Pre:
Today we are beginning a new series of messages that I am calling God’s Top Ten. The Ten Commandments. 

I have sometimes heard people say that they don’t have a very complicated system of beliefs. They just live their lives by the Ten Commandments. Or words to that effect. 

In fact, a survey showed that 84% of Americans believe that the Ten Commandments are still valid. At the same time, more than half of those same people could not even identify five of those commandments. 

A ruthless businessman once said this to Mark Twain: “Before I die I mean to make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. I will climb Mount Sinai and read the 10 Commandments aloud at the top.” 

“I have a better idea,” said Mark Twain. “You could stay in Boston and keep them.” 

But what does that really mean, to keep the Ten Commandments? What would our lives be like if we actually did that? Perhaps more importantly: why should we even bother to try? 

What I want to do today in my introductory message about the Ten Commandments, is to extend an invitation to come along on a journey. A journey with God and God’s people. Because that’s what the Ten Commandments are really all about.
Before I read our passage today, I simply want to remind you of the context:  these commandments were first given to the Children of Israel, just a few weeks after they had followed Moses out of Egypt. They were on their way to the Promised Land, but not very far along the way. 
Moses goes up Mt. Sinai, and he comes back with a message from God. Here it is.  

God’s Top Ten

Exodus 20:1-17

No left turn. No parking here. Speed limit 55. No smoking. No dogs on the beach.
Rules. They’re everywhere. Some are quite interesting
In Alabama, putting salt on a railroad track may be punishable by death, and it’s illegal to keep an ice cream cone in your back pocket. In Alaska, it’s illegal to wake up a bear to take its picture. In Arizona it’s illegal to cut down a cactus. In Baldwin Park, CA, it’s illegal to ride a bicycle in a swimming pool.
Rules. And more rules. 

Rules have been with us pretty much forever. 

You can go back all the way to the dawn of time to a couple of rules that God gave to Adam and Eve, which they promptly broke!

Among ancient people, there are three sets of laws that are quite widely known. 

One is the Code of Hammurabi. Hammurabi put together 282 rather plainly stated laws, in an effort to organize and unify the Babylonians. This set of laws is sometimes referred to as “Eye for an Eye” because its punishments were very direct, and the punishment escalated with the nature of the crime. In fact one of the laws is “If a man puts out the eye of an equal, his eye shall be put out.” Another says, “If a man knocks the teeth out of another man, his own teeth will be knocked out.” Eye for eye, tooth for tooth. 
Another set of ancient laws is found in the Egyptian Book of the Dead. This is not a single book, but many books with very similar content and purpose. The Book of the Dead was a book that was buried with a person, with the intent of helping the person into a good afterlife. And while the book talked about mourning and sadness, and also the afterlife, the main point of the book was to speak of the person’s life before death, and how happiness in the afterlife was dependent upon having lived an honorable life on earth.  So, while the focus was on the dead, it was also supposed to give some advice to the living—about how to liv. 
And the other set of ancient laws known, at least nominally, by most people, is the Ten Commandments. 

The people of Israel had many more than just ten laws, but these were (and are) God’s top ten. 

And what makes these laws unique is the context in which they are given. They are not laws thrown down arbitrarily from heaven.  They are not merely written to create an orderly society. And they most certainly are not given as rules to follow in order to get to heaven. They are laws given in the context of (first) a relationship, and (second) a journey. 

Listen to the introduction to these commandments: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 

I am the Lord, your God. 
I was thinking about that old line that parents use when they get tired of giving kids reasons for rules. Because I said so. This is more or less what God is saying here. Not so much because I said so, as because I said so. 
The first thing to notice about the Ten Commandments is where they came from—who made them up. This is not the department of transportation or the DEP or CAFRA or the school superintendent. This is not the US Senate. It’s not the Presbytery. It’s not your spouse. This is not even your mom. 

I am the Lord, your God. Let’s get this straight. God is speaking. The same God who called Abraham and Sarah, the same God who led Isaac and Jacob. The same God who appeared before Moses in a burning bush and who dazzled Pharaoh with many miracles and plagues. The same God who parted the Red Sea. 
The same God who invites you and me to come along on a journey of faith. 
I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. The people to whom God speaks these words are just a few weeks out of Egypt. They remember it well. And these words that God speaks come in the context of a journey barely begun, yet already it has changed their lives dramatically. Instead of working for the Egyptian slavedrivers, they are now following God on a journey of faith. 

And the Ten Commandments are given in the context of that relationship and that journey. 


What I want you to notice is a theme that you will find in other places in the Bible, and in your own life as well. God never asks anything from us without first giving something to us. 


People often view religion as a set of rules that you have to follow, and if you follow them well enough, you will go to heaven. But that’s not how it works. Even here all the way back in Exodus, God gives first, and then invites people to respond. 

Look closely. Salvation has already taken place. I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. I have saved you from that previous life of bondage, God says, now let me show you how to live as free people. 
As we look back at the Ten Commandments from the standpoint of being Christians, we can easily place ourselves with the Children of Israel at this point. We too, know God’s salvation. The way Paul says it in Romans is this: “God proves his love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” (5:8) Paul was talking to people who were his contemporaries, who lived at the time Christ was crucified. This all happened before you and I were even born, before we even had a chance to do good or evil. 

I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
Each of us has our own story, our own Egypt from which we have come.  

Hear this: God doesn’t wait for you to keep all the rules first. God does it the other way around. God gathers recruits and then trains them for the journey. When you sign up to go on the journey with God, then there are certain rules that you need to observe. Rules that will help you stay faithful to the relationship and to the journey. Rules that will help you to get along better with the other people who also happen to be taking the same trip. 

When Reggie Jackson played for the Baltimore Orioles, his coach was Earl Weaver. Earl had certain rules that he expected his players to obey. One of those rules was, you don’t steal a base unless he gave him the signal to steal the base. Well, Reggie was upset by this rule, because he felt like he knew the pitchers and the catchers in the opposing teams well enough that he could judge for himself when he could steal a base. So during one game, he decided to take matters into his own hands and steal a base without the signal. He got a good jump off the pitcher and easily beat the throw to second base. As he shook the dirt off his uniform, Jackson smiled with delight, feeling he had vindicated his judgment to his manager. But later Weaver took Jackson aside and explained why he hadn’t given the steal sign. The player batting after Jackson was Lee May, his best power hitter other than Jackson. When Jackson stole second, first base was left open, so the pitcher walked May intentionally, taking the bat out of May’s hands. 

Every sport has its rules. And if you decide to join the team, you have to play by the rules. 

If you’re going to be on God’s team, well, you need to learn God’s rules. They are not rules made up to keep you in a box. They are truly meant to set you free to live a life that is good and productive and whole. You may fall into the same trap Reggie Jackson fell into—only thinking about your next move. The thing to keep in mind is that God sees the whole game, and how your next move will affect the other players as well as the outcome.
I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
So as you consider the Ten Commandments over these next several weeks, I invite you to consider the journey as well. Because these laws were not given to just anybody; they were given to people on a journey. A journey with God and to God and for God. Are you on that journey? 
Prelude to communion:

Invitation to join the journey with God, through Jesus. 

Perhaps it’s your first time to say yes. Come. You are welcome at this table.

Perhaps you said yes – but then you went off on a different kind of journey, away from God. It’s time for you to come back and rejoin the journey. Come. You are welcome at this table. 

Perhaps for you, it’s time to re-up. You’ve said yes long ago. But you need to say yes again. Come. You are welcome at this table. 
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