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Prologue to the 10 Commandments

Ex. 20:1-2, Eph. 2:1-22


We begin a new semester with a new agenda before us. We’ll be looking at the 10 Commandments from Exodus 20 (they’re also found in Deut. 5), but we’ll be looking for other passages in the Bible that speak to the commandments. “Do not murder” is only three words, but that sentiment is expressed in other places, so we’ll usually look at both of them each week, focusing on the un-Exodus text. You need to see that the commandments can be found all over the Bible, as they express the way we live for God and not just rules.


Not just rules. That’s an important point. When I took Ruth and Cal to a Cardinals game, we walked back to our car according to a normal route. We’d pass by the county courthouse, a new building with great sidewalks and a one foot-high retaining wall that the kids loved to walk on like a balance beam. One night as they astounded me with feats of balance and daring, a policeman walked out of the building and approached us. He came up and told us to get off the wall and never to walk on it again. I was not happy. He was rude. The rule seemed ridiculous. “Okay, kids, get off the dangerous wall,” I commanded sarcastically. I wanted to disobey it immediately, but Ruth told me that we should obey the police and they were fine with not walking on it (Ruth wouldn’t walk on it ever again).


I hated that rule and still do. Are the 10 Commandments that same way? Are they beurocratic rules to squash fun or cover the insurance policies? Are they ways to modify our behavior? How do we respond to them? Obey begrudgingly? See if no one is looking and then do whatever we want anyway?


I think we do all those things. But we are wrong. We need to see God’s rules for what they are – how to serve the king in his kingdom in order to best please him and live happy, prosperous lives. We need to see that they bring us joy and goodness, not oppression and misery. 


As we introduce the 10 Commandments, let’s look at Then, What and Now What to give us guidance.


Then

Let’s look at our first alternative text before we return to Exodus for the illustration.  Ephesians 2:1-10 ends this way – “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” Good works must happen in the Christian life. They are commanded and required; they are set out before us. So what is our motivation to do them? 


Ephesians 2:1-2 says, “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked...” Paul writes that the context for our obedience to him is our freedom from the bondage of slavery and the resurrection from the death of sin. 


Notice a few things here in this part and as the passage continues. The situation is serious. Paul begins with a provocative “you,” put in the first position for emphasis in the Greek. It’s like he’s pointing a finger at us, and he includes himself throughout the text, indicated by the “we.” Paul isn’t exempt from this (remember his testimony – he murdered Christians!) and neither are we. “You” were dead in sin. Not sick, not weakened, but dead. That is a fundamental difference in theology that matters immensely. 


I recently read John Shelby Spong’s A New Christianity for a New World, in which he says that we have to redefine our religion and church away from the oppressive dictates of the last 2000 years and into a more open, loving way. What does he mean? You see, Spong doesn’t believe in sin. Since he believes in evolution, there was no Adam or Eve and therefore no original sin. Sin for Spong (and the liberal Christians for whom he speaks) is merely unrealized potential or “human incompleteness”
 and thus we need to help people be who they are and become whole. 


This sounds great in a book. If you “psychologize” your words you can get away from saying anything. The reality of Spong’s position is that we have no hope. If his position is true, then we might as well pack it in a forget it. We can have no notion of right and wrong, for all decision are merely evolutionary mechanics, all power plays are completely natural and all oppression is simply the survival of the species. Good luck. See you later.


But Spong doesn’t understand things. In order to accommodate to “science,” he has thrown out the whole Bible and all other reasonable thought. Paul says that sin is real and you inherited it through the fall of Adam. Though we were created in perfect relationship with God, through Adam’s sin, each of us is born into sin and you cannot escape it through your own natural means. Not only is it inherited, but it is also chosen by us. We participate gladly in our destruction, freely choosing that way as what seems best to us. We followed the prince of the power of the air, we lived in the passions of our flesh, we carried out the desires of the body and the mind. What does that get us according to God? We are “children of wrath” just like everyone else born into this world. 


Some of you may still be there. Apart from Christ, this is our position. It’s death. We aren’t only sick. We can’t seek a doctor. We don’t get to decide on radiation therapy. We are dead. Dead people don’t make good decisions. The morgue isn’t a good place to go and talk to people about becoming “undead.”

