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The Ten Commandments 
 
For many of us of a certain age, it was a normal sight to have the Ten Commandments hanging 
on the classroom wall in school. In Kentucky, where I grew up, it was required by law to have 
the Ten Commandments in every classroom until 1980. Often next to them was a copy of the 
Pledge of Allegiance. No one much questioned that they should be there.  They are now gone 
from the classroom walls. No one much questions that anymore either. 
In most Episcopal Churches in our earliest days, it was commonplace to have a wooden tablet of 
the Ten Commandments displayed. It was usually off to the side with the pulpit in the middle. 
On the other side was another tablet with the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed. You can still see them 
in many colonial churches. 
We still say a Creed and the Lord’s Prayer each Sunday. I have yet to hear a convincing answer 
why we do not say the commandments each week at worship. They seem to have gone the way 
of 8-track tapes and gloves in church. A quaint relic of a bygone era best left there. It is a 
common practice to say them in the season of Lent. One purpose of Lent is to remind us to 
discern where we are in our spiritual lives… so it can be a journey with intention and purpose to 
follow the LORD. So, at Calvary in Lent, we pray the Ten Commandments each week. 
Sometimes, we hear the ten commandments referred to as the “Decalogue.” It comes from the 
words “deca” meaning “ten” and “logos” meaning “words.” The ten words. How many of you 
can name all ten commandments – in order? It’s cheating to look at the Prayer Book. It’s a 
violation of at least number 8. Thou shalt not steal. There’s one to help. 
The ten commandments were a gift offered by God to the people we know as the Israelites.  
The people had been enslaved by the Pharaoh in Egypt. They were forced to do hard labor.  
They shared a suffering that united them. Before this, they were not even necessarily related.  
But they shared a common hope – freedom. The LORD heard the cry of the people and delivered 
them. Moses led them out of Egypt across the Red Sea. The people were wandering in the desert 
seeking the Promised Land led by Moses. God rained down bread from heaven to feed them in 
their journey. They had been defined by a common identity – as slaves. They had not yet defined 
who they would be as a free people. The Israelites knew they were headed to the Promised Land. 
But they did not know how to get there or who they were yet. 
It is in that context that Moses receives the ten commandments written on two tablets of stone.  
In the story, Moses receives this gift on a mountain. It is the symbolic place one goes to be closer 
to God. Do you remember the name of that holy mountain? The gift of the Ten Commandments 
appears two places in the Bible, in the books of Exodus and Deuteronomy. Sometimes it is called 
Mt. Sinai and sometimes Mt. Horeb. Same mountain, different name. 
The very first words summarize their purpose. “I am the LORD your God, who brought you  
out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods but me.”  
Our primary loyalty is faithfulness to God. Everything else we do flows from this primary 
relationship. Commandments 2-10 are ways to enact and embody the first one.  
  



 
Every time you see the word “LORD” in all capital letters it means the proper name for God or 
Yahweh. It roughly translates as “I will be who I will be” or “I am who I am.”  We see God’s 
name written this way in the psalms most weeks. The word “LORD” is written because the name 
conveyed such a sense of holiness and intimacy it was too sacred to write or say aloud. To say 
the “LORD” means this isn’t just any god we are following. It is the God who has been with us 
since the beginning. It is the LORD who delivered us from slavery and made us a new people.  
Used in worship over the centuries, the commandments remind us who we are and to whom we 
belong – to the LORD and one another. 
Note that the commandment does not assert that there is only one god. That belief came later.  
It assumes there are other things that compete for our primary loyalty. We would not call these 
gods or idols by the names of Baal or Zeus. Instead, our gods have different names but are just as 
real – to us. They are work, security, pride, greed, pleasure and a legion of others. Whatever 
competes for our primary loyalty is a god in this sense.  We are to have but one god, the LORD. 
The Decalogue reminds us of our first love. To follow them is how people who love God treat 
one another. How we relate to the LORD is directly connected to how we relate to our neighbors. 
We cannot separate the two. They are mutually reinforcing relationships. 
We have tended to view the Decalogue as rules of a moral code rather than a way to love one 
another as the LORD first loved us. As a fist rather than an outstretched hand. They are legal 
obligations written in stone that can’t be changed.  As a result, many have just thrown them aside 
entirely. They have become not the ten commandments but the ten suggestions. 
That is not how they were intended. Salvation, freedom from sin and union with God, is not 
contingent on perfect obedience to God’s commands. The LORD is faithful no matter what we 
do. God continually invites us into relationship.  That is the starting point and the final 
destination. Our response is to live faithfully enacting and embodying the love we have first 
received. The commandments are a gift to help us do that. They remind us how to relate to God 
and one another – as a reminder of an invitation to follow the LORD. 
A helpful comparison may be to think of what commandments you would have in a marriage. 
What would the commandments of a good marriage look like? The first would be to love your 
partner more than anything or anyone in the world. Anything else we could come up with are 
ways to enact and embody that primary relationship. Set aside a time just for the two of you. 
Respect the other person. Thou shalt call if you are going to be late. Thou shalt say thank you, 
please, and I’m sorry – and mean it. Thou shalt not commit adultery. Honor your in-laws.  
Thou shalt remember anniversaries and birthdays and keep them holy. You get the point.  
They are not an end in themselves but a guide to sustain a holy relationship. If you love the  
other person, these are not rules one has to obey but ways to express and embody that love. 
God continually invites us into a deeper relationship. Start from there. The commandments are a 
gift to help us do that...  not an end in themselves. They are a reminder how to love our neighbors 
and our LORD who first loved us. Not a fist, but an outstretched hand of invitation. 


