
Restore: The Foundation is Love

Exodus 20:1-4, 7-20, Matthew 22:34-46

The Ten Commandments are one of the few parts of the Bible that almost everybody has heard of. In 
fact, in surveys of Christians about the most important parts of the Bible – Ten commandments usually toward 
the top – for men they are often given as THE most important parts of the scripture.

Striking – because they really aren’t distinctly Christian - Christianity, Judaism or Islam all have the 
same the Ten Commandments.  It goes back further than that.  Now I know you’ve probably heard many people 
say make the claim that ten commandments are the “foundation of Western Law” – I have bad news for you: 
they weren’t the first legal codes. In fact, if you go to to the Louvre in Paris you can see something called the 
“Stele of Hammurabi, a stone listing the laws of the city of Babylon that was carved around 500 years BEFORE 
the Exodus.  

Now at the beginning of all this I nearly said that the Ten commandments were the best known parts of 
scripture, but that would imply that people were familiar with the idea of Ten Commandments but also knew 
and understood their contents.  

 That’s not the case – though I suspect most of us who were raised in the church have memorized them 
at some point the truth is that in most surveys less than a quarter of people can list all ten without prompting. 
But nonetheless they see them as important — the commandments are, in most “Christian” nations, understood 
as the basic laws of society, and if people don’t obey them, they are to be punished accordingly. 

Well at least the ones like “do not commit murder” and “do not steal”. But how on earth could we ever 
police things like whether someone “remembers” the Sabbath, or desires something that belongs to a neighbor, 
or even perhaps has an extra god or two to whom they give worship in the recesses of their minds? These are 
not things that can be policed or judged by the courts in order to impose proportional punishments. 

And they couldn’t be enforced that way in Biblical times either. In fact, that’s one of the weird things 
about the Ten Commandments: The Code of Hammurabi and most of the other ancient codes listed punishments 
alongside the crime – you do this, you get that.  But not the ten commandments.  Another fun fact  - the original 
Hebrew text only refers to these principals as “Commandments” once - in Exodus 34. The rest of the time it 
refers to them as “Words”.

Jesus, of course, is called “the Word”, so the implication is that the “ten words” are somehow the same 
sort of thing that Jesus is: a self-revelation of God’s love and merciful desire to lead us all into the fullness of 
life.

The purpose of the Ten Words, then, is not really to give us a kind of check list to use to police our own 
behavior. Nor is it primarily about defining the pathways of a respectable life that will allow us to escape the 
disapproval of a demanding and pedantic divine judge. And no, it wasn’t intended to provide a starting point for 
a legal code to be enforced in courts of law either. 

It is, of course, impossible to unpack the Ten Words in detail in one short sermon, or even in a long one.  
Besides, if you treat them simply as universal principles, they are pretty unremarkable. Who’s going to argue 
that we wouldn’t be better off if we all stopped killing, stealing and bearing false witness against each other? 
Nothing new there. 

It does get trickier after that, of course – Honoring our Parents – does that mean respecting them and 
deferring to them no matter what?  Even when they are wrong?  Even when they do things that are damaging to 
us or to our sibling, or others.?



Honoring the Sabbath – does that just mean we don’t work unless it’s absolutely necessary?  Oh, and 
does it mean not doing things that make others work either?  Did include animals, after all!  So do we violate 
that every time we go out to eat, or go shopping, after worship?

And “Thou shall not covet? – Think about that, for a minute – To covet means “To desire something that 
another has but you do not”  So, every time you see a car, a house, a pair of shoes that you like – every time you 
envy someone else’s vacation. Do you break this commandment every time you watch a commercial and think 
“Gee, I wish I could affort that…”Modern marketing – all of capitalism – might well fall apart of people really 
took that seriously!

But what if that isn’t the point?  I think one of the problems for us in understanding the role of these 
words is that if we are familiar with the wording at all, it is not usually the biblical wording, but the words 
reproduced on ornamental plaques and posters and the like. That version says the commandments begin like 
this, “You shall have no other gods but me.” We usually take that as a statement of monotheism – there is only 
one God. 

But the biblical version says, “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.” That’s pretty different isn’t it. It isn’t an 
affirmation that there is only one God, in fact it sort of quietly admitss that the people might encounter others. 

But the one they are to follow is the one who has been revealed in a very specific and, at the time, recent 
act of liberation. We have a God who gives a reason why “you shall have no other Gods before me,” and the 
reason is that “I am the one who did this for you, and if I hadn’t done this, you’d still be subjected to slavery.”

The main focus of the first of the Ten Words then is not on what God’s people shouldn’t do. It is on who 
God is and how God relates to them.  It’s about the freedom God has given them and how they are called 
respond to that freedom – How they will show their faithfulness to the God who has given it to them.

Ten words are not about earning God’ favor – earning salvation. They are about how we commit to 
honor God in response to the favor, the saving love – God has already given us.  Which takes us to our gospel 
lesson today.  

Third set of questions in the ongoing debate between Jesus and the religious authorities. We’ve seen the 
Herodians – civil authorities – try to trap Jesus with a question about paying taxes.  Then the Sadducees tried to 
trip Jesus up with a question about resurrection – something they didn’t believe in but which Jesus had taught 
about.  Try to make both Jesus AND belief in resurrection look silly – but fail.

Now a lawyer – one of the Pharisees, comes to Jesus.   He brings a question – “Teacher, what it the 
greatest commandment in the law?  

