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Texts: Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20; Psalm 19; Philippians 3:4b-14; Matthew 
21:33-45

A simple Google search reveals that the 10 commandments are not THE 
10 commandments at all – that is, the only. Lists of 10 are all the rage. 

When Googling “the ten commandments,” before you get much Biblical 
reflection, you see the ten commandments of dating, of personal finance, for 
atheists, of smart social media, of home buying, and my favorite — My own 
personal ten commandments

I’d be in all kinds of trouble if I named my own personal 10 command-
ments and so would us all.

A 2004 Barna poll indicated that seven percent of Americans oppose 
the idea of removing displays of the Ten Commandments from government 
buildings, even though another survey indicated that fewer than ten percent of 
Americans can identify more than four of the commandments. A 2007 survey 
indicated that people could rattle off the ingredients of a Big Mac easier than 
naming the Ten Commandments. I’m not lobbing insults either; many of us 
would miss on these.

There are three versions of the Ten Commandments — Exodus 20, Deu-
teronomy 5, and Exodus 34. Essentially, the first four commandments describe 
God’s relationship with people — the prohibitions against polytheism and im-
ages, the sanctity of God’s name, and the sabbath rest. The last six commands 
are general, not unusual in ancient law codes, and could apply to many diverse 
societies — honoring parents, prohibitions against murder, adultery, stealing, 
perjury, and property.

So when deciding on which scripture text to preach on, I thought that 
maybe the commandments as a whole deserve some attention. And I want to 
suggest that for me, they all hang on the introduction to them.

“I am YHWH your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
out of the house of slavery.” From that central claim flow all the other 
commandments. 
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These commandments are a gift meant to keep us free. Free from all the 
entanglements that would trap and enslave us. 

These laws come from the heart of God who freed His people and loved 
those people enough to give them laws to shape their lives. 

Now, this bit about loving us so much that we are given rules sounds 
a lot like what our parents told us (I love you that’s why I’m laying down the 
law…) as the rules were being explained to us or as punishments were being 
handed down. 

Parents, maybe you hear yourselves now saying the same things your 
parents said to you when you were young. I know that is true for me right now. 

Or perhaps you grew up with no boundaries, and you have discovered 
that boundaries for behavior can be one of the most loving things you can do 
for your child. 

I like what the scholar Amy Merrill Willis says about the Ten Command-
ments. They outline a social and moral vision of an alternative community. The 
Ten Commandments, as it turns out, do not simply dictate an individual and 
private moralism. Instead, they establish the basic fence-post issues that mark 
out a moral space within which the Israelites will live. This space consists of a 
web of moral relations; relationships between God and one another.  The Ten 
Commandments mark out the boundaries. 

If one way of being in community is bondage to another human being, or 
bondage to greed, or bondage to guilt, or to possessions then the alternate vi-
sion for living and community is freedom from these things. 

For example, as I think about it, Coveting and stealing is being a slave to 
what you don’t have: possessions, people, money — all of which equals more 
slavery. 

Murder and adultery for example are, among other things, being a slave 
to anger, desires, and power.

Over work and under appreciation of Sabbath rest can really be a kind of 
slavery to production and competition, the fast track at work and so on. 
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Therefore, the commandments offer the markers of those things to stay 
away from in order to live well in community.

Left on our own, we might end up in slavery again to who knows what. 
Even the Israelites question repeatedly whether life in Egypt in slavery was 
better than their freedom in the wilderness.

In his book on the Ten Commandments, Chris Hedges writes that “The 
commandments save us from false covenants and idols that promise so much 
and deliver so little. Among them Hedges names contemporary idols that we 
so readily worship: the state, the nation, race, gender, orientation, sex, eco-
nomic class, sports teams, fashions, movie stars, and so on. Rather than each 
being in proper perspective, we too often worship these things; they become 
central rather than the God who made us and all we are. These idols become 
our golden calves, they enslave rather than enhance life.

By one count there are 4,000 public displays of the Ten Commandments, 
including the Supreme Court itself. Sometimes the Supreme Court has allowed 
the public display of the Ten Commandments, while other decisions have 
barred them. 

Whether or not we can take commandments in by osmosis because they 
are on a wall somewhere, I’m not sure. It makes me think of something Gar-
rison Keillor said, that our sitting in a church doesn’t make us Christian people 
any more than sitting in a garage makes us a car.

So having the Ten Commandments engraved on a wall or hanging in a 
room does not alone cause them to be integrated into our lives or our culture. 

The commandments are really a matter of the heart. They are gifts from 
the heart of God and then have to be received into our own hearts and our 
own culture for the common good of all.

I met Al on the sidewalk outside here a few weeks ago. He was coming 
from our Food Pantry at the Emergency Aid Coalition. He asked me for a dollar 
and I asked him his name. We exchanged the dollar and names and I heard a 
little of his story. 
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Al is in his late 60’s and was released from prison three years ago after 
serving most of his adult life for murder. He clings to Jesus as his source of 
hope against hope even as he makes his way from sleeping under the overhang 
of the police station and tries to find housing during the day. He was headed to 
Ben Taub for some medical care when I met him. 

Maybe he knew the commandment not to kill before he did, maybe he 
didn’t. Would they have kept him from killing someone just for knowing them?

I’m not sure about that. 
What if he remembered the heart of God from which they came? 
What if we would always remember the heart of God from which they 

came — the God who wants to liberate, deliver, and set free!
What if he was free from anger, jealousy, addiction, mental illness, what-

ever it was that caused him to do that all those years ago?
What if we were free from all that enslaves us? 
What if, instead, he knew every moment of every day that he was and is 

loved?
What if we knew every moment of every day that we are loved by this 

God?
Someone’s life would have been saved; count that all of our lives would be.
I believe that the power of the commandments is not just the laws them-

selves but the God behind them — the God of love who wants people to be 
free, in every way. 

In Jesus Christ then we have one who sums up these commandments 
with these: Love the Lord your God with your heart, soul, mind and strength 
and love your neighbor as yourself, for on this hangs all the law and the 
prophets. 

It is this love that unites the church this World Communion Sunday and 
for that never- ending love in Jesus Christ we praise God.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


