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Sermon: “Loving God’s Law”

Scriptures:

Exodus 19: 1-9; 16-19

On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone out of the land of Egypt, on that very day, they came into the wilderness of Sinai. 2 They had journeyed from Rephidim, entered the wilderness of Sinai, and camped in the wilderness; Israel camped there in front of the mountain. 3 Then Moses went up to God; the LORD called to him from the mountain, saying, "Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the Israelites: 4 You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. 5 Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, 6 but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites." 7 So Moses came, summoned the elders of the people, and set before them all these words that the LORD had commanded him. 8 The people all answered as one: "Everything that the LORD has spoken we will do." Moses reported the words of the people to the LORD. 9 Then the LORD said to Moses, "I am going to come to you in a dense cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak with you and so trust you ever after."

 16 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled. 17 Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot of the mountain. 18 Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the LORD had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. 19 As the blast of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would answer him in thunder. 

Psalm 119: 97; 103-105

Oh, I love your law! It is my meditation all day long. 

How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! Through your precepts I get understanding; therefore I hate every false way. Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.  

During children’s time, teach the Ten Commandments by using finger motions (obtained from Utube, Calvary Church: “Know Your Ten Commandments.”)
Introduction: 
A Sunday school teacher was discussing the Ten Commandments with her five and six year olds. After explaining the commandment to "honor thy father and thy mother," she asked "Is there a commandment that teaches us how to treat our brothers and sisters?" Without missing a beat one little boy answered, "Thou shall not kill."

Admittedly, 

many of us are probably a lot like this little child:

We think of the Ten Commandments as a list of all the things 
we wish we could do.

Also known as the Decalogue (10 deca words logos),
the Ten Commandments are our rules for living 
--teaching us what it is that we can and cannot do.

God gave these to Moses on Mt. Sinai some 3000 years ago.
A closer look will show us that they are not some random words 

that spewed forth from God’s mouth to make our lives miserable.
They were carefully patterned to make our lives better. 

The first 4 have to do with our relationship with God:
1. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.
2. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.
3. Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain.
4. Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.

And the next 6 have to do with how we treat others.
5. Honour thy father and thy mother.
6. Thou shalt not kill.
7. Thou shalt not commit adultery.
8. Thou shalt not steal.
9. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour.
10. Thou shalt not covet.

They are known throughout the entire world, 
and they are the basic ethical foundation of three major world religions:

Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. 
which are the three great monotheistic religions of the world

—religions that recognize and worship one god. 
I can’t speak for the other 2 religions, but we Christians, it  seems, like to display them.  

But, according to a recent survey, 
besides not knowing them by memory,

only one of every 10 Americans believes that they are relevant  today. 

These believe that that they are outdated


--or…that because they are Old Testament, we are not required to follow them.

The truth is…many people today just don’t want these rules to apply to us.
After all, they do have a negative quality to them. 

Society today is generally more into positive thinking. 

 We would prefer hearing what we should do—not what we shouldn’t do.
Truthfully, none of us likes to be told “no.”

We have difficulty accepting limitations, prohibitions, and boundaries in life. 

It’s human nature to be this way.
But the writer of Psalm 119, our second scripture reading for today,


clearly felt differently about God’s laws.

So….the questions are before us: 
Are the Ten Commandments relevant today?


If so, how can we best apply them to our lives?

Let’s take a closer look…

Biblical scholar William Barclay says “yes” to both of these questions 

and gives us two important thoughts to consider:  

First, (he says) “the crisis of the present day is not theological; it is ethical. 
Now, more than ever, worldwide agreement is needed 

on how we are to live in this world."
The interesting thing is, as contemporary as these word sound, 

Dr. Barclay spoke these words some 20 + years ago.

 Secondly, (said Barclay) there is an element of permanency about the Ten Commandments. 
Whatever may be thought of them, 
they remain the foundation for how we are to live. 
And, as we all know, this is always the best place to begin--with the basics.

John Wooden, former coach of UCLA Bruins, won more NCAA championships than any other basketball coach in history--10 national titles in 12 years. The question has been asked: What did he teach his players to ensure top-level performance? What secrets did he have? 

