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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

I guess it was about five years ago when Judge Roy Moore was in the news.  He was the chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court who had a 2.6-ton stone monument in his courthouse…with the Ten Commandments chiseled into the stone.

When a federal judge ordered him to remove the monument, Judge Moore refused, and then Judge Moore himself was removed from office!  Ever since, Judge Moore has been hauling this 5,280-pound hunk of stone – over 500 pounds per commandment! – he’s been hauling this around to his various speaking appearances.  It takes a 5-ton crane just to load the thing on the back of a flatbed truck.
Tom Long thinks that’s a good metaphor for the way the Ten Commandments are perceived by so many people:  they are a burden!  They are heavy obligations!

Now that is not the way they are presented in either the Old Testament or the New!  Rather, they are introduced as a breathtaking announcement of freedom!  I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery!

These commandments are not weights, keeping us down!  No, they are wings…..wings that allow us to fly!   I am the Lord your God!  This is the amazing and wonderful word of grace which precedes the giving of the Ten Commandments.  It’s another way of God saying, I belong to you and you belong to me.  I am your God; you are my people.  

These commandments are not burdens!  They are for our freedom.  These Ten Commandments put us in touch with the great liberating God.  They remind us that we are free in the first place because of God’s gracious actions.  And they tell us how to remain free people:  where not to wander, if we are serious about being spiritually and personally free.

The sort of God who would give us these commandments is also the God who would give us Jesus.  In fact, I think it’s interesting:  in the literal Hebrew they are not called the “ten commandments” but rather the “ten words.”  God, in his grace, gives us the ten words; then later, also in his grace, he gives us “the word made flesh.”
These laws are not the opposite of God’s grace; they are the proof of his grace!  These commandments are not an unfair, restrictive limitation on the good life; they are the steps that lead to the good life.  They are not restrictions upon our freedom, but rather they are true freedom, the means by which God shows us the way in an often confusing world.

I’ve shared with you before the way G.K. Chesterton imaginatively describes how the law works to keep us free.  Imagine, Chesterton said, imagine an island in the sea….a tall island, with a flat, grassy top, but with plunging cliffs all around its edges.  As long as there is a wall around the edge of that island, then children can play freely anywhere on that grassy top.  But, if you take away the wall, then the children are so frightened, they can only huddle in terror in the center of the island.  The law, Chesterton said, is the wall that keeps us free.
Our Psalm today says it well….Psalm 19:
The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul.

The testimony of the Lord is sure and gives wisdom to the simple.

The statutes of the Lord are just and rejoice the heart;

The commandment of the Lord is clear and gives light to the eyes.

And think about that:  psalms are really hymns.  So maybe we should think of the Ten Commandments as hymns that we are to sing.  That they are not so much rules to tell us what to do, as they are music that allows us to praise God with our whole lives.
The People of Israel knew that these “ten words” were for their own freedom.  I mean, wouldn’t you think that former slaves would know what freedom really is?  They had lived as slaves in Egypt for hundreds of years – much longer than Africans had to endure slavery in America.  

And then, quite without warning and by sheer miracle, this God Yahweh came along, turned these people loose, and kept their former owners from getting at them.  These were the people who received the commandments.

The one, central, overwhelming fact of their existence was that they were free men and women – and, thanks to Yahweh, having gotten that way, they intended to stay that way.  I am Yahweh, your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.

In effect, this is what Yahweh is saying to them:  You are free men and women, right?  Right.

And it took me to get you that way, right?  Right.

I have rather adequately demonstrated that your freedom is my prime concern, right?  Right.

And having done what I did, I have proved myself to be the world’s leading expert on freedom, right?  Right.

Fine!  Then let old Yahweh give you a few helpful tips on how to be free human beings and stay that way, OK?

You people don’t know it, but you stand in danger of losing your new freedom.  No, it is not that the Egyptians are about to repossess you; I took good care of them.  But in the first place, there are a lot of other gods around here who would dearly love to have you sign on with them.  They will make you big promises about the freedoms they have to offer.  But be careful!  I’ve already proved that I am the God of freedom, right?  Right.

What these gods offer as freedom always turns out to be slavery – that’s why they are false gods.  Only one God frees; every other god enslaves – that’s the difference between the true God and false gods.  Therefore…you free men and women shall have no other gods beside me, right?  Right.

In the second place, there are a lot of people around who will be inviting you to join them in setting up graven images.  They carve figures of animals or of men or of the sun and moon to use in their worship.  But whenever any object commands more attention, service, or homage – more of yourself – than it actually deserves, that is slavery….just as you had to give your Egyptian overlords more of yourselves than they justly could claim.  Is that right?  Right.

So…you free people shall not make for yourselves a graven image, right?  Right.



We Lutherans like to talk a lot about Law and Gospel.  It’s a part of our heritage from Martin Luther.  C.F.W. Walther, the founder of the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, way back in the 1800’s, wrote a little pamphlet called, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel…a book I had to outline back in seminary.
Karl Barth, the Swiss theologian, liked to say that “the law is the form of the Gospel, and the Gospel of grace is the content of the law.”  Or, you could say:  the law is like a cup; the gospel is the coffee.  If you have the cup without the coffee, the empty cup just reminds you of your thirst and what you are missing.  

But if you have just the coffee and no cup, then you really have no way to get the coffee into your lived experience.

Back in his day, in the 16th century, Martin Luther, you see, was concerned that there were a lot of cups without coffee.  Too much law, without any grace.  Now maybe it could be said that in our day we have plenty of coffee, but no cups….plenty of grace, but no form, no law, to get it into our lives.

In December, 1989, Romania was in turmoil.  On Christmas Day, President Nicolae Ceausescu, the communist leader of Romania, was overthrown.  He was quickly tried by a kangaroo court and executed.  Then there was no one in charge; the country was in turmoil. Western reporters flooded into the country, searching for someone who could speak English.  Finally they found someone, and in one sentence she summed up not only Romania’s predicament, but the human condition:  “We have freedom,” she said, “but we don’t know what to do with it.”
The Ten Commandments tell us what to do with the freedom God has given us.

Let me tell you the story of Jack Casey, a volunteer fireman and ambulance attendant.  When he was a child, he had to have some of his teeth extracted under general anesthesia.  Jack was terrified, but a nurse standing nearby said to him, “Don’t worry, I’ll be here right beside you no matter what happens.”  When he woke up from the surgery, he discovered that she had kept her word:  she was still standing beside him.

20 years later his ambulance crew was called to the scene of an accident.  The driver was pinned upside down in his pickup truck, and Jack crawled inside to try to get him out of the wreckage.  Gasoline was dripping onto both Jack and the driver, and there was a serious danger of fire because power tools were being used to free the driver. 
The whole time, the driver was crying out about how scared of dying he was, and Jack kept saying to him – recalling what the nurse had said so many years before – “Look, don’t worry, I’m right here with you.  I’m not going anywhere.”  

Later, after the truck driver had been safely rescued, he was incredulous.  “You were an idiot,” he said to Jack.  “You know that thing could have exploded and we’d have both been burned up!”  Jack simply said he felt he just couldn’t leave him.

And that’s the way the commandments work.  First comes the experience of being cared for, the experience of being set free.  Then there follows the life that is shaped ethically around that story of being cared for, of being set free.  A nurse saying “I’ll be right here beside you” becomes the action of a man risking his life for a stranger because he knows in his bones that he just can’t leave him.  
I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the house of slavery – that word of grace from God prompts us to live lives shaped by the freedom created by that God.  It is from what God has done for us that we learn to discover what God wants of us.  Law – the Ten Commandments – is how the liberated, saved people of God live in freedom.
