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Exodus 20:1-17 

 

 

 The other night, probably like many of you, I was watching TV on New Year’s 

Eve.  (Probably too, like many of you, I fell asleep long before the ball dropped on 

the New Year!)  Anyway, one of the things that you see constantly on television 

when a year is ending is a review of the major news stories of the year – what was 

going on in the government, how the stock market did, who was at war with whom, 

who was born, who got married, who died . . . and on and on.  Sadly, the list was 

filled with places of turmoil around the world this year.  Which, also sadly, seems to 

be on the list at the end of every year. 

 

 It certainly was on the list in the year 1989.  That was the year that the 

country of Romania was in absolute turmoil.  If you remember your history, their 

President, Nicolai Ceausescu, was tried and executed in December of that year.  

After his death, it appeared that no one was in charge.  The story is told that 

reporters from around the world flooded the country, and that, when one reporter 

found a person who spoke English, he asked her about the situation, and this is 

what she responded, “We have freedom, but we don’t know what to do with it.” 

(On-line, “God Spoke These Words,” Samuel Wells) 

 

 “We have freedom, but we don’t know what to do with it.”  You know, if I 

hadn’t known better when I read it, I would have thought that that could have been 

said by one of the Israelites in Moses’ time.  “We have freedom, but we don’t know 

what to do with it.” 

 

 Today’s lesson from the Hebrew scriptures, the giving of the law to Moses, 

happened just after the Israelites were set free by God’s hand.  You remember that 

they were enslaved in Egypt, living in terrible conditions, and God led them to 

freedom through the Red Sea, sustained them with manna in the wilderness, and 

brought them to this place, Mt. Sinai.  Now, it’s a new day for them, but they have 

to learn what it means to live in freedom again.  They have to learn how to be God’s 

chosen people in a new land. 

 

 So God gave them yet another gift – the Ten Commandments.  Following 

these commandments, would provide a way to structure their life in community, 

and a way to structure their lives before Him.   

 



You all know the commandments – you could probably recite them to me – 

maybe not in the correct order, but nonetheless, we all know what they are.  You 

know that some of them are about how we are to be in relationship with God, and 

some of them are about how we are to be in relationship with one another.   

 

 Today, it is not my intent to go through the commandments one by one – for 

one, there isn’t time because it’s a communion Sunday; secondly, I’ve done that in a 

sermon series before; but thirdly, I want us to take a broader look at them today, 

and what they were meant to be and do when they were given, and what they are 

meant to be and do for us today. 

 

 Two words sum up what I think these commandments mean – freedom and 

identity.  First, freedom.  Clearly, as I said before, the Israelites had to learn to live 

in a whole new way after they were freed from slavery in Egypt.  Before they had 

been told where to go, what to do, how to speak, everything.  Now, they were free, 

and while freedom is wonderful, there has to be some structure to it or it becomes 

self-serving and chaotic.  So God sent these directives – keep Me at the center of it 

all, worship Me and Me only.  Don’t make idols in your life.  Keep My name holy on 

your lips.  Don’t throw it around or use it carelessly.  Observe Sabbath – take time 

to just be. 

 

 Through those commandments, God was reminding the Israelites (and us) 

that true freedom comes from being in covenant with Him – the one who rescued 

them and rescues us.   

 

 Then He goes on with the others – Honor your parents, do not kill, do not 

commit adultery, do not steal, do not covet what others have.  Again – all of these 

things lead to freedom – if followed, they kept the Israelites and they keep us from 

being enslaved to behaviors that are self-centered and indeed, destructive – 

behaviors like anger, jealousy, dishonor, busyness.  (Just as an aside, look at what 

happened in today’s Gospel lesson – and how angry Jesus was, angry enough to 

overturn the moneychangers’ tables in the temple – because greed and abuse had 

taken over.)  God knew how easily life could go bad for the Israelites if they began to 

think only of themselves. 

 

 And the same is true for us, of course.  We would do well to follow these 

guiding principles of a faithful life that God handed to Moses that day – because at 

the center of them all is love and respect for God, for ourselves, and for our fellow 

human beings.  Following them is not at all restrictive, rather following them opens 

up life in all its fullness – life with a proper perspective, life centered, whole and 

free. 

 

 The other thing that these commandments did for the Israelites was give 

them an identity – as the chosen people of God.  By living under these commands, 



the world would see they were special and unique, the world would see that they 

put their money where their mouth was (so to speak).  It would show that they 

chose to live differently than the ways of a self-centered, self-serving world.  It made 

of them a special and unique community. 

 

 Still today, that ought to be the case.  The world should be able to tell by the 

way we live, and the things we say and do, that we are different – that we are 

children of a God who set us free through His Son Jesus Christ.  The world should 

be able to tell that we are different by the way we speak, the way we spend our 

lives, the way we share our resources, the respect we have for others.  The world 

should be able to see that, first and foremost, our lives are about God.  It should be 

able to see that we are people of respect and integrity, honesty and balance. 

 

 So, I guess the question we should be asking ourselves, corporately as a 

church, and individually is – is that what the world sees when they look at us?  

Would someone say that our church or us, as individuals, clearly live by the 

teachings of the Ten Commandments?  Is our identity as children of God evident in 

the way we live?  Would we be convicted in a court of law of being faithful 

Christians? 

 

 You know, I read this week an account of an incident that happened in the 

life of a renowned artist from the 1800’s named Paul Gustave Dore.  He was 

traveling through Europe one year, and he came to a border crossing, and realized 

that he had forgotten his passport.  He hoped that he would be recognized by the 

border guard and allowed to go through the checkpoint.  When he pled with the 

guard, the guard replied that many people tried to slip through without 

identification by claiming to be someone they weren’t.  Still, Dore insisted he was 

who he was.  Finally, the border guard said, “Okay, prove it.  Here’s a piece of paper 

and a pencil.  Sketch those people standing over there.”  So, Dore did just that and 

handed the paper back to the guard – who, upon looking at the magnificent sketch, 

was convinced he was who he claimed to be – and let Dore go through.  (On-line, 

Sermonillustrations.com) 

 

 In much the same way, through these commandments, God wanted His 

people to be identified as His – known by the way they lived their lives.  And He 

wants the same of us. 

 

 We are God’s people – the community of faith whose life is grounded in Him, 

in His Son Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Spirit, present with us even now.  That is 

our identity, and these Ten Commandments are our guidelines for the lives we are 

called to live as God’s people.   

 

 As you come forward for communion today (another visible sign of our 

identity as a community, by the way), I invite you to recommit yourself to a life 



centered on God and the way He is calling you to live.  I invite you to remember 

that the way you live, and what you do, and the choices you make, all reflect on 

what God means in your life, and all, even more, have the opportunity to draw 

others to Christ.   

 

 So may we, on this day, receive again this gift from God, this gift of the Ten 

Commandments, and may we live as God calls us to live – fully, faithfully and 

freely.  May it be so. 

 

       Amen. 

 

 