This was Paul. This was us. This was Israel. You see, the 10 Commandments don’t just hang out there in the air. They have a particular context, and one that matters deeply. Exodus 20 begins, “And God spoke all these words saying, ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.’” 

Remember what happened to transition from Genesis to Exodus. We open the pages of Exodus to see God’s people enslaved by the Egyptians. They suffer cruelty. They cry out in the oppression. They long for deliverance. Who can save them? They have no hope in themselves.

Do you see yourself here? I believe that the ability you have to recognize your natural condition as dead and enslaved directly impacts your passion for Christ. Do you love Christ? Do you want to serve him with everything you have? Do you long to please him? Do you want to conform each and everything in your life to His will so you can see Him smile at you?

For most of you I’d say the answer to those questions is no. Why not? Is it because you don’t see where you’ve come from? You think you were and are a good person, don’t you? That sin merely messed you up a little? That you are a prize catch for God’s family? That you weren’t dead and helpless, just sick and a little off track.

Get the right picture in your head. The seriousness of the problem shows the seriousness of the solution. There is a vast difference between what you need to do when you have a canker sore or a cold and when you have cancer or have died on the operating table. 

So what was the solution to our problem then?

What

Again, we aren’t left where we are/were. We read those glorious words, “But God.” “But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together in Christ – by grace you have been saved.” Hallelujah. God didn’t leave us where we were. Paul makes it abundantly clear by even reinserting how we were dead in our sins again. God gave us mouth to mouth and revived us from our death. God called us out of the tomb like Lazarus. God saw our need and met it, even when we didn’t have anything to offer him. He made us alive in Christ. Why, because of grace. Not as a deal, not because we deserved it, not because he had to – by grace alone. Ephesians 2:8-9 says he gave us even the faith required to believe him as a gift. That’s how much grace there is in this whole thing. 

Do you see this? Your faith and your salvation are purely a gift from God. God didn’t “make up the difference” in your faith. He didn’t purify your corrupted faith. He gave you faith. He snatched you from death and made you alive.  Look at all the action God does in this passage. God was rich in mercy. God had great love for us. God made us alive in Christ. God raised us up with. God seated us with him. Why? So that “in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” That doesn’t leave much room for us, does it?

God did the same for Egypt. He heard their cries and raised up Moses as their deliverer. He brought them out of slavery, out of the house of bondage by miraculous ways. He was their Deliverer, their Redeemer, something he emphasizes by using his covenantal name, Yahweh, which signifies relationship with Him. They had no hope without God, for they could never get out of their condition. But God. But God provided and He saw it through. 

When you read Exodus again, see the connections that are made between God and Christ. Notice the picture of Jesus that is being presented for us. Exodus 12, which explains the Passover, is explicit in this regard.  A lamb had to be slain or else the family would suffer ruin (pictured by the death of the firstborn). Blood had to be shed to exact justice for sin. The people of God were reconstituted on the other side of the Red Sea and given a way of life, pictures of holy living meant to show them their continual need for redemption and also how they were to live with each other in this new kingdom. 

There’s a key passage right before Exodus 20. Exodus 19:4-6 says, “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and I how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” God didn’t bring them out because they obeyed the law. He brought them out so that they could obey the law. That makes all the difference. You don’t earn his favor through your good works, but offer your good works to him out of love and devotion to the one who already accepts you and has redeemed you. Douma writes, “This liberation appears in still sharper relief when we recall that Yahweh delivered the Israelites in spite of their own conduct.”

And you? Do you see the what in your life? Have you seen the immeasurable riches of God given on your behalf? In recognizing your awful condition, have you then turned to Christ for your only hope, as the Lamb of God who paid for your sins? Do you think that you have contributed to your salvation or have you given ALL the glory to God?

Now What?

This kind of thinking brings about a change in your life.  Many of you, and I do this too, have a view of the law of God as a life of drudgery. When you hear the pastor start talking about all the things you have to do and don’t do, you tune out or feel guilty or explain it all away. Tithe? Yuck, not for me. Sexual purity and modesty? Old fashioned.  Do not lie? Ha. Honor your father and your mother? You don’t know them or you wouldn’t say that.

We think that God is out to spoil our fun and that these rules are not for us. We don’t take them seriously. And yet in this Christian subculture at least, we make new rules for living. How many quiet times you have to have or how many souls you have to win or how many meetings you have to attend in order to be “righteous” in our eyes. It’s a tricky deal, since we don’t understand and appreciate God’s way and we seek to replace it with our own and call that good. Or we chuck it all, but still want to call ourselves Christians.

