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The 10 Commandments 
For those now free. 

Readings: Exodus 19:1-8, 20:1-3; Acts 2:1-11; John 14:15-27 
 

I once asked a high school Scripture class what the most common command in 
the Bible was.  There was the usual sullen pause and then one of the students asked “Is 
the first word don’t?” 

He was right, the first word is don’t, Don’t be afraid.  But underneath his response 
was the presupposition that many people have about God, that he is this cranky guy up 
there somewhere who likes to say don’t.  “Whatever it is you’re doing, don’t.”  Needless 
to say, this is not a very positive view of God. 

This leads to a negative view of the commands that God 
gives, that they are ways of limiting our behaviour as seen in the 
cartoon to the right, or another I once saw which has Moses, on 
the mountain before God, saying “Don’t take this the wrong way 
but I have brought my lawyer."  The “God of the don’t” and his 
commands are seen as a restriction on our freedom, perhaps 
even a form of slavery. 

As we start our series on the 10 Commandments I want to 
challenge that view, and show that they are actually for those 
who are now free. For they are given by a saving God and rather 
than out of fear we are to keep them for God’s sake, our sake as 
well as the sake of others. 

KEEP THE COMMANDMENTS FOR GOD’S SAKE. 

The Story of The 10 Commandments 
We should start our investigation by noticing that there is no book in the Bible 

called “The 10 Commandments”.  We have ancient stand alone law codes but the 
Commandments are not presented that way.  Rather both times that they are recounted 
in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 they are firmly embedded within the story of the Bible, 
of God’s dealing with the world and his people. 

Furthermore the first commandment starts with a reminder of that story “I am the 
Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt.”  It is easy to skip over these words and all 
too often the commandments are printed without them, but much is lost if we do so. 

The Creator 
Firstly God identifies who he is.  He is the Lord, the God of Israel, the God who 

has revealed himself as the creator, the one who made all things in heaven and earth 
(as we are reminded in the fourth commandment).  This means a couple of things.  
Firstly he has the authority to tell us what to do, but also as the maker of all things he 
knows how things are supposed to work, his instructions are worth following.  
(Something that males in particular may like to note). 

A few years ago I bought a Lego pirate ship kit at a garage sale, I thought that my 
sons would really like it, and it gave me an excuse to play with Lego, which, let’s face it, 
is one of the great things about having kids.  But I got this thing home and there were 
thousands of pieces and I kept creating things which could have been installations at 
MONA but looked nothing like a pirate ship. 
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So I rang Lego and explained what the kit looked like and they very nicely sent 
me a copy of the instructions.  Once we had that it was easy.  Now Lego didn’t have to 
send me the instructions but they did, it was very nice, and whilst I was free to not follow 
the instructions it would have been foolish of me to do so. 

Likewise, it is loving of God to give us instructions and we should pay proper 
attention to them.  We are free to do so but it would be foolish not to. 

The Saviour 
This is underlined by what God says next,  I am the Lord who brought you out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  It is the God who has saved them and set 
them free who is giving them these commandments.  These rules are given in the 
context of rescue.  The edicts come after the Exodus, it is clear in the simple narrative of 
the story.  In Deuteronomy 6 Moses says when children ask what is the meaning of the 
commandments they are to tell of God’s salvation in keeping his promise to bring them 
to the land. 

We will not understand the role of the commandments unless we get this order 
right.  The order is God saves then he gives the commandments, not the other way 
round.  God did not save Israel because they kept the 10 Commandments, God did not 
love Israel because they kept the 10 Commandments, rather God shows his saving love 
and gives them the commandments as an appropriate way to respond to this love. 

Our story is the same, God has acted in Jesus to save us from slavery to sin and 
death, and we should respond in loving obedience to God.  So for us the 
commandments are not given as a way to make God love us or to save us.  As always 
the initiative is with God, he is the God of grace, so we should not treat the 
commandments as the way to get on God’s good side, or a way that we earn our 
salvation with him.  He is the God who saves.  We are to respond to that salvation with 
loving obedience to his good commands.   

To put it another way it is not that we pay attention to the commandments so that 
God will not be cranky with us.  We pay attention because in the salvation that Israelites 
saw in the Exodus and we see and have in Jesus we know that God is not cranky with 
us, he loves us.  We know he is our loving creator and saviour and so we seek to keep 
his commandments. 

In other words we keep the commandments as an act of faith, it is because of 
what we believe about God that we are free to keep his commands. 

KEEP THE COMMANDMENTS FOR OUR SAKE 

Furthermore because of what we believe about God we 
will believe that it is good for us to follow them.  Throughout the 
giving of the law is the refrain “that it may go well with you.”  
These are laws for our benefit.   

