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And Moses summoned all Israel, and said to them, "Hear, O Israel, the statutes and the ordinances 
which I speak in your hearing this day, and you shall learn them and be careful to do them. The Lord 
our God made a covenant with us in Horeb. Not with our fathers did the Lord make this covenant, but 
with us, who are all of us here alive this day. The Lord spoke with you face to face at the mountain, out 
of the midst of the fire, while I stood between the Lord and you at that time, to declare to you the word 
of the Lord; for you were afraid because of the fire, and you did not go up into the mountain. He said:

'I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.

"'You shall have no other gods before me.

"'You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, 
or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them 
or serve them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the 
children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to 
thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.

"'You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain: for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who
takes his name in vain.

"'Observe the sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. Six days you shall 
labor, and do all your work; but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; in it you shall not 
do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, or your man-servant, or your maidservant, or your 
ox, or your ass, or any of your cattle, or the sojourner who is within your gates, that your manservant 
and your maidservant may rest as well as you. You shall remember that you were a servant in the land 
of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out thence with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; 
therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day.

"'Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God commanded you; that your days may be 
prolonged, and that it may go well with you, in the land which the Lord your God gives you.

"'You shall not kill.

"'Neither shall you commit adultery.

"'Neither shall you steal.

"'Neither shall you bear false witness against your neighbor.

"'Neither shall you covet your neighbor's wife; and you shall not desire your neighbor's house, his 
field, or his manservant, or his maidservant, his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor's.'

Deuteronomy 5:1-21
Revised Standard Version
 

In the message last Sunday I shared the question I asked myself while in the Sinai at the foot of Mt. 
Horeb, the place where tradition says Moses received the Ten Commandments, I asked: What is the 
affect of this moral compass today? One answer to that question is in the news.

This last week an Alabama judge fought to keep a wood carving of the Ten Commandments on display 



in his courtroom. This has gotten the attention of Congress who will be considering a resolution to go 
on record in support of displays of the Ten Commandments in government offices and courthouses.

In an interview some time ago, Ted Turner, in his usual bombastic style, pronounced himself a "news 
king" and declared the Ten Commandments obsolete and part of a religion for losers. He proceeded to 
issue ten "voluntary initiatives" as a humanistic alternative which would be valid for contemporary 
society. In deciding that we needed new commandments (about the environment and population 
control), he said this about the original ten, "We're living with outmoded rules. The rules we're living 
under is the Ten Commandments, and I bet nobody here even pays much attention to 'em because 
they're too old. When Moses went up on the mountain there were no nuclear weapons, there was no 
poverty. Today the commandments wouldn't go over. Nobody around likes to be commanded."

It seems to me that the problem with the Ten Commandments given by God to Moses is not that they 
are too old, but that they are too clear and penetrating. The issues of parenting, honesty, theft, adultery, 
and idolatry have not ceased to be important for us in our day. We are not dealing with ancient literature
generated from human experience that is useful for only a generation or two. Rather, we have God-
given direction which will never pass away. They constitute the basis of moral principles throughout 
the western world, and they summarize what God expects of his people in terms of faith, worship and 
conduct. They need to be exalted from generation to generation. And we see that happening in the 
account of God's top ten in Deuteronomy which is a renewal of the covenant which we read last week 
in Exodus 20.

In the first four chapters of Deuteronomy we find Moses, the old shepherd, prophet, and mediator, 
reminding the second generation of Jews after the exodus of the awesome character of their one and 
only living God and of the deeds that He had accomplished on their behalf in the past. They needed this
review of their relationship with God in order to have the courage to enter the land God had promised 
to Abraham 685 years earlier. Our courage to enter into the future of God's promises is empowered as 
we review and renew our relation with God and others in light of these ten directions.

Before we look any further, let me review some general principles about the Commandments:

1. God's love, grace, and mercy are the motivation behind his law as it reflects his character, nature, and
will. In the context of Deuteronomy, the law was designed for a people already redeemed by a loving 
and gracious God. Once we connect with God and begin to know God, we are filled with a desire to 
please him by depending on his power to enable us to live within his laws.

2. We are not called to live up to the letter of the law, but rather to live within the spirit of 
the law. That is, God is always interested in the motives of our hearts rather than the 
outward manifestation of some religious activity alone. Jesus made that very clear when he 
revealed the law in the sermon on the mount.

3. His commandments are not to restrict life but to direct us into the fullness of the 
abundant life as we choose by his power to live in conformity to his will.

OK, you say, "I have made a decision to renew my commitment to God's top ten, how might I faithfully
allow them to lead my life's decisions?"

1. Focus on where they lead and it's reward.

A cartoon appeared this week in the paper with a sign at the front of the church announcing 
the sermon title: "This Sunday: The Ten Commandments." The next drawing is of one 
person saying to another, "My parents raised me according to only one commandment: 



"Thou shalt not anything."

2. Temper a rebellious spirit.

I read an article about the history of diets. It was common for a diet to include a list of 
foods that were prohibited although previously there may have been no interest in some 
things on that list. It was found that when you are forbidden to eat them, they become 
tantalizing. Now, most successful diet companies are upbeat and positive in their approach. 
They publish lists of "do's" instead of "don'ts." The focus is off the requirement that one 
should be forbidden something, because what rises up instinctively is a rebellious nature 
that refuses to go along with a rule. I remember when Congress passed a law against 
burning flags. At the stroke of midnight on the day the law went into effect, a group of 
people from the anti-war era in this country gathered as many flags as they could find and 
burned them on the spot. They had no intentions of burning flags until they were forbidden 
to do so.

3. Condense them as Jesus did.

Jesus, was talking to a young lawyer one day who stood up to test him. "'Teacher,' he asked,
'What must I do to inherit eternal life?' 'What is written in the law?' he replied. 'How do you
read it?' he answered [quoting Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18]: '"Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your 
mind"; and, "Love your neighbor as yourself."' 'You have answered correctly,' Jesus replied.
'Do this and you will live.'"(Luke 10:25-28.)

4. Stick with it. (start where you are, looking to where you want to be)

People who always run with the crowd often get lost in the crowd. So stand up for what you
believe. Even if you're the only one who believes it. Be the first to speak out, rather than the
last to agree. Have the guts to admit when you're wrong, and the grace not to swagger when
you're right. Yes, there might be strength in numbers but people often rise to great heights 
the way kites do - against the wind - not with it.

I believe that the reason most folks struggle with the Ten Commandments is that they have not 
connected with the author. You can do that today and begin the journey to a fulfilled life while honoring
God's top ten.