Well, for one thing, he taught them how to put on their socks. No kidding. Each season Coach Wooden showed his players how to prevent sock-wrinkles around the little toe and the heel, and how to lace up their shoes with a double-knot. This helped his players avoid blisters. In the closing minutes of a close game, the player without blisters on his feet will perform better. This simple, basic detail contributed to a series of national championships. 

Attention to detail, Wooden says, creates success in basketball, in business and life. His focus on the fundamentals--running drills and executing plays--gave his team confidence on the court, and made them virtually impossible to beat. 

Wooden never had to resort to pep talks or tirades. He just helped his players excel at the basics; excelling at the basics wins ball games. 

Likewise, when God brought his people out of Egypt, he taught them the basics. 

During their years of captivity, they had been subjected to many false teachings and principles. 
They needed to be brought back to basic training. 

So how exactly did this happen?

A clever little story has been made up—to explain it:

Some say… that many, many years ago, God traveled around the earth in search of people who would be willing to follow His law. He came upon a man who was hiding out in the desert and said to him, "Would you like to follow My commandments?" The man frowned suspiciously. "Like what, for instance?" he asked. God replied, "One is, 'Thou shalt not kill!'" "You must be mad," said the man. "I earn my livelihood by lying in wait for desert camel trains, killing the merchants when they arrive and taking all their goods. A commandment like that would put me out of business."

God resumed His search. He came upon another entrepreneur in the city: "Would you like to follow My commandments?" God asked. "What, for example?" asked the man. "Thou shalt not steal!" said God. "I'm sorry," the man replied, "in my business, lying and cheating and misrepresenting increase my profits. If I cannot steal, I'll never get rich."

So God resumed his search and traveled to the wilderness—of Egypt, where he found a bearded old man named Moses had just gotten the ruler of the land to set his people free. "Moses, would you like to follow My commandments?" God asked. Moses replied, "How much do they cost?" "Why, nothing," said God, "I'm giving them away. They're free." "In that case," said Moses, "I'll take ten."

On a more serious note, the story can be told in this way:

About three thousand years ago, when the Israelites were freed from captivity in Egypt, God invited Moses to the top of Mt. Sinai. He had a very important announcement to make! To this obscure tribe of Egyptian slaves, whom he has rescued from bondage, God was going to give a code, a set of rules--so complete and so sharply honed- that its freshness and perfection would be retained across many, many centuries.
Only God could create such a document!

Many other writings have come and gone,


disappearing into oblivion, but the Ten Commandments are still with us.

--not that modern humanity hasn’t tried to shove the rules aside! 
Many claim they are not fashionable, outdated, not applicable to our time.

But so far, they are still with us.

I received an e-mail this past week entitled: DID YOU KNOW? 

Did you know…

that as you walk up the steps to the building that houses the U.S Supreme Court 
you can see near the top of the building a row of the world's law givers and each one is facing one in the middle who is facing forward with a full frontal view ?

... it is Moses, and he is holding the Ten Commandments! 


And…DID YOU KNOW?
 
…that as you enter the Supreme Court courtroom, the two huge oak doors have the Ten Commandments engraved on each lower portion of each door? 

And, DID YOU KNOW?

…that as you sit inside the courtroom, you can see on the wall, right above where the Supreme Court judges sit, a display of the Ten Commandments?! 


And, DID YOU KNOW?

…that there are Bible verses etched in stone all over the Federal Buildings and Monuments in Washington , D.C.?


And, DID YOU KNOW?

…that James Madison, the fourth president of the U.S., 
known as 'The Father of Our Constitution' made the following statement:
' We have staked the whole of all our political institutions upon the capacity of mankind for self-government, upon the capacity of each and all of us to govern ourselves, to control ourselves, to sustain ourselves according to the Ten Commandments of God.'
Very impressive!
But what we seem to have forgotten is that these are not suggestions 
--but instead, Commandments
--laws for living that God has given to us for our own good.
Like every good parent, God gave these to us-- not to be mean,

but out of his great mercy and love for us
--because He wants the best for us.
God has claimed us for his very own. 
Before he gave the ten commandments,

God spoke of this, saying, 'I am the LORD your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage'. 


