JEALOUSY INHIGH PLACES
Scriptures: Exodus 20:1-6; Matthew 6:24-33

| once heard a story of an atheist who was readlilgg of the Ten Commandments on a
courthouse wall, back in the days when such thingre allowed. After reading the list the
atheist said, “Well, at least | haven’t broken fingt one.”

“You shall have no other gods before me.” | ddhibk atheists are what God had in
mind here. The first commandment is not addressatheists. In fact it seems to assume that
there are no atheists. It assumes that everyana gad. The only question is which one.

That same assumption underlies the scripture ae frem Joshua 24 in our Litany of
Confession. Joshua says to the people,

Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, chodkes day whom you will serve,

whether the gods your ancestors served in themdgggond the River or the gods of the
Amorites in whose land you are living; but as fag end my household, we will serve the
Lord.

For Joshua atheism is not an option. If you atenmiing to worship the Lord, then you must
choose whom you will worship, because everyoneahgesd whether they realize it or not.

Martin Luther once said that a god is whatever lyelieve in and trust with your whole
heart. It is whatever you choose as the top pyiafi your life. By that definition everyone has
a god, even atheists. Everyone has somethingnee@oe that defines their values and shapes
their sense of purpose, that gives their livesativea and meaning. The question is not whether
you believe in a god. The question is which gogolo believe in?

The things people treat as gods are seldom tiviahd. That was certainly true in the
ancient world. Ancient people were not stupid.ey worshiped things that mattered deeply to
their lives, things like the sun, the earth, arelrin. People today worship things like health,
wealth, family, career, and education. These atédad things; they are good things. They only
become bad when they become gods.

When | was a pastor in Potlatch, Idaho, | gotriow a businessman named Dave. Dave
started out farming and logging on land that heihbdrited from his father. Unfortunately,
about the time he got married, the bottom droppedbthe lumber and grain markets. Dave
realized that he would not be able to supportdmsiliy on logging or farming. So he started a
Christmas tree operation. It was hard at firsind. put into Christmas trees will not produce
income for at least ten years. Meanwhile that ket not be used to raise wheat or lentils. So
they had some lean years before they saw any grofihd when profits finally came, they were
often put back into more land and equipment.

About this time Dave and his wife lost a childtthad been born three months
premature. | wentto see them, and Dave seemada@afive that | came. He said to me, “I



know | should go to church more often.” Actually hever went to church, but that is what
people usually tell me when they never go to churthey say, “I should go to church more
often.”

But it wasn’t just church that Dave missed. He wais® away from home most of the
time, buying or renting land for Christmas treed araking deals to supply Christmas tree lots
all over the northwest. “I should probably be hamare often,” he said, “but I've got to keep
working or we won't have anything to live on. Salag the business will be established, then |
can take some time off.”

Over the next few years Dave’s business begamte dramatically. One of his biggest
accounts was in Texas, where | guess they don# haany Christmas tree farms. He had trucks
shipping trees all over the country.

About this time their second child was born. Theited me about having him baptized.
Dave’s wife had joined our church and attendedleetyy but Dave still never came. I just
don’t have time,” he explained. “Why some weeksaidly get home to see my family.” Dave’s
wife nodded, but she did not say anything.

A few years later they had another child. | shent at the hospital. Dave had barely
made it back in time from a business trip. He justifinished a big project in Alaska and was
leaving in a couple of days for Colorado. To makeor being gone so much, he bought his
wife a new car.

The last time | saw Dave, shortly before I leftiBzh, he was one of the biggest
employers in the area. He sold Christmas treesiargkry materials all over the country. His
business was an unbelievable success, but hisawiféwo sons had left him a year earlier, tired
of waiting for him to come home.

Do you see what can happen when something gd®dalbusiness, a career, a way of
making a living, becomes the most important thimgour life—when it becomes your god?
When that happens it destroys the things in ydeithat really are important—the things that
will have lasting significance when you come to émel of your life.

The Bible tells us that the Lord is a jealous Gbdometimes wonder if Dave’s wife
might have helped him if she had been more jeal@le tended to be a quiet and fairly passive
person. | know it bothered her that Dave’s busressumed all his attention, that in effect his
business was his mistress. But she rarely saithargyabout it. | wonder what would have
happened if she had confronted Dave more dramigtidashe had got in his face and demanded
that he make a choice: either his family was gaangome first or his business, but he couldn’t
have it both ways. If she had been more jealoasermonfrontive, | wonder if she might have
saved Dave from losing the most important relatigmée had.

Maybe it is a good thing that the Lord is a jeal@od, a God who cares enough to get
angry.



| had never appreciated what it meant to call Gadbus until | heard a speaker at
Whitworth College several years ago, a Christiarfgesor from Japan named Kosuke Koyama.
He told us that in eastern religions, the idealgenaf God was an image of peace and
tranquility, like Buddha sitting cross-legged glyieheditating under a tree. What a contrast that
is, he said, to the God of the Bible. The Biblewh us a God who fumes at people, who yells
and rants and throws things, all in a desperatatefs bring people back before they destroy
themselves. The God of the Bible rages at thelisea like a jilted lover, pleading with them
not to sell themselves to a mistress and lose thsd mportant and lasting relationship they
could have. Kosuke Koyama gave us a wonderfulrgggm of what it means to believe in a
jealous God. A jealous God, he said, is a God edrdronts and embraces. In other words, it is
a God who cares, who is not afraid to get in ouefarecisely because he loves us and wants to
save us from throwing away our lives.

Everyone has a god. Everyone has something ce@oento whom they have committed
their life—something or someone whom you consideremmportant than anyone else. So here
is the question: Is that something in your liferesd? Will that something or someone be there
when everything and everyone else is gone? Wall sbmeone still be there with you when your
children are grown, when your business has closkdn your job has been phased out, when
your house is sold, when your body has been laidarground or reduced to ashes? Is the most
important relationship in your life also the onattis most lasting?

That is the question posed to us by the first condmeent. As Jesus points out in our
first scripture lesson, you cannot serve two mast&iou cannot have two gods. If you give
your life to something less than the one true Godlill let you down and you will lose God in
the process, just like Dave lost his family. Bugou seek first the kingdom of God and God'’s
righteousness, you will have the most lasting r@tehip you can ever have, and all the other
relationships in your life will find their propetagzce.
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