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Robin Dodge         Lent 3 – Year B 
Holy Faith, Santa Fe       Exodus 20.1-17 
3 March 2024        Psalm 19 
          1 Cor. 1.18-25 
          John 2.13-22 
 
 In the name of the one, true, and living God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 The Ten Commandments - the foundation of Western Civilization or, as they are 

sometimes derisively referred to now, the ten suggestions?  The Ten Commandments – 

the cornerstone of the Judeo-Christian moral code, or so religious that they can’t be 

displayed in a county courthouse or run the risk of violating the separation of church and 

state?  The Ten Commandments – the name of a wonderful old movie, or the guide to 

our daily behavior? 

 The people of Israel, after God led them from slavery in Egypt to freedom, heard 

God speak the Ten Commandments from the foot of Mount Sinai after they had 

prepared themselves to be consecrated by Moses as the mountain smoked, as thunder 

and lightning pieced the sky, and as a blast of a trumpet deafened them.  They received 

the Ten Commandments from God with fear and trembling, and vowed that “All the 

words that the Lord has spoken we will do.” (Gen. 24.3b)  People today give the Ten 

Commandments a passing nod, at best, or short shrift, at worst. 

 It used to be that everyone knew the Ten Commandments.  The Decalogue, or 

“the Ten Words,” was recited in the liturgy, which the Prayer Book’s Penitential Order at 

the beginning of the Eucharist still provides for.  After each commandment spoken by 

the priest, the congregation, all kneeling, would respond, “Lord have mercy upon us, 

and incline our hearts to keep this law.” 
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 1. “God spake these words, and said: I am the Lord thy God who brought thee 

out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  Thou shalt have none other gods 

but me.  Lord have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep this law.  2. Thou 

shalt not make to thyself any graven image, nor the likeness of any thing that is in 

heaven above, or in the earth beneath, or in the water under the earth; thou shalt not 

bow down to them, nor worship them.  Lord have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts 

to keep this law.  3. Thou shalt not take the Name of the Lord thy God in vain.  Lord 

have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep this law.  4. Remember that thou 

keep holy the Sabbath day.  Lord have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep 

this law.  5. Honor thy father and thy mother.  Lord have mercy upon us, and incline our 

hearts to keep this law.  6. Thou shalt do no murder.  Lord have mercy upon us, and 

incline our hearts to keep this law.  7. Thou shalt not commit adultery.  Lord have mercy 

upon us, and incline our hearts to keep this law.  8. Thou shalt not steal.  Lord have 

mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep this law.  9. Thou shalt not bear false 

witness against thy neighbor.  Lord have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep 

this law.  10. Thou shalt not covet.  Lord have mercy upon us, and write all these thy 

laws in our hearts, we beseech thee.” 

 It’s hard to remember all Ten Commandments, let alone obey all Ten 

Commandments!  Even when I try to come up with all ten, I inevitably miss one – and it 

seems like it’s a different one each time!  Perhaps that’s why Jesus, when asked by a 

lawyer to test him, “Which commandment in the law is the greatest?”, reduced the 

commandments to two that we know as the “Summary of the Law”: “Thou shalt love the 

Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the 
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first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it: Thou shalt love thy 

neighbor as thyself.” 

 The Catechism takes the Ten Commandments and puts them in the context of 

the Summary of the Law.  It asks: What do we learn from [the Ten] commandments?  

We learn two things: our duty to God, and our duty to our neighbors.  What is our duty 

to God?  Our duty is to believe and trust in God, as outlined in the first four 

Commandments: 1. To love and obey God and to bring others to know him; 2. To put 

nothing in the place of God; 3. To show God respect in thought, word, and deed; 4. To 

set aside regular times for worship, prayer, and the study of God's ways. 

 What is our duty to our neighbors?  Our duty to our neighbors is to love them as 

ourselves, and to do to other people as we wish them to do to us, as outlined the last six 

commandments: 5. To love, honor, and help our parents and family; to honor those in  

authority, and to meet their just demands; 6. To show respect for the life God has given 

us; to work and pray for peace; to bear no malice, prejudice, or hatred in our hearts; and 

to be kind to all the creatures of God; 7. To use our bodily desires as God intended; 8. 

To be honest and fair in our dealings; to seek justice, freedom, and the necessities of 

life for all people; and to use our talents and possessions as ones who must answer for 

them to God; 9. To speak the truth, and not to mislead others by our silence; 10. To 

resist temptations to envy, greed, and jealousy; to rejoice in other people's gifts and 

graces; and to do our duty for the love of God, who has called us into fellowship with 

God. 

 Thus, The Ten Commandments were given to define our relationship with God 

and our neighbors.  But notice how, when the Catechism translates the Ten 
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Commandments into the everyday language that we just heard, the breadth of the 

commandments increases and they become even more difficult to obey!  That’s why the 

Catechism asks: “Since we do not fully obey [the Ten Commandments], are they useful 

at all?”  And the Catechism tells us, “Since we do not fully obey them, we see more 

clearly our sin and our need for redemption.  We see more clearly our sin and our need 

for redemption.  Sin is the seeking of our own will instead of the will of God, thus 

distorting our relationship with God, with other people, and with all creation.  

Redemption is the act of God which sets us free from the power of evil, sin, and death.  

The Messiah is one sent by God to free us from the power of evil, sin, and death, so 

that with the help of God we may live in harmony with God, within ourselves, with our 

neighbors, and with all creation.  The Messiah, or Christ, is Jesus of Nazareth, the only  

Son of God. 

 That’s why this Lent we need to hear the Ten Commandments.  That’s why in 

Lent we meditate on the Ten Commandments, examine ourselves, and ask for 

forgiveness.  We see more clearly our sin and our need for redemption.  We see more 

clearly our need for Jesus Christ our Lord who died on the cross and rose from the dead 

to free us from the power of evil, sin, and death. 

 Regardless of whether we can recite all Ten Commandments, we know they are 

more than suggestions.  We know they tell us right from wrong.  They are how God 

wants us to live our lives, not for God’s sake but for ours.  Amen. 


