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How long is it since you last heard the Ten Commandments read in Church?

When you heard them just now did you allow their note of command "Thou

shalt i not" ....did you allow that note of command to be heard as an address

to you? Or did you silence it, sit back, and let the words be just so much

religious wallpaper which is all very well in Church, but not quite the sort of

thing which you would choose for the drawing room at home?

I dare say that it was like thatS for some of us, but the odd thing is that in the

world at large, where the vast majority elbow God out of the way as a matter

of course, folk say quite the opposite. Time and again I had people tell me

that in their opinion "lf the Church took its Ten Commandments and made

them stick, the world would be a better place". Then they stare at my dog-

collar, pointedly. Note that they see it as the Church's job, and not theirs, to
'make them stick'; and you may find too, if you quiz them, that have a pretty

hazy idea of what it is that the Ten Commandments actually say. But they are

quite certain that the Ten Commandments address everybody, and are there

to be obeyed. Do you share that? The opinion that the Ten Commandments

are addressed to everybody, and ought to guide the whole of public life?

I'm going to ask you to ask yourself if that is really so.

To begin with, let's ask a Jew. He will tell you that they are not common

property at all. He will say that they the private property of God's Chosen

People and their descendants to whom they were given on Mt. Sinai 3,000

years ago. Fair enough. Our Jewish friend has a right to be heard, the

Commandments do belong to him in a way in which they can never belong to

any other nation. Then he would go further and hesitate a little over calling

them "Commandments" at all. He would point out that in the Bible they are

called Ten Words and to translate that as Commandments hides the fact that

there are altogether 613 commandments in The Books of the Law, and that

they should all be known and obeyed.



l'm asking you to consider of you think that that is quite right? He is certainly

right in what he says about the way the Hebrew Bible is written, and about the

number of commands that God gives in the Law. But I imagine that we would

want to widen his claim to exclusive ownership a little. We would want his

claim to include Christians as a part of the covenant people of God. He would

certainly encourage us to obey the Law, for that would be pleasing to God and

make the world a better place for us all to live in, but you will probably find

that he carefully and courteously steers around our reference to the covenant

people of God. Courteous Jews are sensitive in their courtesy, and if he were

to address our question he would probably feel bound to demur from the

suggestion our question implies. Yet it does mark out ground on which we

are bound to stand. For does not Jesus enfold all who believe in Him in a

new covenant with God? But then our Jewish companion does not give Jesus

the authority in such matters that we do. We simply have to thank him, and to

part as good friends. Nonetheless we may note that all the earliest were all

Jewish, and they had to face up to the fact that God was seeing fit to call

Gentiles as well as Jews into belief in Jesus. lt was a struggle for them to

come to terms with this disturbing step of God. Does not the New Testament

elsewhere trace the origins of the Church back to Abraham and note that it

was in him that salvation by grace received through faith was held out as

God's merciful promise toall the world. So we may say that the Ten

Commandments do speak as well to Christians as to the Jews.

But the question does not stop there, for we still need to ask if the whole world

is bound to recognise their authority and to bow to it? This is where the

matter becomes rather interesting, for it turns out that the Ten

Commandments themselves cannot make up their mind about it.

The Ten Commandments are recorded twice in the Law. The two lists appear

to have been written by two different people, and each of them has left his

own fingerprints upon the page he wrote. One of the tists is in Deuteronomy.

Here the 4th Commandment 'Observe the Sabbath Day and keep it holy'

carries an explanation why it should be observed. 'Keep it special for God'

the writer says 'because God is special for you. lt was you He rescued from

Egypt and you He made into His people'. That remark gives the game away.



The writer took it for granted that the Commandment was for the descendants

of the people who had actually been there with Moses on Sinai. The

Commandments are for the Jewish people alone. The other list of the

Commandments comes in Exodus, and we read it earlier this morning. But

this time the reason given for keeping the commandment is quite different. lt

is tied to the Creation, and to the rest that God took on the seventh day after

he had made all things. Now obviously the Creation came before Jews and

Gentiles were marked out from one another. lf the holiness of the Sabbath

stems from the Creation, then the obligation to keep it touches everybody who

has ever been and who ever will be. The Commandments belong to the world.

So there we are. The Bible does nopt answer the question 'To whom are the

Commandments addressed'. lt is the Bible which poses the question.

It touches Christian behaviour today. Think back to the 'Keep Sunday Special'

campaign of nearly twenty years ago. Some Christians, believing the

Commandments are addressed to everybody in the world, tried to stop

Parliament permitting Sunday trading. Others said that the Commandments

are given for God's people alone to obey, for it is an act of worship, not of

public policy. Well, it is now past history and we know which way the decision

fell. But was it the right decision to allow the shops to open on Sundays?

What do you think?

'Now let's turn to a more practical question. There are some Christians who

are really troubled about what place the commandments should have in their

life.

There are some Christians who have been brought up to feel that the

Commandments stand over them like a black shadow, weighing them and

finding them wanting, Many do not feel the freedom of spirit which Jesus

promises us. They have lost touch with finding the gospel to be good news to

their souls. I grieve for them. Our trust is in Jesus as the only ground we

have where we may stand and know that we are acepted by Almighty God.

Set free by grace, are we to be imprisoned by Law? Some Christians are.

They feel for freedom, but cannot find a way to step into it. They need our

gentle encouragement.



But then there are some other Christians who stand at the other extreme.

They are so aware of their freedom in Jesus, that they have felt free to throw

overboard any sense that God has set any standards outside themselves by

which they are to take their bearings. They suppose that everything is life is

negotiable, and that God agrees with them that the supreme good is their own

peace of mind. I fear that this is nothing much less than re-making God in the

image of what we want. lt is far removed from the self-disciplined muscular

liberty which Jesus promises us. But what do you think?

Nowadays we rarely hear sermons calling us to the humility of giving total

obedience to God, out of love for God. We feel that not to assert our own

individual identity displays us to be weak people and of little worth. Yet those

who do submit to the express will of God, discover that their fears are empty.

Their fears are quietly sublimated by God, and become the seed of a quiet

liberty, inward dignity and a rich peace of heart. lt is the Life more Abundant of

which Jesus told, it bears the unmistakeable marks of eternity upon it, and it

quells all fear.