" You know me! Remember me?” God said.

“ I am the One who saved you."


God did not come to them as some superior feudal overlord 
who was triumphing at their expense, 
but, rather… as One who triumphed for them. 

He wanted to be in relationship with them—and with us. 
He gave the Commandments out of his great love

so that we could have health, 
wholeness, and fullness of life. 
And the truth is: When kept and applied to everyday living,

these words do not enslave us, they give us freedom



--eternal freedom.

Still…the question remains--is it even possible to keep these? 

John Wesley, founding father of the UMC, believed that it is possible. 
He believed that the statutes were both law and liberty, 
and that our  relationship with God 
is not so much founded on obedience 
as it is on love. 
If we love God and one another, we will want to keep them.
He said in a letter to his brother Charles Wesley 
--that he had become convinced that Christianity is “the religion of love." 
I believe that this is true.

The Ten Commandments were created to give us healthy ways to love.

At the same time, they create safety for us --giving us boundaries
within which, we are free to live and love and be our best selves.

[give example of children on playground after fences were removed]
Clear boundaries give us a safe place in which to love, and work, and play.

Rules give our lives order, a truth that is brought to light by the following illustration: 

On the campus of Ohio State University, there is a building called the Wexner Art Center. It is a unique building designed to represent the Post-Modernist view of reality. The building has no pattern to it. Staircases go nowhere. Pillars support nothing. The architect designed the building to showcase our modern values in life. To this architect modern values go nowhere and are senseless. 

But not everyone thinks this way.

 Noted author H. G. Wells put it, 

"Until a man has found God, he begins at no beginning, he works to no end." 

The illustration is an eye-opening snapshot of how life would be

--without the proper foundation of a belief in God, 

lived according to God's commandments. 

And this is why the Psalmist in today’s reading

has proclaimed that he loves the law of the Lord: 
God’s word is “a lamp to our feet and a light unto our path.”  

And so, in this world of upheaval and change, 
the words of the Ten Commandments still ring true. 
Some 3,000 years have gone by since Moses came down from Mount Sinai. 
When he descended, he carried 2 tablets in his arms--one for us and one for Him.

Truly, times have changed, but the principles of these Ten Commandments 
are eternally the same.

                     
They apply even in our present world,

where the trend is to make Christianity attractive and appealing 

by laying aside its more demanding requirements.

Ted Koppel of ABC''s "Nightline" 

once gave a rather controversial speech at Duke University. 

He spoke these words: 

"We have actually convinced ourselves that setting our own rules will save us.
The world says, ‘Shoot up if you must, but use a clean needle.’ 
‘Enjoy sex whenever and with whomever you wish, 
but be sure to wear a condom.’

“NO!” he said, “The answer is no--not because you might get caught or end up in jail
--but because it is wrong.

“Just look at us,” Koppel said: 

“We've spent 5,000 years as a race of rational human beings 
trying to drag ourselves out of the primeval slime 
by searching for truth and moral absolutes. 
But truth is not some polite tap on the shoulder. 
It is a howling reproach. 
It is not spoken by those who come up with the most attractive gimmicks. 

Truth comes from God—the author of truth.
So…in actuality, we have much to be grateful for! 

Thanks be to God that there are some things that do remain the same 
in the midst of noise and change ... 
and, that some things are not temporary 
but timeless and permanent! 
The 10 Commandments are words that we can come back to again and again
and do our best to follow all the days of our lives. 
It is my great hope and prayer—as your pastor

--that as we examine these holy laws together over the next several weeks, 
we will all be filled with the spirit of the Living God 
who breathed these words into his servant Moses 
and used them to turn a motley, 
unorganized group of slaves 
into one of the greatest movements 
that our world has ever known. 

And, it is my hope-- that we will be able to proclaim with our whole hearts:

“Oh, how we love you law, O Lord!”


It is our meditation all day long.




Thy word is a lamp unto our feet and al light unto our path.”

[direct congregation to sing hymn by this name, “Thy Word is a Lamp” 
page 601 in our Hymnal.]

