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  18th Sunday after Pentecost 
September 27, 2015 

 
 
 

 
Exodus 20:1-20 

“Commandments: Walking the Road of Freedom” 
Mathew B. Reeves 

 
 
 In sermons this fall we’re talking about the story of our life. We’re looking at the big Bible story of 
the Bible, and we’re asking what it means for our life story. It’s important to us that our lives should 
contain purpose. Today we talk about commandments, which God gave to reveal God’s will and purpose 
for our lives. 
 

___ 
 

In your life story, I wonder if something like this has ever happened to you. I know it’s happened 
for me. 
 
 You wake to a day like one we’ve had this gorgeous start to fall––bright and clear, the air so clean, 
the finest morning you could want. Life isn’t perfect, but you have basically everything you really need. 
Over your head, there’s a roof. In the pantry, there’s food. You are reasonably safe. You can name people 
you know truly love you.  
 
 But in spite of these blessings, your heart feels heavy. There’s a lingering sense that, somehow, 
your life is stalling out. Or that, day after day, it’s like you’re just walking on a treadmill. Or that, even as 
life feels familiar, you somehow feel lost. In need of direction. Maybe someone here today feels that way 
right now. 
 
 In the story of the Bible, it’s when Israel felt lost, when their life seemed to have stalled out, that 
they were in position to heard God’s will and purpose for their life. 
 
 The Ten Commandments didn’t simply drop out of the sky. They came out of the story of God 
with his people, a story in which God kept revealing his will for Israel’s life. At the stage of their journey 
when Israel received the commandments, they felt lost, as though their life was going nowhere. They’d 
been wandering in the wilderness for months. Perhaps like a modern American family, they were always 
on the go, but if you were to ask them why they were on the go or where they thought they were really 
headed, they  might look at you though they hadn’t the foggiest notion. 
 
 The irony of their feeling lost was that God had just found them and made them his freedom 
people. Last week we remembered how God had heard Israel’s cries as slaves in Egypt and brought them 
through the Red Sea. So now, they no longer belonged to Pharaoh and a crushing load of work. They 
now belonged to God who claimed and freed them as God’s people. 
 

So when God gathered Israel at Mt. Sinai and gave them the commandments, God reminded 
them how far they’d come. God said, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the 
land of slavery.” But isn’t it interesting that just three months out of Egypt, God thought the people 
needed reminding that they really were free. 
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 See, after the Red Sea victory party wound down, God did this unexpected thing. God got Israel 
lost. There was an easy road out of Egypt called “The Way of the Philistines.” It ran along the 
Mediterranean coast, straight down to the Promised Land , that land God gave to Abraham those 
generations back. The Way of the Philistines would have been a pleasant vacation route for people who’d 
worked so hard, who’d endured so much for so many years.  
 

But God didn’t take them that way. Maybe God knew that if the people faced challenges on that 
road, an easy road out of Egypt could become an easy road back to Egypt. So, for three months, God had 
been getting the people lost in the wilderness. This was not vacation wilderness, but wasteland wilderness 
with little water and basically no food except the manna, the food God baked fresh in heaven and 
delivered to Israel every morning. In the wilderness the people felt so lost they began to complain they 
were better off as slaves. Maybe death at the Red Sea would have been better than freedom with God. 

 
They were falling into the basic sin that we saw back in the Garden of Eden, the one in which 

we’d choose the life that seems best to us as opposed to the life God intends. When we do this in the story 
of our lives, we are like Israel, choosing misery we know over the mystery we don’t. And God always 
comes with mystery. Which is why, like Israel lost in the wilderness, we can wake up to a day in which 
basically all our needs are met, and in which we may believe that God is somehow “with us,” but in which 
still feel confused about God’s will for our lives. Does God really will what is good for us? 

 
God gave the Ten Commandments so the people he’d set free would have no confusion about 

what God’s will for their lives. The commandments weren’t for giving them their freedom. They were the 
means by which freed people would really live free.  

 
Like we said, it matters that the commandments came to the people while they were still 

wandering in the wilderness. Because to God, freedom isn’t about getting to a good place where there’s 
opportunity to make for yourself the life that you want. As it can be said, God didn’t give us ten 
suggestions. They really are commandments, which means that the freedom God gives is not for pursuing 
whatever makes us happy. For goodness’ sake, Israel thought they’d be happier as slaves back in Egypt!  

 
God gives commandments because God’s goal isn’t for us to make choices we think we’ll happy with, 

but for us to live as full and flourishing human beings. Only the God who made us God can really say 
what makes for good and flourishing human life.  
 

This is why God’s first command was, “You shall have no other gods before me.” God knows that 
when we give the allegiance of hearts to anything other than the Lord who makes us, redeems us, and 
sustains all things, we end up with life without hope or vital purpose. The first commandment begins by 
reminding us that, in the end, we belong to God and God alone, because, as St. Augustine prayed, “You 
have made us for yourself,” O God, and “our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.  

