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Most practicing Christians are familiar with the Ten Commandments. 
 
We may not be able to rattle them off perfectly or in correct order. 
 But we are familiar with their content. 
 
We know that they address worship  

and care for the elderly.  
  We know that they govern our speech,  

our relationship to property, 
    And our sexual behavior. 
 
Most of us you know the ‘what’ of the Ten Commandments. 
 After today’s video lesson this ‘what’ has been reinforced. 
 
But even if we are clear about the ‘what’,  
 We might have questions about the ‘what for’, the ‘why’. 
 
Why are we to keep them? 
 
More specifically,  

does keeping these commandments 
 gain us a right relationship with God? 

    
I remember complementing someone for some volunteer work 
 That she was doing in our community. 
 
She joked that when she died  

she was planning on taking the elevator straight to the top! 
 

As people in the reformed tradition 
 We balk at assertions that we can ever merit salvation. 
  And yet our jests belie a persistent belief  

that we need to earn our way. 
 
And what are do we do with all the commandments in Scripture? 
 Especially those that connect obedience with rewards? 
 
If you listened carefully to day’s passage  
 You’ll notice that in God’s message to the people 

There is a conditional statement: 
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“If you will listen obediently to what I say and keep my covenant,  

out of all peoples you’ll be my special treasure.”i 
 
A similar connection between behavior and reward  
 Is implied in the New Testament 
  In that famous conversation between Jesus 
   And the rich young ruler: 
 
“As [Jesus] went out into the street,  

a man came running up,  
greeted him with great reverence, and asked,  

 
“Good Teacher, what must I do to get eternal life?” 

Jesus said, “Why are you calling me good?  
No one is good, only God.  

 
You know the commandments:  

Don’t murder, don’t commit adultery, don’t steal,  
don’t lie, don’t cheat, honor your father and mother.” 

 
PAUSE 
 
So is the reformed tradition wrong, or maybe mistaken? 
 Is keeping the Ten Commandments more important than we think? 
 
I’d argue that the Ten Commandments ARE more important 
 Than we imagine. 
 
Most people aren’t clear about the ‘what’. 
 
A 2007 survey revealed more Americans could 
 Recall the seven ingredients of a Big Mac 
  Than name the Ten Commandments  
 
“80 percent of 1,000 respondents  

could name the burger’s primary ingredient -- two all-beef patties –  
but less than six in 10 knew the commandment “thou shalt not kill.” 

 
Less than half of respondents -- 45 percent –  

could recall the commandment “honor thy father and mother”  
but 62 percent knew the Big Mac has pickle.”ii  

 
Most people aren’t clear about the ‘what’. 
 
And in the church, many of us remain unsure about the ‘why’. 
 Despite our continual assertion that people are saved  

by grace alone through faith alone by Christ alone, 
 we get caught up in our records of achievement. 
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How do we get set straight? 

Thankfully today’s passage helps us with this question. 
 
But before we get into this  

let me remind you of the backstory. 
  Here’s a good summary provided by  

Will Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas  
in their book The Truth About God: 

 
“Israel is in slavery in Egypt… 
 
Before Moses,  

a murderer minding his own business in Midian, 
  A bush bursts into flame. 
 
There is a voice: 
 I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; 
  I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. 
 
Indeed, I know their sufferings,  

and I have come down 
  to deliver them from the Egyptians,  

and to bring them up out of that land  
to a good and broad land… 

 
God says to Moses, 
 “I am going to deliver my people 
  And guess who is going to help me.” 
 
Moses protests;  
 God insists. 
 
Moses is told to go to Pharaoh 
 And tell this most powerful man on earth 
  To let the Hebrews go. 
 
Why? Because God is against slavery? 
 No. God demands freedom from Egyptian slavery 
  So that the Hebrews may go out into the wilderness to worship. 
 
 
Pharaoh of the “hard heart” resists. 

There are negotiations, confrontations,  
  Frogs, plagues, gnats, and much death. 
 
Finally Pharaoh relents, saying, 
 “Go, worship the Lord… Be gone”. 
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Israel hastens towards the desert.  
 There at last they are liberated, free! 
  Well, not quite. 
 
