some of us like to give the God of the Bible a makeover.  You know, God’s a little rough around the edges.  He’s having a hard time getting converts.  Some things about Him seem offensive.  So, we give Him a makeover.  Remove the unsightly demand for exclusivity.  Give Him a “boys-will-be-boys” attitude toward sin.  Make Him wink at all faiths as long as they are sincere.  Make our happiness His ultimate goal.  And make His command to do His work a suggestion—something we can do if we have time.  That way we can say things like, “God wouldn’t want me to be unhappy, so it’s okay for me to walk away from my unhappy marriage.”  Or, “God wouldn’t condemn people just because they don’t believe in Jesus.”  Or, “God understands that I’m too busy to serve Him right now.”  The question needs to be asked:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?
B.
Some of us are rather detached, and disconnected with God.  We believe in Jesus, but we’re so caught up in the busyness of life that He gets only our cold leftovers.  And some weeks, there are no leftovers.  Those of you who are married, let me ask you.  How would your spouse feel, if you said, “I have no time for you”?  That would probably not go over well.  Your spouse would likely conclude that he or she is not all that important to you—not as important as work, or kids, or whatever else you are pursuing.  So it is with God.  The question needs to be asked:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?
C.
Some of us just want to be happy.  Who doesn’t?  We want to feel good.  We want relief from pain.  We want to be comfortable.  We want smooth sailing.  These are all good things to enjoy.  But happiness, feelings, pain relief, and comfort make lousy gods.  The truth is, following the God of the Bible can take us to places that are very uncomfortable.  The question needs to be asked:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?
D.
Some of us worship the other trinity:  me, myself, and I.  The God of the Bible and His church are sort of like a rabbit’s foot we keep in our pocket to make our lives go better.  God exists for us, not the other way around.  We think that the world revolves around us.  There is little thought of reaching our neighbors or our world with the love of Christ, as we are commanded.  People might reject us, and we desperately want people to like us—to honor us.  The question needs to be asked:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?
III.
You see, there are lots of ways we can commit spiritual adultery.  And we have all played the harlot with God.  We have all prostituted ourselves in one way or another.  And God has every right to condemn us, to divorce us, to banish us from His presence, to torch us with the heat of his jealousy, and to say “I’m going to make you pay for this!”  

Instead, He says, “I’ll pay.”  Can you imagine that?  After all we’ve done and will do, He says, “I’ll pay”!  What kind of love is this?  The same love that makes Him jealous for us made Him go to the cross for us so that He can take us back.  You see, in order for Him to take us back, a price needed to be paid—a terrible price.  He knew we couldn’t pay it.  So, He paid it.  While we were pursuing other lovers, He took our punishment upon Himself in the person of Jesus Christ, crucified.
And He asks us to remember what He has done by observing communion.  And as we take communion, He asks us to examine ourselves in relationship to Him.  The question needs to be asked:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?  I invite you to ask yourself that question as we take communion this morning.
Jesus Christ has paid the price of our spiritual adultery.  But some of you have never accepted the payment.  You’ve never really believed that Jesus died and rose again to be your Savior from sin.  Now is the time to make that right by simply believing in Jesus.  When you do, you will receive forgiveness, and Jesus will take you back.  You’ll be with Him forever in heaven.

Others of you have already accepted the payment.  You have believed in Jesus.  He’s taken you back.  But we can still run around on Him; we can still grieve Him; and we need to make that right.  Through our faith, our relationship with Christ is sealed; he’ll never divorce us.  But, we still need to confess our sins to Him, asking His forgiveness, so that we can enjoy the kind of intimacy with Him that He intends—the kind that brings Him the honor and enjoyment that He deserves.  The question needs to be asked:  Are you worshiping the God of the Bible, or some false god you like better?  The God of the Bible says,
NAU Exodus 20:5 “. . . I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God,
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