
Oct. 6, 2019 – (Pentecost 18, Ten Commandments) 

Sermon Text – Deuteronomy 5:1-21; 6:4-9 

 

- Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.  You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.  Keep these words that I 

am commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and talk about 

them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you 

rise. -  

 

It is said that a businessman, notorious for his ruthless dealings with others, announced 

to Mark Twain, "Before I die, I mean to make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  I will climb 

Mount Sinai and read the Ten Commandments aloud at the top."  To this, Mark Twain 

replied, "I have a better idea.  [Instead of doing that], you could stay home in Boston 

and keep them."  Well, that’s the thing about the Ten Commandments, isn’t it?  There 

are a lot of people in favor of them.  “We should honor them,” people say.  “We should 

print them up and hang them on the walls of our public buildings.”  “We should carve 

them in stone and make them available for everyone to see.”  “We should teach them 

to our children, and we should expect them to follow them without completely without 

failure.”  And those are good ideas.   

 

 Deuteronomy says much the same thing.  “Keep these words that I am 

commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and talk about 

them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when 

you rise.”  Make God’s commandments the center of your life.  Live by them.  Learn 

them.  Love them.  Keep them in every way.  But, here’s the thing.  You can’t do it.  We 

can’t do it.  As our confirmation students are learning, the Ten Commandments are a 

gift from God.  They are a wonderful protection for God’s people.  They are intended to 

keep us safe, to preserve our relationships and to guard our property.  But they are 

impossible for us to keep, especially as Jesus reinterprets them in his Sermon on the 

Mount.  There “You shall not murder” becomes “You shall not even call another person 

a fool,” and “You shall not commit adultery” becomes “You shall not even look at 

another person with lust in your heart.”  And when Luther came to writing on the Ten 

Commandments, he was more than happy to move the commandment about 

“making graven images” to be part of the first commandment, “You shall have no 

other gods,” so that the ninth and tenth could be broken apart and we could have two 

commandments about coveting.  He said those were the commandments we would 

find the most difficult to keep in our modern times.  So, in addition to protecting us, the 
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commandments serve to point out our sinfulness and show us our need for a savior.  

They “drive us to Christ,” the only place where we can find complete forgiveness for 

our inability to keep them. 

 

I should pause here to say that our lesson for today gives us the second reading of the 

Ten Commandments in scripture.  The first happens way back in Exodus, chapter 20, 

just after the people have escaped from Egypt, crossed the Red Sea and come to 

camp at the foot of Mt. Horeb or Mt. Sinai (as it is also called), where we found Moses 

last week talking to a burning bush).  There he goes up to the top of the mountain to 

speak with God, while the people remain down below, wondering if he is ever going to 

come back.  When he fails to do so, in less than forty days, they get nervous and fall 

back into familiar ways, making a golden calf, so that they might have something 

tangible to worship.  They are not yet ready to trust the God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob, the God they cannot see.  Even though they are witnesses to God’s mighty acts 

against Pharaoh, and even though they walked through the waters of the sea and 

never got their feet wet, complete faith is too much.  As a result, they will wander for 40 

years in the wilderness, until virtually all of them have died.  Then, on the verge of their 

children and grandchildren’s entrance into the Promised Land, Moses gathers them all 

together and repeats to them the Ten Commandments.  Notice that he begins his 

speaking with this assertion, “The Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb.  Not 

with our ancestors did the Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here 

alive today.”  His point is that God’s covenant at Mt. Sinai is for all people.  It is for 

those who were there.  But it is also for their children and their grandchildren.  And it is 

for those who continue to gather around God’s word even today.  I think I have told 

you this before, but it bears repeating.  “If you ask a Jewish person today, ‘How many 

of you came out of Egypt in the Exodus?’ the correct answer is ‘All of us!’”  The Exodus 

is the single-most important event in the history of God and God’s people in the Old 

Testament.  It’s what makes the people who they are.  They are the people of God, the 

people who follow God’s ways, the people who were given the Ten Commandments.  

Oh, they won’t follow them either, not perfectly, sometimes not at all.  That will cause 

problems in the story and lead us eventually to God’s new covenant with God’s 

people in the New Testament, but that will have to wait for another day. 

 

 For today, let’s leave them with a little bit of hope.  They are about to embark on 

a new era in their history.  They are ready to come into the Promised Land, to fulfill the 

third of the promises God first made to Abraham and repeated again to Isaac and to 

Jacob.  They have grown to be a great nation.  They have been blessed to be a 
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blessing.  And now they are about to occupy the land that God had promised to give 

them.  Moses wants them to know what God expects of them.  It’s all there in the Ten 

Commandments.  Follow them and all will be well.  Don’t follow them, (and they’re not 

going to), and things will not go so well.  For now, let’s hope they can. 

 

            Amen. 


