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“Ten Commandments Today” 

Salado UMC—Preaching Text: Exodus 20:1-17 

Third Sunday in Lent: 7 March 2021  

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“Seek simplicity, but distrust it”—Alfred North Whitehead. 

    ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

  

Our lesson today has become the rallying cry of those who want Americans to return to a 

clearer cut and simpler grasp of right and wrong. James Madison wrote: “We have staked the 

whole future of American civilization, not upon the power of government, far from it. We have 

staked the future of all of our political institutions upon the capacity of mankind of self-

government; upon the capacity of each and all of us to govern ourselves, to control ourselves, 

to sustain ourselves according to the Ten Commandments of God.” Hear our lesson, Exodus 

20:1-17: 

[20:1] Then God spoke all these words:  

    [2] I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house 

of slavery; [3] you shall have no other gods before me.  

    [4] You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. [5] 

You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous 

God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation 

of those who reject me, [6] but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of 

those who love me and keep my commandments. 

 

    [7] You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will 

not acquit anyone who misuses his name.  

    [8] Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. [9] Six days you shall labor and do all 

your work. [10] But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do 

any work--you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or 
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the alien resident in your towns. [11] For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the 

sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore, the Lord blessed the 

sabbath day and consecrated it. 

    [12] Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that 

the Lord your God is giving you.  

    [13] You shall not murder.  

    [14] You shall not commit adultery.  

    [15] You shall not steal.  

    [16] You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.  

    [17] You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's 

wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor 

(Ex 20:1-17). 

 

The giving of the Ten Commandments marks the point of departure for Israel as a self-

defining community. The Ten Commandments form a covenant between God and Israel. But, 

unlike God’s agreements with Noah and Abraham, each party has a stake in it, and either can 

break it. In God’s earlier covenants with Noah or Abraham for example, the LORD acts on 

Israel’s behalf. God makes promises, but generally the Israelites passively receive God’s 

covenantal gifts. 

The account of the Ten Commandments begins at the foot of a mountain. Having arrived at 

Mount Sinai, the Israelites ritually purify themselves—only Moses and Aaron ascend the 

mountain. Still, the biblical story tells us that God speaks to the whole community. Why does 

God enter into the agreement? In Exodus 19:3-6, God tells Moses what God did to the 

Egyptians, and how God has lovingly protected Israel, that “you shall be for me a . . . holy 

nation.” They are to have “no other gods before [or beside] me” (v. 3). In the ancient Near East, 

people commonly worshipped gods in rough-hewn images. Of course, the Israelites are not to 

do this (v. 4). Why? Because the Lord God is different: this God demands absolute loyalty (v. 5); 

this God punishes those who deliberately “reject” the Lord God. 
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This God—Yahweh—also rewards with compassion those who love him and follow his 

ways. Those who use God’s name for a false or evil purpose (e.g., for casting spells, doing 

magic) will not be “acquitted” (v. 7). Each week, we reserve time for praying to, and 

worshipping, God. The Israelites must honor older people; doing so will contribute to their own 

longevity. Then vv. 13-17: life, marriage, and property. God tells them to hold these as sacred. 

God also prohibits testifying falsely against another and spreading derogatory rumors. God also 

prohibits coveting, that is “greatly desiring,” others’ possessions. 

What are the practical implications of the Ten Commandments for us today? These 

commandments look modest. Yet, behind each is a profound sense of life in God. I offer two 

views. First, a perspective from a Canadian pastor who wrote: 

I lost my checkbook one-day. Until it turned up, I lived in panic about who might be signing 

my name to something, somewhere. For that brief period, I understood the reason for the 

third commandment: “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God . 

. . .” This commandment goes beyond casual profanity. It says, in effect, “Don’t claim my 

authorization for your programs!” 

  

Several recent commentators have noted that the final six commandments come from a 

people too busy with survival to worry much about motivation. They had no time or energy 

for endless self-analysis on a psychiatrist’s couch. Only one commandment deals with 

attitudes: “You shall not covet . . . .” All the rest are actions: murder, adultery, theft, lying, 

disrespect. 

 

Hebrew people were like most of the world’s people today. We [North Americans] are the 

departure from the norm. We are the first people able to afford the luxury of probing our 

psyches for the cause of our discomfort. We fret over the lingering effects of long-ago 

incidents; most of the world simply has to get on with living. The commandments of Moses 

focus on how we deal with each other, not how we feel about it (Bob Burrows, St. David’s 

United Church, West Vancouver, B. C.). 
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 A second perspective reveals why the commandments were important in Israel’s faith. The 

commandments appear simple but in their simplicity is their profundity. One way to read these 

commandments is to see in them an elaboration and function of commandment #1: “You shall 

have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3). The commandment to remember the Sabbath, 

reminds us not to let our work become our god. The commandment not to murder reminds us 

not to let our enemy become our god, so controlling us that we ignore our duty to God and 

God’s children. The commandment not to covet tells us not to let the neighbor become our 

god, so that we long for our neighbor’s possessions instead of longing only for the gifts that 

come from God (David Bartlett, The Christian Century, 20 February, 1991). Namely, each 

commandment reminds us about who God is and who we are. These essential questions make 

for us a worthy Lenten journey.  

 In our Lenten wilderness with Jesus, we can think about who God is and who we are. Too 

often in today’s setting of consumerism, we tend to only think about what we want—from our 

jobs, from our families, from our schools, and from our churches. The theme of Lenten 

discipleship is not to ask what God does for us, but rather to ask what we do for God. We only 

ask this when we look up at the cross from its foot. This eternal perspective recognizes what 

God has done for us in Christ. Our lives, if lived out of that love of God for us, remind us that to 

be God’s person is to live in gratitude for the greatest of all conceivable gifts—the love of God 

in Jesus Christ. 

 As the Israelites received their marching orders at Mount Sinai, Christians too receive their 

marching orders about discipleship from God on a mountain—we call it Calvary—the mount of 

God’s redeeming love. Amen. 

Lenten Prayer (United Methodist Book of Worship): 

O Lord our God, teach us temperance and self-control, 

that we may live in the Spirit 

and be mindful of all that Jesus endured and sacrificed for our sakes, 

and how he was made perfect through sufferings. 

Help us so to keep the fast that you have chosen, 

that we may loose the bonds of wickedness, 
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undo the heavy burdens, and let the oppressed go free; 

through the grace of Christ Jesus our crucified and risen Savior. Amen. 

 

 

David Mosser, Salado UMC, Salado, Texas 76571 