 
A heart that’s poured out to anything other than God will not find rest, but just a bunch 

taskmasters. People living into the freedom pay attention to what comes next after they say, “Today I 
have to…” What we feel we absolutely have to do can be quite revealing as to what is claiming the loyalty 
of our hearts.  

 
The first command can also be rendered, “You shall have no other gods alongside me.” A heart 

that feels pulled in many directions, by many loyalties, will only be free when it is pours itself out in one 
direction, toward the God that holds life together and sustains us all the way through it. 
 

The second commandment is, “You shall not make an image, or idol, and bow down to worship 
it.” When we feel lost in life, when our hearts feel anxious and burdened, the easy thing is to turn to an 
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idol for comfort. Idols are things other than God that we believe will save us. Idols deceive us by telling us, 
if we could only get something else, then we’d really have life.  

 
If only we could have more money, more time, more possessions, more excitement. If only we 

had different co-workers, a different relationship, different leaders. If only some agenda were enacted––
then life would be good. For sure, there are times when life needs something more or different, but if our 
flourishing, our sense of freedom in life depends on getting more of something, we’re probably living with 
an idol.  

 
Idolatry is endlessly dissatisfying because money, time, possessions, that change we think would 

make us happy––in the end these can’t really save us. When we set our hearts on these, we become 
idolaters with coping devices that further enable us to live as slaves. As Kathleen Norris writes in her 
book, Amazing Grace, “Idolatry,” believing something other than God will save you, “makes love 
impossible. If we break any of the other commandments, the ones that (literally) get prime time, we have 
already broken the first one. We have already elevated ourselves and our perceived desires above all else.” 
 

But only the God who sets us free can tell us the good life worth desiring. Really, that’s a fitting 
description of the purpose of the Ten Commandments. Before Israel gets to the good Promised Land, 
God shows them Israel the contours of the good life that must take root and proceed from their hearts. 

 
The Reformer John Calvin taught that the Ten Commandments help us to love the God who 

deliverers us. In the end, Calvin says, God doesn’t write the commandments on tablets. God writes them 
on our hearts so we’ll love God with all our heart. In the Bible, love of God doesn’t only involve emotion. 
In the first place, love of God involves obedience to God. As First Letter of John tells us, “The love of God 
is this, that we obey his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome.” 
 

And so we may not know what the Lord’s will us is regarding the next step in your career. But the 
commandment to take Sabbath says, with God, the burden of work will never be all-determining in your 
life. We may not know how a strained family relationship is going to unfold. But we may look at the 
commandments to honor father and mother, and not to murder, and hear God lifts the burdens of 
resentment and disappointment and anger so might to treat every person as sacred. Our parents’ flaws 
and our neighbors’ offenses don’t get rule over us.  

 
The commandments keep on saying to us, “You shall not.” You shall not commit adultery. You 

shall not steal. You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor. You shall not covet what your 
neighbor has, but which you don’t. 

 
God does not mean for us to find ways around, “You shall not.” Because when we do, we end up 

slaves again. Slaves to our lust, to our greed, to our lies, to an insatiable desires to have more and more 
and more of what won’t satisfy our hearts.  

 
Do we hear how the commandments aren’t just rules, but signposts pointing our hearts toward 

what makes people flourish? Toward fidelity, honesty, generosity, and satisfaction with what we have. 
 
I don’t know if you remember, some months back, during children’s time, I asked the kids, “What 

do hearts want more than anything else?” And you know what they said? They said, “Love.” Which is 
why Jesus spoke to the essence of the law, saying, “Love God with all of your heart, and love your 
neighbor as yourself.” The freedom life God builds in us through the Ten Commandments isn’t so much 
about rules and laws, as much as love received and given.  
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To God, love received and given is what really amounts to flourishing, which is why our freedom 
always only comes from God. Hearts are not free without love, which means there’s no true freedom 
without God. 

 
This is why when, like Israel in the wilderness we feel lost, God’s big concern isn’t that we should 

know exactly how our life will really unfold. God is concerned with what we’ll really give their lives to. So, 
when we allow God to search our wandering hearts, we should know that God won’t help us look for the 
road that will take us to where we’re happy.  

 
God’s questions go deeper, like: What do I need to do to love God today? Am I really keeping the 

Lord who saves me as the true Lord of my life? Because only then will we know love, and only then can 
we live free, giving that love to others. And that is why the commandments are not simply suggestions. 
God knows that the life we sometimes think we want won’t support the freedom God gives.  

 
By the God who delivered Israel out of slavery, and in Christ delivered from sin and to death, we 

already are free. But to what extend will we live that way? To what extent will we love God back and seek 
the well being of others? Because that is the life our God-given hearts really yearn for.  

 
And that is why God keeps on meeting us in the wilderness, with ten signposts that give direction 

to our wandering hearts. The Ten Commandments that tell us, a heart open to the love of God and open 
to the love of neighbor will always land us in God’s blessed will for our lives. Amen. 


