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Sermon: “Wholesome Living”

Scriptures:

Exodus 20:15-21

You shall not steal. 

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.

When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a distance, and said to Moses, "You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die." Moses said to the people, "Do not be afraid; for God has come only to test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin." Then the people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was. 

Mark 12:28-31

One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, he asked him, "Which commandment is the first of all?" Jesus answered, "The first is, 'Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.'  The second is this, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these."  
Introduction:
We have arrived at our final lesson of our sermon series on The Ten Commandments. 

Our hand signs have helped us memorize them in a way that we can remember forever.
Even the children seemed to have “gotten them down” pretty well.

Hopefully, over time, it will all make sense to them.
After all, it doesn’t take long for children to figure things out on their own.

One particular group of children, 

who didn’t know the Ten Commandments that God gave to us 

were asked to come up with what they thought the Ten Commandments are.

This is what they came up with:


1. When your mom is mad at your dad, don't let her brush your hair. 

2. No matter how hard you try, you can't baptize cats.

3. You can't trust dogs to watch your food.

4. Never hold a dustbuster and a cat at the same time.

5. You can't hide a piece of broccoli in a glass of milk.

6. Puppies still have bad breath even after eating a tic-tac.

7. When your sister hits you, don't hit her back. They always catch the second person.

8. Don't sneeze when someone is cutting your hair.

9. Reading what people write on desks can teach you a lot.

10. The best place to be when you are sad is in Grandma's lap.

Actually, when we stop and think about it, we realize that these take the ones God has given us

 to the next level!
They have to do with applying the Ten Commandments

--by respecting the rights of others 

and keeping oneself out of trouble!

But before we are ready to move to this next level, we have 3 commandments that require a closer look. Let’s do this now…
When the commandments were given to Moses by God,

the Israelites had just been delivered 
from the harsh life they had been forced to live 

as slaves in Egypt. 
The life they had lived there had not been good for them 
--not at all!
They had been influenced in many negative ways
--exposed to all kinds of abuse


--physical, spiritual, and mental. 
And now that they were free, 

God was ready to rebuild them 
--make them into a “godly nation” of people.
The first thing needed was a “building code.” 
It would have to be a code in which everything was carried out as specified:
God would come first,


the family next



and then neighbors. 

And in this new nation of people 

(that God was going to build,)

every person would be valuable

--a child of God. 
And this would require 

that all persons be treated 
with respect
and this is what the last three commandments are all about: 

how we treat one another

--no lying, no stealing, no abuse of any kind.

God has given us these final 3 commands to guide us:

You shall not steal. 

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

You shall not covet… 

Let’s consider them briefly 

one at a time…

First: You shall not steal. 

For us, it is a “given.”

It should go without saying 

that it is wrong to take something 

that does not belong to us.
But, what should we do if….?

Let’s consider a scenario that could very well happen in our present day:

You go to the bank’s ATM machine to take out some cash. Surprisingly, the machine dispenses $20 bills instead of $5 bills. No one is watching. What would you do? 

Would you: 
a) Notify the bank and return the extra cash. 
b) Keep the money and tell no one. 
c) Keep the money and notify your family and friends so they can get some too.


If your answer was "a," you are definitely in the minority. 
This incident actually occurred
--several years ago in New York City.

As the report goes, 

a bank employee inadvertently loaded $20 bills 
into the slot that was intended for $5 bills. 
As a result, the machine dispersed over $5000 in overpayments 
before the mistake was realized by the bank. 
Bank officials reported that only two individuals 
reported the incident and returned the money. 
The rest of the people "took the money and ran."


Well, the incident goes to show the true character 

of the majority of people in the world today. 
They would never have considered 
going into a bank with a gun 
and robbing it,  


but they saw nothing wrong 

with taking money that was given them by mistake.

It appears that the wording of the ten commandments 

has been replaced with the words: 
“Thou shalt not get caught.” 
We see evidence of this every day on the news:

Inside trading in the stock market, 
Government fraud, dishonest business transactions, 
and elaborate tax evasion schemes.

 These have become so commonplace today 
that they hardly make the headlines any longer.


But this does not make it right.

The call of the Christian is to be different from everyone else.


God has called us to be a godly nation of people
--which includes being honest in all situations

--to be persons of integrity 

--who do the right thing even when nobody is looking.
For this is who God has called us to be.

Commandment number 9, confirms this, saying: 

“Thou shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”

The giving of this command was another way 

that the Israelite people would be built into a godly nation.

For….years later, when the people of God had become a nation,
the commandment would be applied in the courtroom 

--to ensure that the truth would be told to a judge. 