I’m a bit of a Trekkie and and last night I took George 
and the boys to see the new movie, Star Trek Into Darkness, 
and to celebrate I’m wearing my Star Trek cufflinks.  Part of the 
Star Trek mythology is the Vulcan greeting said with upheld 
hand with fingers split between middle and ring finger: “Live 
long and prosper.”  This is why God has given us 
commandments.  That we may live long and prosper, that it 
may go well with us.  If God says don’t do something it may not 
mean he is cranky but rather he seeks to protect us. 

We can struggle with this because our culture doesn’t like “Don’ts”, they are seen 
as restrictions on our freedom.  However imagine two different commands “Don’t walk 
on the grass” and “Don’t stick your head out of a moving train.”  In form they are very 
similar yet there is a big difference.  You are, of course, free to break both commands 
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but you won’t be free for very long if you break the second one.  Choice only brings 
freedom if we choose wisely, if we choose badly we may not be free to chose for much 
longer, we put ourselves in danger and are likely to damage ourselves. 

If you can imagine a field, the “don’t s” act as a fence to warn us of areas which 
we should not go whilst giving great freedom to roam the rest of the field, where we are 
free to live as we are designed to.  Sadly many of us can think of situations where much 
pain could have been avoided if we had heeded these commandments.  They are there 
for our safety so we live as God intended. 

Overview of the Commandments 
Over the next few sermons we will see what that life looks like but we can see 

that by the form where the first 4 are God focused and the last 6 focused on neighbour 
that faith and life are welded together, our faith cannot be separated from our behaviour.  
Furthermore all areas of life are covered: family, sex, work, emotions, recreation.  All of 
our life is to be lived in response to our loving saviour God, it is what we are made for.  
Holiness, a life lived dedicated to God, may not be a popular idea these days but it is our 
purpose. 

But as we look at what such a life would look like the Commandments are 
incomplete.  For instance there is no mention of social justice or mercy both of which are 
fundamental to the Old Testament picture of a holy life.  This means that we should not 
treat the 10 Commandments as some kind of checklist: all I have to do is get these 10 
areas sorted then I will be living as God intended.  To be holy is to do more than just 
keep the 10 Commandments.  Rather than a checklist I think it better to think of the 
Commandments as a sketch, a sketch of a life lived in response to the grace of God.  
They give some of the outlines as to what such a life should look like. 

As the Old Testament story continues we see other details added to the sketch 
with the stories of Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Ruth, Samuel, David, Solomon 
and so on.  But in Jesus we see the sketch come to life, he embodies in himself how we 
are to live before God.  Here we see love of God and love of others personified.  So as 
we look at the commandments we will need to consider what Jesus says about them 
and how the way he lives helps us to apply them today in our part of the story.  The life 
that God intends for us, towards which the 10 Commandments point is that we will to 
use Paul’s language be conformed to the image of Christ. 

We do this trusting in God’s good purpose having faith that this is the way that is 
good for us.  We pay heed to the 10 Commandments then not only for God’s sake but 
for our sake. 

KEEP THEM FOR THE SAKE OF OTHERS 

Lastly and perhaps most often overlooked we are to keep them for the sake of 
others.  According to Exodus 19:6 the Israelites were to be a holy nation a kingdom of 
priests.  Who were they priests for?  Surely they are to be priests to the whole world 
they were to show the world through the way they lived what God was like.  They were 
to be his representatives.  This is part of God’s promise to Abraham that through his 
descendants blessing would be brought to the whole world.  Moses says in 
Deuteronomy 4:6 that by keeping this law “this will show your wisdom and discernment 
to the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation 
is a wise and discerning people!’”  In following the commandments of God Israel would 
bring knowledge of what the true God was like to the world. 

This is what the Church formed at Pentecost did as they demonstrated in the 
power of the Spirit a new way of living characterised by the self giving love 
demonstrated in Jesus.  It was this love which caused the Church to grow and ultimately 
change the world.  We are still to follow God’s ways not only only for God’s sake, and 
our sake, but ultimately for others that they may see the loving, saving God in the way 



Preached at St. Davids 19/5/13    Understanding the Commandments/  4 

that we live.  Our story is to copy God's has shown in his story by showing love in our 
actions as we live the life of freedom we have been given 

CONCLUSION 

Today we have looked at a positive view of the commands.  We can trust the God 
who gave them to us, he is our creator and saviour, they will be good for us, and they 
will show God to others.  For their sake, for our sake, and ultimately for God’s sake let 
us keep the commandments. 


