3rd Sunday Lent
3-15-09

Exodus 20:1-17

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Then God spoke all these words.

There are 316 words in this reading from Exodus 20; verses 1-17. It is a lot of words. We reduce it to 3 words – the Ten Commandments and we think we know what it means.
This language, this idea of God speaking words to us is hard to wrap our brains around – then God spoke all these words.
They are familiar words – familiar in a general sense – familiar as a group of words – the Ten Commandments - but if I were to ask you to tell me in a more specific manner what some of the words are you would have a difficult time with that. 

If I were to ask you what this group of words means to you in your daily life you would have an even harder time with that. 

If I were to ask you specifically which of these words you have the most difficulty with – now that might be easier for you.
It is a lot of words and the preacher’s dilemma is that it is a lot of words.
I read a story this week – it is in the first person.

Fred Craddock tells the story. (From Craddock Stories, published by Chalice Press, St. Louis MO)
I met someone coming out of an antique shop in Blue Ridge, North Georgia. The town has become just antique stores. That’s all we have. This minister came out. I knew he was a minister; he had on a clerical collar, and he had an old box under his arm. I said, “You bought something in there?”

He said, “Yeah. “

I said, “What’d you get?”

He said, “I found in there, right at the end of an old wash basin and a butter churn, this box. And I got the box and its contents for a dollar.”

I said, “What’s in it?” He opened it up, and it was full of old words. A box full of words, burned or notched in wood. He pulled out one, and it said, “I’ll follow you wherever you go.” Pulled out another one, it said, “I give you my word,” all this kind of stuff.

I said, “What are you going to do with that?”

He said, “The reason the man let me have it for a dollar is, he said, nobody talks that way anymore. They’re useless.”

This minster thought they were great, but then you know how ministers are. They’re strange.

Then God spoke all these words. 

Are they useless? 

What do you think?

Is it true that no one talks that way anymore?
It feels like it doesn’t it. It feels as if the thou shalt nots has become the thou shalts and it is really easy for you and for me to cite specific examples – but what I would like for you and me to do this morning is to look no further than our own lives. 
It is terribly easy to take these words and apply them as a template to everyone else and if only everyone else paid more attention to all these words then we wouldn’t be in the kind of trouble we seem to be in this country and on and on that conversation goes but what about you and what about me.
What would it mean to you and to me if we heard all these words and took them in and used them as boundaries of love?  
No other Gods – Sabbath rest – keep God’s name holy – honor fathers and mothers – seek life – fidelity in marriage and relationships – don’t steal – don’t lie – don’t covet your neighbor’s wife or your neighbors stuff.

It seems that we always want to define the boundaries of our relationships. What better way than all these words God gives to you and me.
The more we love someone – the more defined the boundaries. I had a person say to me this past week, “how can you put boundaries on love pastor?”

You and all the other pastors are always talking about how wide and deep God’s love is – you are always talking about the unconditional nature and action of God’s love.
What can love that has boundaries be good for? 

Well, it is good for you and me and it is good for our neighbor. This is why God gives us all these words.
And it is the first word which is the most important word. 
It is the first word that puts all the other words in proper perspective. 
It is the first word that defines the relationship you and I have with God.

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 before me.

This is the first boundary of love. Walter Bruggeman, the great Old Testament scholar says, “Unlike any other gods available, this God claims undivided loyalty.”

This first word defines the relationship – I am the LORD, your God. 

· I am your God. 

· I am in relationship with you. 

· I choose to be in relationship with you. 

· I define the boundaries of that relationship.
Amazing isn’t it, that God would actually choose to be in a relationship with you and with me.
Amazing isn’t it, that God would care enough to help us understand what is best for us and how we can live in a manner that gives life.
This first word reminds us what God has done – I brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of slavery. 

Yes, we were in Egypt and God brought us out. 

Yes, we were in the house of slavery and God brought us out.
Do not forget this.
But because this first word is so difficult for you and me to understand; 
· because you and I bow down and worship so many false Gods

· because you and I try and place our own boundaries on God’s love 
· because you and I try and place our own boundaries on God’s desire to be in a relationship with us

. 
God does something really foolish.

· In order for God to be fully relational with you and me

· in order for God to get through to us and to loosen our stiff necks and break our hearts of stone.
God decides to become one of us.
And the first Word becomes a human being. The Word made flesh.
God speaks these words to help us define the boundaries of His love. Then God gets foolish and sends His Son to remind us there are no boundaries to His love.

It is the best of both worlds - these words – written in stone and written on our hearts. Let us live in them and because of them as we follow the Word made flesh; Jesus. Thanks be to God. Amen