Justice was important to the Jews. 
They took very seriously the rights of the person being accused.
And, it was their belief that divine judgment would befall anyone 
who bore false witness against a person who was on trial.
They even took it a step further:

If one was found guilty of perjury, 
that person could be held liable 
for the same punishment of the accused. 
In other words, if a person lied in a murder case, 
then they too would receive a death sentence.


The deeper problem with lying (as I see it) 

is this:

Convincing others of something that is not true 

becomes truth to them,




and they, in turn, 

pass this untruth on to others.

Generations of people are deceived,

and this can have lasting effects that hang on for years and years.

The story is told of an old man who, as he lay at death’s door, was obviously troubled. When asked what was disturbing him, he replied, "One day when I was young I was playing with some other boys at a crossroad. We reversed a sign post so that its arms were pointing in the wrong direction, and I have never ceased to wonder how many people were sent in the wrong direction by what we did." 

As the story “goes to show,” deceiving others can kill a person as quickly

 
as a bullet or poison dart. 

And this is why God has commanded us to tell the truth.

Years ago, Dostoevsky took this a step further in his book, 

The Brothers Kar – a – ma – zov, 

saying: 

"The important thing is to stop lying to yourself. A man who lies to himself and believes his or her own lies becomes unable to recognize the truth, either in himself or in anyone else, and he ends up losing respect for himself as well as for others. When he has no respect for anyone, he can no longer love, and in order to divert himself, having no love in him, he yields to his impulses, indulges in the lowest forms of pleasure, and behaves in the end like an animal, in satisfying his vices. And it all comes from lying, lying to others and to yourself."

Truth must begin inside of ourselves.
Godly living requires that we continually “be honest” with ourselves


--in everything we think, say, and do.

And this leads us to the 10th and final commandment:

Thou shall not covet.

This commandment is right on target, 

because there is a big difference 

between what we need 

and what we want. 

Especially in today’s world, it’s not always easy to distinguish between the two. 

But when our wants surpass our needs, 

they can dominate our actions and our attitudes 

and the result is dis-ease
--as shown most clearly by this insightful story 

written by Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy, 

entitled “How Much Land Does a Man Need? 
A peasant who had never owned a piece of land was given 20 acres with which to do what he wanted. He was excited at first. Then he decided he needed more. A traveler came and told him of a region he could go where land was available at a cheaper rate. He sold his 20 acres and used that as a down payment on 200 acres in this new region. He was excited for a few days. However, he decided he would be happier if he had more land. This would bring happiness and satisfaction to him. 

In this new region he met a chieftain who made him a remarkable proposition. He would sell him all the land he could walk around in a single day for only 1000 rubles. There was only one condition. The man had to get back to the place he started from before sundown or the deal was off. The man could not believe his ears. It was an offer he could not refuse. Once more the excitement of acquisition exploded within him, and on the night before, he could hardly sleep a wink. The moment the sun rose the next day he set out in a dead run from the place where the chieftain had dropped his fur cap, and began to see fertile field after fertile field that he quickly encompassed, saying to himself, "Now this is mine. Now, this is mine." 

So focused was he on acquiring land--that he did not take the time to rest or eat all day. In fact, the farther he went, the more fertile the land became and the greater his desire to possess. He was so enthralled by what he was doing that he failed to notice the progress of the sun. It was the middle of the afternoon before it dawned on him that he had better head back to the starting point. 

All of a sudden, a great anxiety came over him. What if he had gone too far? What if his desire to gain so much would end up causing him to lose it all? This created an inner panic that caused him to push his body unmercifully. As the sun was going down he ran harder than he had ever run in his life. Just as the last glint of sunlight was fading, he managed to get back to that crucial fur cap and immediately toppled over in exhaustion. He remained motionless for some time. When the townspeople finally investigated, they discovered he was dead. He had so overtaxed his heart that it had stopped. 
"How much does a man need?" 
It is a timeless story and question. 
And our response is crucial! 
Almost every television commercial appeals 

to the disease of covetousness 

in the human spirit. 

Advertisers know exactly what they are doing,

and they are unfortunately succeeding. 

The sin of coveting has led many a person 

into a state of debt 

that is almost impossible to climb out of.

Coveting what others have

 truly is 
“a disease.”
It is a disease that starts small, 

when we are very young.

Once President Abraham Lincoln was seen walking in Washington, D. C. with his two sons. However, both the boys were sobbing. A cabinet member asked the President what was wrong with the boys. The President said: "I have three delicious walnuts and each boy wants two of them. This is exactly what is wrong with our world." 
How right Mr. Lincoln was! 

Tragically, 

we end up coveting the very things that will not make us happy. 

When Adam and Eve ate of the fruit of the tree 

they were happy for a moment. 

