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Lessons: Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20. 
 

“It was Boxing Day [the day after Christmas] 1989. Romania was in turmoil. President Nicolae 
Ceausescu, unable to quell the tide of dissent in Bucharest, had been tried and executed.  Now no one 
was in charge. Western reporters flooded into the country from the south, searching for someone who 
could speak English. Finally they found someone, and in one sentence she summed up not only 
Romania’s predicament, but the human condition: ‘We have freedom,’ she said, ‘but we don’t know 
what to do with it.’”1  

When Israel was in Egypt, they groaned under their hardship. Out of their slavery they cried 
for help, and their cry rose up to God, who heard and remembered the covenant God had made with 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And God delivered the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, out of the 
house of slavery, and into the freedom of the Promised Land. God gives two great gifts to the people 
of Israel. The first is their freedom. The second gift is the subject of our lesson today: The Ten 
Commandments, which are the means of keeping that freedom. First God liberates. Before anything 
is asked of us, we are given our freedom. Then God gives the means whereby the people can remain 
free.  

The Ten Commandments. We were supposed to learn them in Sunday School, and some of 
us did. A few of us can actually come up with more than two or three of them. They are something 
we think we should know. Some people think they ought to be posted in courtrooms and classrooms; 
our Presbyterian forbears thought they ought to be read in worship on a very regular basis.  

Several years ago a teacher taught me a way to remember the commandments using hand 
motions. Hold up one finger: There is one God and you shall have no other gods before God. Hold 
up two fingers: Two gods is too many! You shall not make for yourself an idol. Three fingers looks 
like a W. Remember your words. Do not misuse God’s name. Four fingers—the thumb is resting. 
Remember the Sabbath. Five fingers: make a promise. Honor your mother and father. Six fingers 
looks like you are shooting: do not murder. Seven fingers—two standing on the other hand, two 
people getting married: do not commit adultery. Eight fingers—like the bars or a jail: do not steal. 
Nine fingers: The thumb is telling lies about the other fingers. Do not bear false witness. Ten fingers—
gimme! Do not covet. We actually can remember them. 

And as you remember these ten commandments, remember too that they are given after God 
has already acted. We are freed first and then we are given the law to maintain our freedom.  Samuel 
Wells writes: “Liberation and law are the way God claims [God’s] people as [God’s] own. At this point 
God commands. How shall we be holy? How shall we belong to God? How can we keep our freedom? 
This is how. Worship God, resisting the alternatives, and be a people at peace with one another. 
 “What are the alternatives to worshiping God?”2 Wells says that according to the 
commandments there are four. One of them is to worship a different God. A second is to make an 
idol. “This is to worship something smaller than God, something God has made. It is to confuse the 
creation with the creator, to serve that which cannot liberate--in other words, to return to slavery.”3 
This is one of our great temptations. God is more than any image or idea we may have; idols are one 
of our ways of trying to shrink God down to a size that we can fully understand and even manipulate. 
God is always more than that. The people did this with the golden calf and we still do it today. Perhaps 
part of the reason that Jesus was so upset by the money changers in the temple was because people 
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so easily make an idol of money. How many people today are enslaved to the idol of money? But 
money cannot buy love; it cannot buy happiness; it cannot buy freedom. And money, of course, is not 
the only idol that tempts us today. For some in the church the Bible has become an idol. Instead of 
opening our hearts to God, instead of pointing us beyond itself to the illimitable God, instead of acting 
like a window, through which we look to see God, some people treat the Bible as if it were God. 
Other idols might include our families, our government, and maybe even our point of view. You can 
come up with your own list. By confusing the creation with the Creator, we return to slavery. We lose 
our freedom. You shall not make for yourself an idol.   
 A third alternative, according to Wells, is to trivialize God by forgetting that God’s name is 
holy, by using God’s name to advance our own purposes rather than God’s. When armies claim that 
God is on their side, they misuse God’s name. When Christians suggest that God doesn’t hear the 
prayers of non-Christians, that is misusing God’s name. Preachers and politicians who too quickly and 
easily use God’s name to encourage agreement or support for ideas or programs, they fail this 
commandment. One of the right ways to use God’s name involves recognizing that God’s name means 
“I will be who I will be.” We remain free when we recognize God’s freedom.   The fourth 
alternative that takes away our freedom is to make gods of ourselves. How many of us today really 
observe the Sabbath? We don’t have time. There is work to do and much of it is good work, work 
that is important. According to Wells the temptation to break the Sabbath is the temptation to do 
extra good. “Why is extra good necessary? Because salvation is just out of reach and we are striving 
for it? Because we are surrounded by evil, and God’s can’t or won’t intervene, so we must? The 
Sabbath is a great test of our faith in God. If we look to [God], [God] will look after what [God] has 
given to us.” Sometimes we lose our freedom by making gods of ourselves.  How many of us have 
thought we were absolutely indispensable, only to discover that someone else could do the job? 
 Of all the commandments, the command to honor our parents is sometimes the most 
frustrating. Reinhold Niebuhr used to say that during adolescence this commandment ought to be 
suspended because nobody pays any attention to it anyway.4 And somewhere along the line at some 
point in our lives, most of us have had difficult and frustrating times with our parents. Yet the force 
of this command is directed to adults, not children.  According to Professor Patrick Miller, this 
commandment has in mind especially how mature adults are to treat their older or elderly parents.... 
The commandment focuses on the mature person, no longer under control of parents and now 
probably stronger than they are in every way.”5 When each generation honors and cares for its older 
members, the possibility of a good and long life for each person and for society as a whole is enhanced. 
Honoring our parents, both our biological parents and our parents in the faith enhances our freedom.  
 The commands to respect life, marriage, property and truth underline, according to Wells, that 
freedom means being a people before God. “We cannot be holy on our own; we need others.  Unless 
we respect these boundaries, no people can live in peace.”6 
 Finally the command against covetousness recognizes that when we compare ourselves with 
our neighbors and what they have, we ultimately lose our freedom. It’s what some would call keeping 
up with the Joneses. Some years ago the New Yorker magazine had a cartoon on the Seven Deadly 
Sins; this one dealt with envy which is related to covetousness. One panel shows a woman watching 
television, and the name of the show reads: “Lifestyles of Fortune’s Favorites (i.e. Not You).” Another 
shows a man lying down, saying to himself, “Why bother moving from this sofa--my life will never be 
as good as Henry’s anyway.” And in another panel a very articulate and angry man is saying, “It 
INFURIATES me to know that there are people who are better off, smarter, and more attractive than 
I am.”7 To covet is to be controlled by something outside ourselves and that is another form of slavery.   
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 God gives us our freedom. The commandments offer us a way to maintain that freedom. Jesus 
summed them up in a marvelously easy phrase, one we can surely remember and teach to our children: 
Love God with everything that you are and love your neighbor as yourself. Live the commandments 
and discover the freedom God intends for us all. 
 
Let us pray: Thank you dear God for your gift of freedom, and for the means whereby we can keep 
that freedom. Help us to be the people you call us to be, following the example of Jesus Christ our 
Savior. Amen. 
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