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 Some time ago, I read an article about the test that we require of people who wish to become 
citizens of the United States. It has become more complex and has new questions and according to 
one survey only one in three current American citizens could actually pass this test.1 I sometimes think 
that the same reality might be found in the church if we were to ask long-time members to recite each 
of the Ten Commandments. It is probably a good thing that we are not meeting in person right now, 
so I can’t put any one of you on the spot. I can’t ask you right now to come up with all ten of the 
commandments. If you are like me, even after hearing Cindy read the commandments, we still might 
have difficulty coming up with all ten. I can’t ask you today and actually I won’t ask you when we get 
back together. I wouldn’t do that, but you can test yourself in the privacy of your home. 
 Maybe part of the reason that we don’t know them all is that there is a misunderstanding that 
law is somehow a burden, more of a dirge than a dance, and thus not something we want to spend 
our time learning. Some church people will tell you that we have left the law behind; we don’t need to 
spend time with the law because we now have the gospel. However, that is a misunderstanding of 
God’s law. The Psalmist can tell you that the law is actually a delight. Today we used part of Psalm 19 
as our Call to Worship: “The law of the Lord...revives the soul....”  It is more to be desired than gold, 
and sweeter than the honeycomb. I especially like Gene Peterson’s translation of this psalm:  

The revelation of God is whole 
   and pulls our lives together. 
The signposts of God are clear 
   and point out the right road. 
The life-maps of God are right, 
   showing the way to joy. 
The directions of God are plain 
   and easy on the eyes. 
God’s reputation is twenty-four carat gold, 
   with a lifetime guarantee. 
The decisions of God are accurate 
   down to the nth degree. 
God’s Word is better than a diamond, 
   better than a diamond set between emeralds. 
You’ll like it better than strawberries in spring, 
   better than red, ripe strawberries.2 
God’s Word—God’s law—is better than strawberries in spring, better than red ripe 

strawberries. When I served the church in Hartford, Connecticut, we used to have a strawberry festival. 
One of our members drove out to a local farm and bought large trays of fresh local strawberries and 

 
1 New Citizenship Test is Longer and More Difficult, Simon Romero and Miriam Jordan, The New York Times. 
December 3, 2020. © 2020.  
2 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language. NAV Press. © 1993. 
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we sold them in front of the church with fresh biscuits and whipped cream. People from all over the 
city came to buy them. They were delicious. Far from being a burden, God’s law is better than that!  

The context and the goal of God’s law is freedom and the foundation of that law can be found 
in the Ten Commandments. They begin with words that are sometimes overlooked: “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.” Freedom from bondage, freedom from Pharaoh, freedom for God is the 
context of God’s law. By this law, we are freed to be the people God created us to be. Do you 
remember the wonderful words of St. Augustine, that God made us for Godself, so that our hearts 
are restless until they find their rest in God? All other gods leave us restless; they hold us captive. They 
put us back into slavery. They keep us from being who we are supposed to be. But not God. God’s 
law frees us from bondage. It frees us for God. God frees the people of Israel from bondage and then 
gives them the means to protect that new freedom with the commandments. 

Kathryn Johnston writes, “In order to be community, we need rules. Without rules there is 
chaos, and people get hurt. To be sure, people get hurt even with rules, but usually that’s because we 
ignore the rules or we disagree about them or we don’t like someone else’s interpretation of them. 
(Please, wear your face mask.)  

“God’s beloved children keep making a mess out of ten very simple rules. These rules are so 
simple that Jesus summarizes them by citing just two Old Testament commandments. Tablet 1: Love 
God with all of your heart, mind, soul and strength. How? By loving God above all gods, by not 
worshiping idols, by not taking the Lord’s name in vain, and by honoring the Sabbath. Tablet 2: Love 
your neighbor as yourself. How? Honor your elders. Don’t murder, commit adultery, steal, lie, or 
covet. The Ten Commandments, with their intimidating weight, are just these two commandments in 
more detail.”3 

Across the years, these commandments have been a central part of our Presbyterian worship. 
My friend Roger Gench points out that “in John Calvin’s Strasbourg Liturgy of 1545, the Ten 
Commandments were sung in worship, immediately following the prayer of confession and assurance 
of pardon. Having been restored to right standing with God and with one another, recitation of the 
Ten Commandments provided a sense of direction for renewed disciples by which they might enter 
ever more deeply into the Christian life. This understanding of the role of the Ten Commandments 
as a guide for the life of discipleship continues to inform Presbyterian engagement with them.”4  

This Lenten season, amidst all the rules that have changed because of the pandemic, one way 
to deepen your own relationship with God might be to spend time with these commandments. Take 
a couple of days to focus on each one. Pay attention to the ways we can be idolatrous. Try keeping 
sabbath. Keep an eye on your envy. Maybe read the commandments in a new translation. I discovered 
this updated version recently: 

1. Put the God who wants you to be free first, so that you remember not to slip back into slavery 
to all those other things that can have power over us: fear, worry, alcohol, food, control.  

2. Don’t reduce God to the manageable size of an idol that can be used to justify your own 
agendas.  

3. Don’t throw God’s name around as though it has no value. If you make a vow in God’s name, 
keep it!  

4. Take a day off and give everybody else a day off too. Resist the culture’s imperative toward 
acquiring more and more—that drive that makes everyone work like a slave.  

 
3 Kathryn Z. Johnston, October 4, 27A (Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20) The Christian Century Vol 137 No. 20. September 
23, 2020. © 2020. 
4 Roger Gench, Looking Into the Lectionary, The Presbyterian Outlook. Exodus 20:1-17. March 7, 2021.  
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5. Turn away from your own self-centeredness. Honor your parents…and all the people who 
made you what you are.  

6. Don’t kill people, and don’t do the things that incite violence, like  
7. …Cheating on your most intimate relationships, or 
8. …Stealing other people’s possessions, or  
9. …Lying about other people’s character or behavior.  
10. In fact, if you really want to avoid violence, you have to deal with its root cause: uncontrolled 

desire, envy of what you see and don’t have. Don’t let yourself be a slave to wanting more.5  
God wants us to know true freedom and God’s law is given that we might keep that freedom. 

These commandments are not simply rules, they can actually shape us into the people God wants us 
to be. The very first Psalm proclaims: Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the 
path that sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on this law they 
meditate day and night. They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their 
leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper. As we continue in this Lenten season, may God’s law 
be our delight. 

 
Let us pray: Faithful God, you sent us your Word as the sun of truth and justice to shine upon all the 
world. Open our eyes to see your glory in all your works, that, rejoicing in your whole creation, we 
may learn to serve you with gladness, for the sake of the one through whom all things were made, 
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 
5 Kathleen McShane, We Make the Road by Walking: The Ten Commandments: Rules for the Long Road. November 9, 
2014. 
 
 


