“To Keep You from Sinning” Exodus 20:1-4, 7-10, 12-20

This Sunday’s Scripture reading contains some of the most familiar material in
the entire Bible: excerpts from the Ten Commandments. As much as they may
be ignored by some people, the Ten Commandments represent for most people
the basis of God’s expectations for human conduct. The Ten Commandments
are so basic that the concept has been copied ad infinitum.

Consider these versions of the Ten Commandments:
e The Ten Commandments of Cell Phone Etiquette.
e The Ten Commandments of Google
e The Ten Commandments for Kids
e The Ten Commandments for Math Teachers
e Then there is futurist Jamie Metzl’s book The Al Ten Commandments. A

New Moral Code for Humanity ($22.39 for the hardback on Amazon)

Although people may not be able to list the biblical commandments, they sure
know the concept. Ten is a nice round number and if someone can list 10
reasons for anything it sort of legitimizes the subject—at least sometimes. |
recently saw at MSN’s health and fitness link an article titled 70 Reasons
You're Still Holding onto Fat. Umm... Didn’t really work in that case because
the headline does NOT at all entice me to read more!

Of course to gain a full understanding of the Ten Commandments individually
and in their context would exceed the constraints of a single Sunday morning
sermon. However, I can suggest that you go to kerygma.com (KERYGMA is
the Greek word for “proclamation’) where you will find Commandments for a
Blessed Life if you want to delve deeper into what these summaries of the law
mean for living a blessed life. Someone may have a copy of the Kerygma study
to borrow if you’d like to read it. But since we have the broader passage to deal
with this morning, I am going to take a broader approach.
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First, we should notice the prominence of the commandments in ancient Israel.

These tablets were originally preserved in the Ark of the Covenant—Israel’s
most holy object—kept in Israel’s most holy place—the Holy of Holies.

Second, it might be helpful for us to observe that the public debate about the
prominence of these 10 commandments can get convoluted. It’s likely you’ve
heard about the cultural argument over whether replicas of these stone tablets
belong on government property or civic buildings. I think what that debate
misses 1s the more practical point of the degree to which the Ten
Commandments hold a centrally important place in our own lives. After all, if
we keep the commandments on government buildings but do not keep them in
our lives, then we have dishonored them and their author in the most severe
way possible. God did not intend for them to be museum pieces, but essential
instruction and guidance for the lives of his people. Do [ hear an “Amen?”

Third, we can also notice that the commandments have lost something in the
translation. Not in the translation from Hebrew to English, but in the translation
from verbatim to our cultural shorthand. For instance, we have routinely turned
“You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God” into swearing when the
original meaning of the 3™ commandment is about dishonest use of the Lord’s
name to support our causes that could possibly run opposite God’s kingdom
goals; the 4" commandment; turned “remember the Sabbath day” into going to
church on Sundays, when a much larger principle is at stake, that of resting
from our labors for at least one day a week and trusting that all of creation will
not collapse without our individual input into the order of God’s universe; and
“giving false testimony against your neighbor, ”’ the ninth commandment, into
lying, when the point of that commandment is about telling the truth when
called on to give testimony about another person, usually in a court of law.

In terms of the structure of the passage, we can see it consists of both message
and medium. Both are important elements in any communication and both are
significant. The message portion is found in the first seventeen verses of the
chapter: that is the text of the commandments. The medium, meanwhile, 1s
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captured in verse 18: “When the people saw the thunder and lightning and

heard the trumpet and saw the mountain in smoke, they trembled with fear.”

This is not the sort of context in which we are accustomed to hearing the word
of the Lord. The media we use to communicate God’s word are much more
friendly and inviting, even amusing and entertaining. But the medium of Mount
Sinai was not light-hearted. It was profound, majestic, and truly awesome.
This communication did not tickle the funny bone but melted the heart.

In the early 1990’s, some university professors passed out copies of the Ten
Commandments to students and asked them to arrange the commandments in
order of importance. Over 90% of the students rearranged the commandments
and placed the commandments dealing with our relationship with our fellow
humans above the commandments dealing with our relationship with his God.
But the Israelites understood the first four commandments as providing the
theological basis for living a life of character—the WHY of life, not just the
HOW. Jesus, you may remember, pointed out that the first and greatest
command is to love God with our whole being (Matthew 22:37-38).

With that in mind I’m convinced that the first commandment is the key to
obeying the other nine. That is, if you get the first commandment right the
others will fall into place. In plain language the first commandment tells us to
put God first in our lives. F-I-R-S-T! How then do we put God first?

F — Focus

1. A woman and her friend were having a conversation after church services.
She asked her friend, “Did you notice that hat Myrtle was wearing today?” The
friend responded, “No.” She then asked, “Well, what about the coat Hazel had
on?” Again, her friend said, “No.” She then said, “Well, a lot of good it does
you to go to church!”

2. Who or what occupies most of your time; occupies most of your thoughts?

I — Income

1. A modern biographer’s research usually includes reviewing his or her
subject’s spending and finances. The personal finances of every political
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candidate should be fair game in my thinking.

2. Do you put God first with your money?

a) Jesus told us that our heart is where our treasure is (Matthew 6:21).

b) To quote Deuteronomy 14:23 in The Living Bible, it says, “The purpose of
tithing is to teach you always to put God first in your lives.”

R — Relationships

1. If we don’t love others, then we can’t love God says John in 1 John 4:20.

2. There are 2 categories of relationships that we should have:

-The people we choose to be around because they bring us closer to God.

-The people we choose to be around because we can bring them closer to God.
S — Security

1. Where do we first turn to for help? A man in a hospital bed was told by his
doctor that they had done all they could. Now it was time to pray. The man
responded by saying, “Oh dear! Has it come to that?”

2. God should be the first one to whom we turn. Indeed, there’s no need to
worry when God is in control (Matthew 6:25ff.).

T — Time

1. Another thing that a modern biographer checks is the appointment books of
his or her subject.

2. Do we make time for God?

a. This means more than one hour on one day of the week.

b. What if a husband was to tell his wife that he’s going to be totally committed
to her one day a week. Do you think she would be happy about that?

The concluding phrase of this passage, “To Keep You from Sinning,” is the
tie that binds together both the medium and the message. The message
articulates the essentials of obedience to God and righteous living, but the
medium evokes the wonder and awe that produces such living. From the
Garden of Eden on, sin has been the fatal out of bounds line that God urges his
people not to cross. The medium and the message of Sinai combine for this
single purpose: “To Keep You from Sinning.” May these “ten words” lead us
into a right relationship with God and with our neighbor. Blessing and honor
and glory and power be to our God, both now and forever! Amen.



