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You’re driving down the road, and you see a stop sign.  What do you do?  Well, sometimes
it depends on how you interpret that stop sign.  A post modernist will deconstruct the sign – knock
it over with his car – ending forever the tyranny of the north-south traffic over the east-west traffic. 
A serious-minded, highly-educated Christian might roll through the intersection because he believes
he cannot understand the stop sign apart from its interpretive community and tradition.  Observing
that the interpretive community doesn’t take it too seriously, he doesn’t feel obligated to take it too
seriously either.  An average Christian doesn’t bother to read the sign but he’ll stop the car if the car
in front of him does.  A fundamentalist, taking the text very literally, will stop at the stop sign, and
wait there for it to tell him to go.(1)  There are laws, and there are interpretations of those laws.  It
depends where you’re coming from, so to speak.  And when you start talking about the foundation
of our system of laws, the “ten words,” what we call the Ten Commandments, you get a variety of
takes, right?

Now, did you hear me say, “ten words?”  Why, yes, I believe you did.  As in, “God spoke
all these words, saying:” – and we’re off!  Now, “commandments” they may be, but before they ever
“commanded” anybody, they were called “The Ten Words.”  Why ten, particularly?  Portability:  one
for every finger.  Why ten words?  I’m glad you asked:  words are active critters, trembling with
power they can barely contain.  Words.  Sound breathed out by our breath of life and flung into the
world.  Sound, you see, reveals what is on the inside, unseen.  At the grocery store, you thump a
melon to judge its ripeness – how?  How do you judge?  Based upon what you hear.  In just the same
way, our words, sound produced by the breath of our life, reveal what is going on inside,
communicate what is inside us – sometimes more than we were aware of!  Tone of voice tells so
much.  When we’re agitated, we might speak more quickly.  When we are emotionally shattered, our
words drag out low and slow.  Words tell the world what is inside, unseen.(2)  And God uses nothing
less than words to reveal to the world what is inside God.  Words reveal God’s own heart.  God
speaks so that we will hear; God wants us to understand God’s heart.  And so God bent down to
Moses, tenderly, like a mother over her child, and spoke the “Ten Words.”  I delivered Israel from
her bondage, birthed a new people into this world.  We are tight, tight together.  And I want you to
succeed, be blessed, so you can bless others.  So here is the roadmap to living together peacefully. 
Ten Words revealing the passion of God’s heart to the people of God’s heart.  Ten Words which
have not yet finished their work.  Ten Words, still in the active tense.

Well, what do we do with these Ten Words?  How do we use them?  Oh, that’s easy!  Put
those Ten Commandments in an elegant dark-wood frame, and hang them on the walls of our
courtrooms.  Or, better yet, let’s carve them onto a granite display in front of our state Capitols. 
They are our heritage.  They are the basis of our Western legal system.  Remind everyone.  They
aren’t the ten suggestions, after all.  Yes, let’s remind folks of the law.  Make it plain.  Judge Roy
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Moore, chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court, used to cart around a 5280-pound stone
monument, with the commandments carved on its face, from one place to another on the back of a
flatbed pickup.  As preaching professor Tom Long notes, that’s “just over 500 pounds per
commandment.”(3)  And the enormous weight of the law is exactly what too many folks think of the
commandments.  You could call them the “ten burdens.”  Weights dragging us down, waving their
sanctimonious “thou shalt not’s” in our faces, only too happy to point out our constant failings.  Like
gravity, it’s not just a good idea, it’s the law.  As that precocious Swiss reformer John Calvin
reminded us long ago, you use the law to restrain sinners, to convict them of their sin.  Stop them
in their tracks, and let ‘em know precisely how they blew it.  “Thou shalt not.”  Too often that’s all
you get.  A huge “Law & Order” granite boulder.  The Ten Threats.  That incidentally support the
legalism of those in power.  How do we use them?  To restrain the bad guys.  To convict sinners. 
Ten Threats.