The Hebrews have been liberated from slavery 
 In order to worship in the wilderness. 
 
 
But it has been so long  

since anyone has worshipped the true God, 
  They have forgotten how. 
 
Is the liturgy of the God of Israel high church or low? 
 Should incense be used? 
  What about vestments? 
 
Moses is summoned to the top of Mount Sinai. 
 There the Lord opens the conversation by reminded Moses 
  Of what has been done for Israel, 
   Thus indicating who God is: 
 
[We heard this already this morning] 
 I am the Lord your God,  

who brought you out of the land of Egypt… 
 
Tell the Israelites:  

You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, 
  And how I bore you on eagles’ wings  

and brought you to myself...”iii 
 
Then the Lord speaks ten words, 
 Gives the people Ten Commandments to obey.  PAUSE 
 
What this backstory reminds us  
 Is that the people of Israel were important to God 
  long before they were enslaved in Egypt. 
   Think of the call of Abram  

and the promises God made to him. 
 

God has already chosen Israel as God’s people. 
 And it is for this reason  

that when they are languishing in Egypt, 
   God hears their cries  

and rescues them and saves them. 
 
This all precedes the Ten Commandments. 
 God’s choice and God’s rescue come first. 
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So where then, does this calling to live a peculiar way 
 Fit into the bigger story. 
  Why are we called to live by these Ten Commandments 

These ten words? 
 
In the end it is not about salvation but about vocation. 
 Lives shaped by these commandments  

are able to serve God’s purposes in the world. 
 
This is what that conditional statement is about. 
 God’s salvation has been a gift. PERIOD. 
 
But faithfully filling our vocation  

depends on particular commitments 
 and peculiar practises. 

 
“if you obey me fully and keep my covenant,  

then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.  
Although the whole earth is mine,  

You will be for me a kingdom of priests  
and a holy nation.”iv 

 
The nation of Israel, 

And the church by its adoption, 
has a vocation, a calling. 

 
“[We are] called to be:  
 
(1) God’s own possession,  

a special group of people  
from among all the nations belonging to God,  

[a] people whom God can call on  
to be the bearer of this purpose.  

 
(2) A kingdom of priests,  

that is “a servant nation instead of a ruling nation”.  
[We are to be mediators…]  

to function among the nations  
as a priest functions in a religious community…  

(3) A holy nation, that is a people set apart,  
not simply from other peoples/nations,  

but for a specific purpose.  
[We are] to embody God’s own purpose in the world.v  

 
How do we do this? 
 We do this by guarding the particular commitments  

and embracing the peculiar ways that 
   Are enumerated in the commands that follow. 
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Commands that we will explore in the next couple weeks. 
 But just for a quick preview: 
 
 
In a world put individual achievement first, 
 We honor God. 
  In a world that keeps going 24/7 
   We rest at regular intervals. 
 
In a world that is never satisfied 
 We learn to be content with what we have. 
  In a world that prizes sexual inhibition 
   We practise sexual restraint. 
 
We are told that after God proposed this covenant to Moses: 

“Moses went back and summoned the elders of the people  
and set before them all the words  

the Lord had commanded him to speak.  
 
[And] The people all responded together,  

“We will do everything the Lord has said.”vi 
 
So what is your response? 
 What is your response when you consider 
  That like the people of Israel  

God has chosen you and saved you. 
 
What is your response when you consider 
 That in Jesus your sins have been forgiven, 
  And you have an honored place at God’s table? 
 
Will you accept this calling to live distinctly? 
 Not out of fear that you need to earn your salvation 

But out of gratitude for what God has already accomplished 
 Our of gratitude for this invitation to work alongside God… 

 
If you feel so led, please repeat the promise of Israel: 
 We will do everything the Lord has said. 
  We will do everything the Lord has said.  
 
Amen. 

 
i Exodus 19:5 MSG 
ii "Americans know Big Macs better than Ten Commandments." U.S, 12 Oct. 2007, www.reuters.com/article/us-bible-
commandments-idINN1223894020071012. 
iii Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon The Truth about God 14-16 
iv Exodus 19:5-6 NIV 
v Terence E. Fretheim Exodus 212, 213 
vi Exodus 19:7-8 NIV 


