
God’s Words

Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20; Psalm 19; Philippians 3:4b-14; Matthew 21:33-46

Over the last several weeks we have been reflecting on the rich stories of God’s movement of

the Hebrew slaves from bondage in Egypt to freedom. Throughout the twists and turns in the story,

God has been revealed to be a deliverer. The Hebrews find themselves in a condition of freedom: not

because of anything they have done, earned, or deserved but rather because of what God has done.

God has worked many wonders in bringing them from slavery to freedom.

Today, our journey with the Hebrews in the wilderness ends with what could be seen as a

culmination, a goal, and a high point of the whole story—the gift of the Ten Commandments.

Let’s go back over the story of the journey from slavery to freedom one more time. To a man

named Moses, a murderer hiding out in Midian, God invites and speaks from a burning bush that is

not consumed.

“I have heard the cry of my people and all that they have suffered under the hands of the

Pharaoh and the Egyptians. I’ve heard them, and I come to deliver them” (Exodus 3:7-8, Will

Willimon’s translation).

At last, God has heard the cry of the slaves. And now, God will act.

“Now, you go and tell the mighty Pharaoh to let my people go,” says God.

“Me?” exclaims Moses. “Who am I that I should go and say something so brash to the

mightiest man in the world? I’m not good at public speaking. I’m a nobody. And besides, I don’t even

know your name.” It has been so long since the Israelites have worshiped the true, living,

covenanting God that they have forgotten God’s name.

“Tell them ‘I Am,’ sent you,” says God.

“But, but…” pleads Moses. God says, “Go!”
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Well, you know the story. There are negotiations, and Pharaoh steadfastly refuses Moses’s

plea for his people’s freedom. The series of plagues. On the final night Moses is told to have the

Hebrews gather up everything they can carry with them and head out toward the sea. Then comes

the terrible death of the Egyptian boy babies. Pharaoh relents, saying, “Get out of here! Don’t ever

come back, you troublesome Hebrews!”

As soon as the children of Israel head out of town, Pharaoh changes his mind and realizes the

economic loss Egypt has suffered in the freedom of the slaves. He sends all of his mighty chariots,

his legendary army, to bring the Hebrews back into bondage. But there on the shore of the sea, with

their backs to the sea, even as the Hebrews think all is lost, God divides the sea—they race across

the dry land. They get to the other side with the Egyptians in hot pursuit, but the sea rushes back

upon the Egyptian armies and they perish. Israel is at last free!

Now you may recall that when Moses pled for his people, he first pled with the Pharaoh to let

the people of Israel go long enough that they might keep a holy day unto God whose name they have

just relearned. Moses tells Pharaoh that they need to go out to the desert to keep this holy day.

Pharaoh must’ve sneered, “We’ve got some good court chaplains right here in Egypt. I’ll send

one down to the ghetto tonight for you to have your worship service. I’ll expect you at work first thing

Monday morning.”

“But God wants us to come out into the desert to worship him,” says Moses.

“I’m not letting you people go,” says the Pharaoh.

Well, after the plagues, the Passover, the partying, the re-closing of the sea, at last . . . the

children of Israel are free. Trouble is it has been so long since they worshipped the true and living

God that they have forgotten how. So, once they are out in the desert—and it’s figured out that by

God’s miracles they are not going to die of hunger or thirst—Moses says, “Let me go up on the
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mountain and talk to God and f ind out what sort of worship service God desires. Contemporary or

traditional? Emergent or contemplative. High church or low? Virtual or in person?”

Moses goes up the mountain and says to God, “Okay, I’ve got everybody together for the

worship service. Now, how do you want us to worship you? (I hope you don’t insist on organ music

because we’re out in the wilderness with nothing but a lute. Nor do we have a drop-down screen to

read the hymn lyrics off of.)”

And God says, “I’ll write this down in stone because it’s important. These won’t be ‘the Ten

Suggestions;’ they will be the Ten Commandments: You will worship only me. I am the only God who

heard the cry of the slaves. I am the God who showed that I am on your side against the Empire and

the Pharaoh and all they represent. I delivered you out of Egyptian slavery with a mighty hand and

brought you to freedom. Therefore, you will worship only me. I am the God to whom you are

responsible—I gave you your freedom. You will not desire those things that I have given to others.

You will not steal. You will not tell lies about your sisters and brothers. You will honor your forebears.

You will not have sex with other people’s spouses.”

At this point I am sure Moses must’ve said, “Wow. This is one strange worship service!”

And God replied, in so many words, “There are gods who are into all sorts of music—drums

and bands—and beautiful, highfalutin, spiritual words; I am a God who is into righteousness and

holiness. You worship me not only by offering praise nor only obeying me by listening to my word but

also by treating your neighbor as yourself. The kind of worship that I like best is that worship where

the way you live your life matches up well with the words you say to me in church.”

Moses gets back down the mountain and finds that the people are already having a worship

service. They bought a golden calf from the UCRD church supply catalog (they couldn’t afford the

Deluxe Fully Grown Golden Bull), and they are off to the races having themselves a wonderful time in
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worship.

Moses flies into a rage and breaks the stone tablets that God has g iven him because the

people have by their false worship shown that they badly misunderstand the God who has so

miraculously loved them in the Exodus.

I want you to believe that this ancient story is also our story. All God wants out of us is

worship. But sometimes we are confused about the sort of God that we have got. We sometimes

think of worship as a trip into Never-Never Land, a one-hour escape from our daily problems. A time

to think our most uplifting spiritual thoughts.

Yet this God refuses to recognize a distinction between our lives in worship and our lives in the

world. This God wants more than our beautiful words: this God believes that God owns all of us.

God has risked a great deal for the slaves. God has gone head-to-head with the Pharaoh over

who will determine the fate of the Hebrew people. And now, God graciously gives a practical,

mundane, daily guide for how they are to live out their freedom.

Unfortunately if you define “freedom” as the ability to live your life anyway you want, God

defines freedom as the freedom to be who God has created us to be. We’re now freed by being

bound to God. We are freed from having to concoct our lives on our own. We’re now freed into the

service of the God who makes our lives mean more than we could make them mean on our own.

Therein is true freedom.

One of the story prayers in the Jewish Passover ritual says something like, “God freed us from

Egyptian slavery so that we might be slaves to God and God alone.”

That’s us. The Ten Commandments are not some difficult assignment, an unbearable burden,

an idealistic set of rules that we can never follow; they’re the basic guides, the signposts that point

the way toward fulfilling lives, God’s gift.
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In a few moments, we will leave this worship service and go forth to another. This service lasts

only one hour and it’s only once a week. Soon you will be in the service that lasts 24-7.

As you go forth to worship and thereby love the God who is so generously and miraculously

loved us, let me give you some guidance for the journey from Eugene Peterson’s The Message:

I am GOD, your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt out of a life of slavery. No other

gods, only me. No carved gods of any size, shape, or form of anything whatever, whether of things

that fly or walk or swim.

No using the name of GOD your God, in curses or silly banter; God won’t put up with the

irreverent use of God’s name. Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Work six days and do

everything you need to do. 

Honour your mother and father so that you’ll live a long time in the land that God your God, is

giving you.

No murder.

No adultery.

No stealing.

No lies about your neighbour.

No lusting after you neighbour’s house—or wife or servant or maid or ox or donkey. Don’t set

your heart on anything that is your neighbour’s. 

Do these things and God will be pleased. Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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