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Exodus 20:1-17 
 
Almighty God, by our baptism into the death and resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ, you turn us 
from the old life of sin: Grant that we, being reborn to new life in him, may live in righteousness and 
holiness all our days; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. Amen [BCP, 254]. 
 
 One of the things that I love about our sanctuary are the 10 Commandments in the colonial 

reredos behind the altar. Flanked with the Our Father and the Apostles’ Creed, they remind us of their 

centrality in the faith of our ancestors and for us today. The 10 Commandments are given three 

different times in the Bible, in Exodus chapter 20 and chapter 34 and in Deuteronomy chapter 5. 

While always referred to as 10 commandments they are not numbered in the Bible and the 

commandments themselves vary. On our reredos the first commandment reads: “THOU shalt have 

none other Gods but me.” In our prayer book the Contemporary Decalogue reads: “I am the Lord 

your God who brought you out of bondage. You shall have no other gods but me.” Which is 

close to the Jewish numbering where the First Commandment following the text of Exodus 20 is: “I 

am the Lord your God, who has brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

bondage.” Amidst all the ‘Thou shall nots,’ I like this positive commandment as the basis for keeping 

the rest. It is because God is God, our God. God is the one who brought us out of slavery in Egypt 

into the promise land. God’s care, God’s grace precedes our efforts to live a holy life. Our identity 

comes from God. It is our relationship with God that defines who we are. Hence the importance of 

God coming first. We will have no other gods. We will not allow the powers and principalities of this 

world to take us away from God. God alone is to be worshipped. God alone is worthy of worship. 

We won’t make any idols; we won’t substitute anything for God.  

We won’t use the Lord’s Name in vain. Not only won’t we curse God or God’s creation 

or others in God’s Name, we recognize that as the people of God we honor or dishonor God by how 

we live in the world. At Baptism we are marked as Christ’s own forever. We are called to reflect the 

goodness of God to all of creation. When we live honorable lives, when we seek to serve others, when 

we show grace and gratitude, we show others who God is.  

In a time of unending work at home during the pandemic, in a time of being on our phones 

24/7, in a time of endless news cycles and updates, we need a break. We need the Sabbath. 



Remembering the Sabbath is remembering that God is in control. God rested on the 7th day. We 

aren’t called to finish creation; we are called to live like God. Keeping the sabbath is like having a date 

night with God. It is a chance to recommit ourselves to our relationship. It is a chance to read the 

Bible like a love letter from God. A chance to appreciate the beauty of the world by taking a walk in 

nature or finding a time of silence to listen for God’s still small voice. Remembering the Sabbath is 

the cure for the burnout that plagues our culture. The first four commandments focus on God, the 

final six focus on our families and our common life together.  

 Honoring our parents is both a recognition of the people who preceded us and also our 

responsibility to care for the elderly. Our value comes from God not our usefulness to society. 

Honoring our fathers and mothers means recognizing their wisdom and appreciating all that they have 

done for us. I love the wisdom of Mark Twain who said: “When I was a boy of 14, my father was 

so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be 21, I was 

astonished at how much the old man had learned in seven years.” As I’ve grown older, I’ve 

appreciated more and more all that my parents and grandparents taught me. I love talking with our 

older parishioners and learning from their insights. 

 You shall not commit murder; not just literally, but also in our hearts. We need to take anger 

seriously. Jesus teaches us: 
 You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and 

‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that if you are angry with 

a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you 

will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire 

[Mt 5:21-22, NRSV].  

We are not to put ourselves in the place of God, judging and condemning each other. 

 You shall not commit adultery. Marriage is to be honored. A marriage takes trust and time 

to mature. Breaking that trust often times murders the marriage. Over and over, the prophets remind 

us that when we go after other gods, we are committing adultery with God. We learn faithfulness from 

God. Even when we have wandered away, God doesn’t give up on us but calls us to return. 

 You shall not steal. Most of us aren’t going to shoplift, but it’s amazing how we can creatively 

justify leaving work early or not counting cash income on our taxes. The ‘I deserve this attitude’ puts 

us in the place of God and violates our relationships with others. 



 You shall not be a false witness. Not only do we need to be truthful in court, we need to 

be truthful and trustworthy in our day-to-day encounters. We need to be honest with others; we need 

to be honest with ourselves.  

You shall not covet anything that belongs to your neighbor. Be content and grateful for 

what you have. Remember Paul’s admonition to the Ephesians that coveting is a form of idolatry: “Be 

sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), 

has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God” [5:5 NRSV]. In a wonderful way, Paul 

loops the last commandment back to the first.  

 More than a series of prohibitions, the commandments teach us how to love God and 

how to serve each other in God’s Name. We can keep the commandments because God’s love 

precedes and invites our righteousness. Out of gratitude we want to live in a world where the holiness 

of God is seen and shared by everyone. The commandments are our first steps into the Kingdom of 

God. In Christ’s Holy Name, amen. 

      The Rev. Scott Hennessy 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 


