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The 10 Commandments. 

The “thou shalt nots” and “thou shalts.”

When I was a kid, I remember feeling a little afraid every time


I heard or read the 10 Commandments. 


The Ten Rules. 

Yeah, I knew about rules. 

I knew that if I didn’t keep my room clean and do my chores, 

I wouldn’t get my allowance. 

I knew that if I didn’t do my homework, 

I’d get detention at recess. 

I knew that if I ever said that to my sister again, 

I’d be in deep trouble. 

Serious stuff. 

I knew that it was important to keep the rules 

because I knew what would happen to me if I broke them. 

So I asked my Sunday School teacher if that’s how God worked:
“If God gave us the Ten Commandments as rules for living,  

 
does that mean God watches us, 
sitting up there in heaven with a notebook, 
keeping track of all those rules we break?” 

Maybe I was a little worried. 

You see, some of those rules were easy to keep: 

I didn’t have any idols hidden in my room; 

I didn’t murder; 

and I sure didn’t covet my neighbour’s wife.
But others rules were harder: 

on one occasion I did steal (a toy dinosaur from a friend);

and on a rare occasion I actually said a bad word or two 

(mostly to my sister). 

At the least, I had to try to keep the rules; 

I was afraid God was watching, pointing a finger in my direction.
Fast forward to much later, in my teenage years. 

A friend, who always seemed far more theologically astute than I, 

spoke persuasively about God’s laws 

and how they don’t really apply to us Christians anymore. 

“You see, the Old Testament God,” he said, 

“was a God of judgement and wrath

—if you did wrong, God zapped you. 

The Christian God,” he assured me, “is a God of mercy and love. 

The religion of rules and obligations 

has been replaced with Jesus, 

who preached love, freedom, and forgiveness.” 

My friend believed that all the Old Testament law and demand 

has no hold upon us Christians. 

Law and judgement was then; 

grace is now, and never the two shall meet. 

So the story is told. 

But you know, if you put today’s reading from Exodus in context, 

I think you begin to see that such an approach

—the law versus grace approach—

is rather simplistic, and (I would say) inaccurate. 

Recall the context of this passage. 

Israel was in slavery in Egypt. 

And one day a bush burst into flame in front of 

a murderer minding his own business, Moses. 

And then there was a voice: 

“I have observed the  misery of my people who are in Egypt; 

I have heard their cry…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 land.” 

This is no stand-off-ish God. 

Here is a God who intrudes, acts, and calls. 

“Sounds good to me,” Moses replied to the voice. “How are you going to do that?” 

“Well…” replied God, “funny you should ask…” 

After much protestation, Moses eventually went to meet Pharaoh. 

Pharaoh resisted. 

There were negotiations, confrontations, frogs, plagues, and death. 

Finally, Pharaoh said: “Get out of here” and the Hebrews were free! 

Well, not quite. 

They had been liberated from slavery 

but they’d been sent out into the desert 
to follow and worship this God they didn’t really know a whole lot about. 

It had been so long since anyone had worshipped this God, they had forgotten how. 

Should they use incense? 

What should they wear? 
Are the services supposed to be traditional or contemporary?
So the Lord summoned Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up. 
And once again, God started the conversation by reminding Moses 
of what God had just done for the people of Israel, 

and in the process reminding Moses of who God is: 

“I am the Lord your God, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 

out of the house of slavery; 

you shall have no other God’s before me.” 

Is this a story of law and judgement? Is this a story which contains no grace? 

I would say that when we hear some of these stories from the Old Testament, 

we are reminded that it is from these scriptures 
that we first learn of a God of love, 

a God who reaches into history and provides for the creatures 

God affectionately created.
God chose the Hebrews—of all the people in the world— 

to receive the gift of God’s commandments 

at a time when they didn’t have a clue how to live 


or how to follow this God. 