We need to think about it differently. This semester will be a drag if you forget this prologue, so I’ll probably remind you over and over. Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.” Other passages in the Bible say the same thing: Faith without works is dead (James 2:26). For this is the love of God, to obey his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. (1 John 5:3). So when we talk about the rules of life in the kingdom, you have to remember that you don’t deserve to be in the kingdom at all. That you were saved from death and slavery and bondage and have been adopted into a new family.

That’s a good picture to fit in your mind. Imagine if we adopted an unruly, unloved fifteen year old into the Serven family. We would choose him apart from anything he could offer us, just because we have been prompted by love and grace to include him in our family. We legally make him a son. He packs his bags and moves in. Now what? I say something like, “Now son, we’re so glad you’re here and we love you and in order for us to operate as a family and show our love for each other here are the rules.” You brush your teeth and make your bed when you wake up. You put your clothes away. You ask to be excused from the table. You say please and thank you. You don’t yell at people. You say you’re sorry. We don’t lie to each other. We don’t hit each other. I go on and on. 

This is life in the family. These rules are out of love, out of respect for the parents and the family. They aren’t burdensome, but are for our best. 

You are the child and so am I. Life in the family means that we can’t just do whatever we want. That yields destruction in our lives and shows our lack of respect for the one who created and redeemed us. We need to figure out what he wants and conform our lives to that, even to our own short-term hurt and pain.

How do the 10 Commandments look in your life? Have you thrown them out? Do you care about them? Do you grieve when you disobey them? Do you ask forgiveness and repent? I think many of you have lost your zeal and love for the Father; you have forgotten where you’ve come from, forgotten what you were like before you knew Him, before He snatched you out of death. That’s why you don’t invite others to RUF or church or to read the Bible with you. That’s why you have no problem with sleeping with your boyfriend or looking at pornography on the internet. That’s why your Bible just sits there unread. That’s why you can’t deal with rejection and don’t allow anyone to point out faults in your life, why you aren’t teachable, why you’re so touchy and irritable. Why you don’t allow people to know you by getting involved in our community and opening up your sinful lives to each other.

It all comes down to the gospel, doesn’t it? You shouldn’t be surprised. How quickly we forget it! How quickly we want to rewrite Exodus so that we save ourselves and offer God all these good things on our own merit. 

Go back and read it again, and see God’s powerful hand in the lives of Israel, and realize that this is your story too. Make Ephesians 2 your testimony and prayer like Paul has so that you can give glory to God and that that vision will capture you in all you say and do when you’re alone and with others. 


“We know that though our own efforts may often disappoint us, so that we are ashamed even of our good works, victory will arrive at last; not fully, to be sure, in the present life, but in the next. Moral and spiritual perfection is our goal even here, but will be our portion in the life hereafter, for we are confident of this very thing that he who began a good work in us will carry it to completion (Phil. 1:6). Cf. Eph. 1:4, 3:19, 4:12, 13.


This doctrine of good works, when accepted by faith, deprives man of every reason for boasting in self but also takes away from him every ground for despair. It glorifies God.” William Hendrickson, NT Commentary on Ephesians, p. 125.


Ye who think of sin but lightly, nor suppose the evil great,


Here [by looking at the cross] may view its nature rightly, here its guilt may estimate.


Mark the sacrifice appointed, see who bears the awful load;


‘Tis the Word, the Lord’s Anointed, Son of Man and Son of God.



Verse 3 from the hymn, Stricken, Smitten and Afflicted

� My sources for this series: Rev. Tim Keller, Redeemer PCA, tape series; John Calvin, Sermons on the Ten Commandments, Baker Books, Calvin’s Institutes; J. Douma, The Ten Commandments, P&R Publishing; various commentaries on the individual passages throughout the series.


� More Spong: “This evil is thus still the product of our unfinished status bequeathed to us by our evolutionary past.” (158); “We are not fallen creatures so much as we are incomplete creatures.” (159); “It is at this point that I rejoice in the unfinished nature of evolution. For what we are is light and shadow.” (170). There’s much more. 


� Douma, The Ten Commandments, p. 3. Douma goes on to illustrate this point.