Then, we are told, they were immediately filled with fear. 

We humans tend to think that the things we want will bring us happiness, 

but the reality is,

they do not bring lasting happiness.

Taylor Caldwell in her book, The Listener, explains it this way: 

Man does not need to go to the moon or to other solar systems. He does not require bigger and better bombs and missiles. He will not die if he does not get better housing or more vitamins . . . His basic needs are few, and it takes little to acquire them, in spite of all the advertising. Man can survive on a small amount of bread in the meanest shelter. His real need, his most terrible need, is for someone to listen to him, to care for him, to love him, not as a patient; but as a human soul. 

Also speaking of this deeper need is Rabbi Harold Kushner, 

who, in his book 
When All You’ve Ever Wanted Isn’t Enough, 
wrote: 
Our souls are actually not hungry for fame, comfort, wealth, or power. Those things create almost as many problems as they solve. What our souls are hungry for is meaning--for the sense that we have figured out how to live so that our lives matter--so that the world will be at least a little different for our having passed through it. 

And this is why God gave us the Law.

And this is why he gave us Jesus
—to fulfill that Law 

by living it 

and to show us 

how to live it too

so that we may become whole. 

This is a life-long process

—a journey of the soul 

-that requires that we stay on course.
It is a journey of wholesome living

that helps us become the person God designed us to be.  

In today’s Gospel reading, 

one of the scribes approached Jesus 

and asked him which of the commandments 

is the most important.

Possibly inspired by this encounter,



a fictional story has been written

 


with a similar question in mind: 

It is told of a woman who came to a great teacher and asked him: 
"Teacher, how do I know which religion is the right one?" 

The teacher replied with a story of a great and wise King with three sons. This King had a precious gift--a magic ring that gave him great compassion, generosity, and a spirit of kindness. As he was dying, each of his sons went to him and asked the father for the ring after his death. And he promised to each of the sons that he would give him the ring. Now how could he possibly do that for all three sons? Here's what he did. Before he died he called in the finest jewelry maker of the land and asked him to make two identical copies of the ring. After his death each of his sons was presented with a ring. 

Well, it wasn't long before each of the sons figured out that his brothers also had a ring and therefore two of them had to be fakes. Only one of them could be the genuine article. And so they went before a judge and asked the judge to help them determine which was the authentic ring. Then they could determine who the proper heir was. 

The judge, however, could not distinguish among the three rings. And so he said: "We shall watch and see which son behaves in the most gracious, generous, and kind manner. Then we will know which possesses the original ring." 

And from that day on, each son lived as if he was the one with the magic ring, and no one could tell which was the most gracious, generous, and kind. Then the teacher, having told this story, said to the woman, "If you wish to know which religion is true, watch and see which reveals God's love for the world."  


How true it is…that “they will know we are Christians by our love!”
So, the word for today is love
—love for God and love for one another. 
The greatest theologians of church history have all agreed on this. 
Augustine, the great theologian of the early church, 
observed that everything written in Scripture 
is meant to teach us how to love either God or our neighbor. 
More than a thousand years later, a converted Augustinian monk 
named Martin Luther 
echoed this same thought 
when he declared that the entire Christian life 
consists of relating to people around us.

"The most important commandment of all is this,” 
Jesus, the greatest theologian of all times, said: 

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. 

Love the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your mind 

and with all your strength.' 

And the second is this: “Love your neighbor as yourself.' 

There is no commandment greater than these." 

This is one truth that everyone seems to agree on, 

from Moses through Jesus to Augustine and the Reformers, 

that we can never really know who we were meant to be 

without a relationship with the One who made us  

and

--that it's virtually impossible to please God 

without loving our neighbors.  


If Jesus were to walk into this sanctuary and speak to us today, 

he might speak the message of love to us in this way:

"Listen up people!  Here is the most important thing in all of life.  Here is the one thing that will make all the difference in your living.  Here is the key to becoming a fully alive, whole person.  You shall love God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind and all your strength.  The most important thing in all of life is to put God at the absolute center of your living!"

Indeed, a heart that has God at the center is a pretty big heart!

As a church sign that was once spotted said: 
"When God measures a person, He puts a tape measure around the heart. " 
And so, with this image planted firmly in our minds,

let us hope and pray that when that final hour comes,

we will have heart that are so huge that they are beyond measure!

….for we have a God who loves us so much that he gave us 
laws of love to live by,


a teacher who has taught us how to live and love




and a savior who gave his life for us.


Alleluia! 

Let us praise him together as we join our hearts and voices 

in the singing of the hymn “Alleluia” 

which is located on page 186 of our Hymnal.