When they didn’t know the way, 

God showed them the way. 
Put in context, we can see the commandments

—not as some harshly imposed, unrealistic demands—

but as a gift of God intended to help show lost people 
the path they should follow. 

What we call the law Israel called Torah.
Torah means literally the way,
or even more literally the finger pointing the way.
This doesn’t sound like harsh judgement to me; 

this sounds like grace. 

These laws are enduring, tangible, continuing proof of God’s grace. 

These laws are not unfair, restrictive limitations of the good life;
they’re the steps that lead to good life. 

They are, in themselves, a gift of God, 

which is the very definition of grace. 

We are not left by God to wander through the desert, 

through trial and error trying to discover—all on our own—

the way of life. 

No, in this chapter of our long story of salvation history, 

God graciously shows us the way. 

Now the connotations we westerners sometimes have with the word law include: 


restriction, unfair, externally imposed limitation. 

After a service one Sunday years ago, a worshipper said to me, 

“You should stay away from that Old Testament legalistic stuff, 

with all those commandments.
You need to preach grace—preach Christ—

and that’s in the New Testament.” 

(Kind of ironic that this person should speak against being 

  “told what to do” by telling me what to do!) 
No. I think this person got it wrong.
There’s is grace in the OT, 

Just as there is law in the NT.

Now it’s true we’re not just an Old Testament church. 

We believe that the story of our salvation-history 

began a new chapter when the baby was born in the manger. 

But to say that the law was abolished with Jesus 
is not a true depiction of our faith in Jesus. 
We’re not just a New Testament church, either. 

Remember when one day a young man asked Jesus 

about the way to eternal life? 

In his response, Jesus didn’t dismiss the law;
rather he gave the man a law. 

Jesus summarised all the laws into one great commandment: 

“Love God and love your neighbour as yourself.”  

It could be said that Jesus even intensifies the law, 

demanding even more than in the Ten Commandments. 

A wise parent does not leave a child to her own devices 

to discover what is right and what is wrong. 

The parent graciously teaches the child the way that leads to life, 

saving the child from having trial-and-error as her only teacher.
Maybe God does just that in the law. 

Maybe Jesus does just that in the law. 

But one thing needs to be mentioned. 

One thing Jesus did teach us about the law—clarified for us, really—

is that even if we don’t follow the law, 

God will still love us. 
One of the several theologies within the Old Testament 

was one which saw the law as the standard which followers 

had to live up to—or else!
If you obeyed the law, God would bless you; 

and if you disobeyed, you’d better look out. 

A couple of verses were left out in the reading in the lectionary, 

where it said: 

“if you mess up this law, 


God will punish you and your children 


to the fourth generation; 

but if you keep this law, 


you’ll be blessed to a thousand generations.” 

I don’t think Jesus believed that about God:
time and again, Jesus confronted that theological perspective head on.
Nothing can separate you from the love of God.
Do you need proof of that? 

Jesus is the proof. 

That God’s very self
—through the mystery of the incarnation—

would come among us to teach us, 

and heal us, 

and pray with us, 

and die with us—all of us—

the good the bad and the ugly (and the beautiful)—

reveals to us that God’s love 

is not conditional upon our following 

the laws of God. 





The love is there regardless. 

The laws are not for God’s use 

(as if God need the law to help determine 

who’s in and who’s out). 

No, the law is for us, 

a means for us to find a bit more of that abundant life God promises us. 

These laws help us remember what’s truly important in life. 

They remind us of the importance of being people of integrity 

in our relationship with God, 

and of our relationship with each other. 

The truth is, we can’t always do anything we want in life; 

there are limits, there are boundaries. 

And those boundaries are intended to help us 


learn to live with each other. 

The law is about grace.

The law moves us toward life. 


Torah, the finger pointing the way. 


Not the accusatory finger pointing at us in judgement. 

Rather, the finger that points us on the way to life.

And to this God of grace we give glory and honour and praise. 

And God’s people say, Amen. 

