
October 5, 2014 – (17th Sunday after Pentecost, Mat) 

Sermon Text – Exodus 19:3-7; 20:1-17 

 

- The Lord called to [Moses] from the mountain, saying, "Thus you shall say to the house of 

Jacob, and 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.  Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep 

my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples.  Indeed, the 

whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.  These are 

the words that you shall speak to the Israelites."  So Moses came, summoned the elders of 

the people, and set before them all these words that the Lord had commanded him. - 

 

 They are really just ten short, simple words, a very brief summary of expectations 

for God’s newly formed people.  It’s been three months now since God parted the 

waters and the people crossed the sea on dry land.  They’ve been on the move.  First, 

celebrating their deliverance; then, looking out for their needs, searching for water 

and hoping for food.  God has provided them with everything along the way: freedom 

from slavery, protection from the Egyptian army, water from the earth and food from 

the sky.  Now, they are camped at the foot of God’s mountain, the place where God 

first appeared to Moses, speaking to him from the fire of a burning bush.  This is their 

first chance to really sit down and talk.  Up until now, God has primarily spoken with 

individuals.  This time, God will speak with a whole nation.  They are becoming a 

people, and God knows they will need guidance.  So, here they are, ten words, 

carefully crafted, straight forward and simple, powerfully stated and forcefully clear.   

  

 This is a moment of creation.  We’ve seen it time and again in these past few 

weeks.  God speaks.  Things happen.  In a poem, written for this Sunday in the 

lectionary, Andrew King writes, “This is a moment of new creation: blast of a trumpet 

and fire and smoke, and the people gathered at the foot of a mountain, and Moses on 

the summit, receiving [God’s] words:…”  He then goes on to tell us what those words 

do.  They enlighten.  They empower.  They provide for a future.  They build on the past.  

They inspire.  They energize.  They call.  They fortify.  They are what we need, so we 

know who we are and to whom we belong.  What strikes me is that the ten words are 

essentially rules.  And you’d think that rules would be just about the last thing that the 

people would want or accept.  They had had enough of rules.  In fact, rules were 

about all they had in Egypt.  Work hard.  Make bricks.  Work harder.  Make more 

bricks.  Work even harder than that.  Gather your own straw to mix with the mud.  Then 

make even more bricks than ever before.  Anything else, forget about it.  You won’t 

have time.  Do what we say.  Or you’ll do nothing at all.  It just doesn’t seem likely that 
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the first thing they’d want after receiving their freedom from all that is a set of rules…but 

that’s what they get…rules, ten of them, right from the start!   

 

 And maybe that’s because they’re human.  And even in this very short period of 

time that we’ve been reading these stories from the beginning of the Old Testament, 

that’s what we’ve begun to learn about humans.  We need rules.  We need structure.  

We need to know our limits.  And we need to know what is expected of us.  We need 

to know or we don’t do very well.  I’ve been fascinated by the new adventure in reality 

television called “Utopia.”  The idea is to take fifteen divers human beings from all 

walks of life, plunk them down in an idyllic location with enough supplies to get started 

and see what happens.  The question to be answered is “What will they do?”  Given 

that they have no rules, “How will they build their society?”  “How will they choose their 

leaders?”  And “How will they provide for their future?”  They’ve been at it now for 

about a month.  Patterns are beginning to emerge.  They are starting to figure out their 

own way of doing things.  But, before they got to that, they spent quite a few days 

experimenting with complete and utter freedom.  Released from the structures of 

society, they went wild.  They partied.  They pranced.  They splurged.  They indulged.  

They tried anything and everything they could imagine.  And then they fought and 

argued and got on each other’s nerves and life in “Utopia” generally deteriorated and 

went downhill until many of them didn’t want to be there anymore.  They wanted to go 

home, back to the way things were before, back to civilization, and back to the rules 

they had before.  Their conclusion, “if we’re going to build a new society, we’re going 

to have to have some rules.”   

 

 Rules are important.  Rules are necessary.  Rules are fundamental.  They provide 

us with a framework within which to operate.  And most importantly, they let us know 

who we are and who we are not.  The formula for the first commandment could not 

make it more clear:  “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 gods before me.”  We are 

the people for whom God has provided freedom, freedom from slavery in Egypt, 

freedom from bondage to our sin, freedom from anything that would wish to entangle 

and enslave us.  We are not God.  We do not, indeed, we cannot, provide for our own 

salvation, not by following the rules, or by doing the right things, or by keeping the 

commandments.  They are far too difficult for any of us to obey.  Our only certainty is 

that we will break them all.  Salvation comes to us only by grace.  It was God’s grace 

that led the people out of slavery in Egypt to freedom in the Sinai wilderness, and it is 

God’s grace that leads us out of bondage to sin to the freedom of life in Christ.  There is 

no other way for us, but by the mercy of God in the suffering death of Jesus Christ for 
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our sake.   

 

 That is what the Ten Commandments are all about.  They protect us from 

ourselves and they point us in the right direction.  They are a creative moment that 

defines for us what it means to be God’s “priestly kingdom and holy nation.”  Andrew 

King ends his poem by returning to this theme of creation.  He closes with this stanza:  

“This is a moment of new creation: blast of a trumpet and fire and smoke, and we are 

the people at the foot of a mountain, and we have these words, and our heart for their 

home.” 

  Amen. 