But, now, wait a minute.  Hold on.  Didn’t Calvin also say something about a “third use of
the law”?  The Law, he said, can also be a guide.  Show us the way.  Lead us toward good
behavior.(4)  What if these “ten commandments” could be ten words given by God to show us how
to live together in peace?  What if, instead of a granite weight around our necks dragging us down,
they might be a hand beckoning us into a new future?  “Here, this way,” they might say, “come this
way.  This is the way to live in harmony!”  What if they are a blueprint for a society living together
God’s way?  A gift from God?  A declaration:  “Hey, world, this is the way God wills for us to live
together in peace!”  What if, instead of a death-penalty, they are really a doorway into new life? 
What if these “Ten Words” are ten promises?  So, what do we do with those Ten Words?  Well, we
let them restrain us if necessary.  Fair enough.  We hear them deep down, and let them convict us
of all our foolish sinful ways, yes.  And then we open up that door, and let them lead us into God’s
new future together!  We follow their lead.

Look, what all those do’s and don’ts point to is simple.  A relationship.  How to get along. 
God and us.  Me and you.  So let’s make it simple.  Here are 10 Rules for any healthy relationship:
I chose to be with you, and love you first, most, deepest.  I’m the one you will love first, most,
deepest.
Love the real me that I really am, not some image of what you’d like me to be.
Don’t take me for granted.  Don’t tell others I said something I didn’t.  And don’t try to use my rep
to get ahead.
Let’s remember to take time to be together, away from the rest of life’s demands.  Recoup.  Enjoy
each other.
Respect my parents.  I’ll respect yours.
Respect our friends, family, and even strangers.  Don’t harm them, or even wish them harm.  Killing
is out, no matter how you feel about them!
Stick with me.  Don’t be running around on me.
Don’t swipe what is mine.  I’m happy to give you almost everything, but respect my boundaries.
Tell the truth.  About me, about everybody.  With compassion.
Don’t hanker after somebody else’s stuff.  Boundaries again, remember?  What’s mine is mine,
what’s yours is yours, what’s theirs is theirs.  You can share stuff, swap stuff, but only with
permission.
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In short, don’t act like a 3-year-old.  “Beloved,” says God, “let My Ten Words guide you, let them
bless you, let them shape you into My kind of people!”

But let’s get real.  What about when we do mess up?  When we violate those rules, again and
again?  Well, don’t confuse the laws with the Law-Giver.  We are still the beloved children of God’s
heart, every last one of us.  God stuck with Israel.  And God refuses to let go of us.  Just will not. 
Like a certain mother:  every Sunday after church she drives sixty miles to the state prison.  She
waits patiently for the guards to let her in at two o’clock.  Every week she drives, she waits, she
comes, to see her son.  She comes to visit the son that she turned in to the police.  She is his mother,
but she found the stolen stereo, rings, power tools.  She winced at the hate flaming from his eyes as
the handcuffs clicked around his wrists.  State penitentiary, twenty years.  But every week she comes. 
At first, “No, I’m sorry, he won’t see you.  No, not at all.  He says he has no mother.”  She drove
home like a statue, numb from his rejection.  Walked into the house, upstairs to the bathroom, and
threw up.  But the next week, she went back.  And the next week.  Every week, two o’clock,  she was
there.  Finally, after three years, he agreed to meet with her in the conference room.  Silent as a stone,
glaring.  But every week she came.  Slowly, slowly the heart of stone melted into a heart of flesh. 
  Every week, she would spend a few minutes asking him about his week, telling him the latest news
from home.  Then, when the guard told her the time was up, she drove sixty miles home.  Every
week, she made the trip.  Every week, for twenty years.  This week she comes to take him home. 
The prison doors clanging shut behind them, the highway, the home street, the driveway.  The front
door.  The hallway.  Upstairs to his old room.  The sign on his freshly-made bed:  “Welcome home,
son.”  The aroma of supper drifts up from the kitchen.  He stumbles into the kitchen, into her arms,
and says, “Why, Mama?  After all I’ve put you through — why?”  She shakes her head, smooths his
hair.  “You are my son. . . .”  That is all the reason God needs.  Even breaking the rules will never
break the relationship.  God will find a way.  We are deeply, so very deeply connected, no matter
what.  Those Ten Commandments are Ten Words of Invincible Love.

Oh, friends . . . for too long we’ve dragged ourselves around with a 5000-pound millstone
around our neck.  And that block of stone does not love you.  Never will.  Will not fight for you. 
Does not have your back.  Will not welcome you back.  The God Who chose you will.  Amen.
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