The question about the "greatest" commandment was a loaded one. By this time the Hebrew tradition 
had “elaborated” the ten commandments into a system of 613 religious laws. Rabbinical teachers generally 
viewed all of the 613 commands in the Torah as equal. The tended to see any ranking of them as scandalous, a 
way of undermining divine will be inserting human preferences. The question the Pharisees ask is thus designed 
to get Jesus to disparage some part of the law. 

Jesus knows the game, so he replies with a basic statement of Jewish faith called the “shema” from 
Deuteronomy 6:5 - This is the first and greatest commandment.   “You must love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, with all your being, and with all your mind. 

Then he goes on - And the second is like it: You must love your neighbor as you love yourself.    Nothing 
new about this, either – Leviticus 19:18, “you must not take revenge or hold a grudge against any of your 
people; instead, you must love your neighbor as yourself.” 



This kind of teaching isn’t unique to Jesus, by the way. The Talmud, the central text of rabbinic 
Judaism, tells a story of Rabbi Hillel, who lived around the time of Jesus.  A pagan came to him saying that he 
would convert to Judaism if Hillel could teach him the whole of the Torah in the time he could stand on one 
foot.  Hillel replied, "What is hateful to yourself, do not do to your fellow man.  That is the whole Torah; the 
rest is just commentary."

I suspect there isn’t anything new about this for anyone in this room, either.  Golden rule – part of every 
world religion – 

Simplest thing there is, isn’t it”

So – why is it so hard?  

Two reasons:

The first comes up in Luke’s gospel, when he tells us about another conversation Jesus had with a legal 
expert.  Confronted with this same passage from Leviticus, he said “but who is my neighbor?”  He was looking 
for a loophole, but Jesus replied with a story about a good Samaritan that made it clear there weren’t any. 
Anyone we encounter, anyone we have the opportunity to demonstrate God’s mercy to – that person is our 
neighbor.  Earlier in Matthew’s gospel Jesus tells us to love even our enemies – there are no boundaries on who 
we should consider our neighbor.  

That’s hard – But I’m not sure it is the only hard thing.  In fact, in some ways the trickiest thing about 
the Golden Rule is not that we don’t live it out, but that we live it out too well.  After all, it says: “Love your 
neighbor as you love yourself.”  

The question is – can you honestly say that you love yourself?  

I don’t know about you, but I know I certainly struggle with that.  And I suspect I’m not alone. After all 
– who knows your failings better than you do?  Who has higher expectations for your life, for your behavior, 
than you do? We live in a culture that tells us to “put our best foot forward, that teaches us to celebrate our 
successes, post them on social media, tell the world.  Fine to a point – but I can’t help but wonder if there isn’t a 
downside.  What happens when we fail?

 What do we do with the part of ourselves that we don’t like.  What do we do with our guilt, our fear, our 
anger – the parts of us that aren’t very attractive or loveable?  I suspect we bury them, and hope they go away.  I 
suspect we keep them hidden and hope that no one will discover them.  



 It’s one of the things I’ve discovered in ministry – some of the most seemingly self- confident, self- 
righteous, self- satisfied people I’ve ever encountered carry some of the deepest, heaviest wounds, the most 
guilt, the worst images of themselves. 

How does the Golden Rule work when you don’t love yourself?

Bad news – based on our own power alone, it doesn’t.

Good news – We don’t have to rely on our power alone.  As followers of Jesus we know that our only 
hope is in the love and forgiveness promised -- not made possible, mind you, but promised! -- in his cross and 
resurrection. 

It is not the power of our love that enables us to love others, it is the power of God’s love in us.  

Story – it's not mine; it belongs to Frank, a colleague ministry.

When Frank was nine or ten, he found himself in an argument with his younger sister. Before long, 
arguing turned to pushing and shoving, and pushing and shoving then turned to hitting. Soon Frank had his 
sister pinned on the ground, fist raised in the air, just as his mother came into the room. "Franklin," she said, 
"stop that!" At that, as Frank would tell it, he turned his head toward his mother and said as only a young boy 
can, "She's my sister, and I can do anything I want to her." At which point his mother swooped across the room, 
towered over him, and said, "She's my daughter -- no you can't!"

That's the foundation of the law – maybe not our civil law, but God’s law.  That law is founded on God's 
will, God’s desire, God’s intention,  that all of God's children will flourish in this life. God’s law isn’t, 
ultimately, that of a judge – it is that of a loving parent: "That’s my child -- no you can't." 

There are all kinds of laws in both Old and New Testaments, but they all boil down -- as Jesus says -- to 
this: Love. Love God. Love your neighbor. And, as it turns out, these two aren't all that different 

We will not perfectly love neighbor or God. We will fall short again and again and again. For this 
reason, we do indeed cling to the cross as the sign that God forgives us, loves us, and promises to hold onto us 
even despite our failing. 

But then we get right back up and try again, love neighbor again, keep the law again. The cross is not 
just a remedy to our failure to keep the law, it offers the motivation to embrace love again and again for the sake 
of our neighbor. 

That’s the good news. That’s why we gather in this place, that’s why we commit ourselves to continue 
to give our tithes, our talents, and our time to being in ministry here, that’s what the church exists to proclaim, 
That’s why we lift up the cross.  Because in the cross we see that God loves us just as much as God loves 
everyone else, and that God loves everyone else just as much as God loves us. 

Thanks be to God.  AMEN


