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Introduction 
Hello everyone! It’s wonderful to be back with you, and my special thanks go to Glyn and Daniel for 

smuggling me back across diocesan lines to speak to you today. I cannot tell you what an honour it is 

to speak about Deut. 5.1-21; but before we look at our Old Testament reading, please join me in 

asking the Lord to direct our thoughts and my words by His Holy Spirit. Let’s pray [Prayer]. 

My title today is “Ten Words with Love”. Now, you might be asking yourselves “What happened to 

listening and obeying today?”, and “Ten Words?! Where does he get that from?”; and those of you 

who know are probably wondering “Why is he using that as his title?”. To the first two questions, let 

me say “All in good time”; to the third, let me reply that I believe the Lord wants to encourage us all 

today to take a fresh look at the Ten Commandments. 

We live in a time, a culture, and even a wider Church which have marginalized the Ten 

Commandments. Outside the Church, the secularists tell us that God is redundant or dead. Many 

inside the Church say or think something like “But that’s the Old Testament. We’re not under law, 

we’re under grace. Let’s talk about the love of God instead.” 

I hope and pray you will leave here knowing that the Ten Commandments were and remain a 

demonstration and an application of the love of God; not only God’s love for righteousness and 

justice, but for His covenant people and through them for the entire human race. But let’s begin by 

asking the question too many don’t ask at the outset: 

1.0 What’s really in front of us? 
The marvellous lines we call the Ten Commandments are in Hebrew the Ten Words, so now you 

know where the first half of my title comes from. But why might the difference matter? Let me start 

by ruling out the theory that the Hebrew “Ten Words” was never meant to suggest anything as 

authoritative as a commandment. 

This theory cannot survive an honest reading of Num. 15.32-36 where we learn of someone being 

stoned to death for breaking the Sabbath, or Num. 35.16-21 where we see the death penalty 

prescribed for murder, or Lev. 20.10 which says that both parties in an adulterous relationship are to 

be put to death. The traditional English translation of the Ten Words as the Ten Commandments has 

a clear justification from elsewhere in the Five Books of Moses. 

So, why am I not sticking with the usual translation? I refer you back to our present question. Moses 

could have called them the Ten Teachings or the Ten Instructions, but he didn’t and neither did God. 

Let’s begin by thinking about what a word is; any word; every single word in every single language. 

Isn’t it strange that the most basic subjects of thought are often the hardest to think about? I 

suggest that all words in all languages everywhere share three features in common. 
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In the first place, a word is a basic unit of meaning. Except for variant spellings, a word cannot be 

further reduced in size without either changing or abolishing its meaning. Other words in the same 

language may have a similar meaning, but that is beside the point; the word itself cannot have 

letters removed from it without changing both the overall combination of the remaining letters and 

the meaning of what is left. 

Secondly, all words are relational tools. They exist so that people can communicate with each other. 

Spoken words are intended to be heard by someone. Written words are likewise supposed to be 

read by someone. In each case, the purpose of the words is to create or to change a connection of 

some kind between the one who uses the words and the one who is supposed to hear or read the 

words. 

The third universal feature of words I will mention is that words always point to something or 

someone beyond themselves. Words assume, often point to, and sometimes create or change, a 

reality outside themselves; so, words have a transcendent aspect to them. A word might only 

describe or qualify another word, but even these words refer the listener or reader to a point 

outside themselves. 

Now, when we connect these universal features of words with God’s description in Hos. 11.1 of 

Israel in the time of Moses as a child or adolescent, I suggest that the significance of the description 

“Ten Words” becomes clear. The Ten Words are the irreducible, relational, God-pointing means by 

which God first chose to communicate to the immature nation of Israel. They simply tell the 

Israelites how to treat God, their families, and each other in everyday life. In our main reading today, 

we heard Moses restate God’s Ten Words to a new generation of Israelites. This raises another 

question: 

2.0 Why does God have Moses restate the Ten Words here? 
The new generation of Israelites which formed Moses’ audience in Deut. 5.1-21 was about to enter 

the Promised Land without Moses, and it was about to be tested in battle as never before. The 

people had never known another overall human leader. The land would be inviting but unfamiliar to 

them. And the fighting would no doubt be fierce at times. (Let me tell you as an aside that if God has 

given you something, it doesn’t mean you won’t have to fight for it. But if you rely on the Lord as you 

struggle, it will make you and your relationship with Him.) 

By restating the Ten Words now, Moses is reminding the Israelites of their obligations to God within 

the context of God’s unearned, enduring faithfulness to His covenant people. In fact, it’s not too 

much to say that the entire book of Deuteronomy is an extended reminder to obey God; a reminder 

which includes clear, repeated references to the twin truths that it is good for the people to obey 

God, and that obeying God is good for the people. 

Why is it good to obey God? Because God is good. How does Israel know that God is good? The 

answer comes in the opening words of the very first commandment. Let me read Deut. 5.6-7 to you. 

Did you hear what God said first? “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” Then and only then does God add the words “You shall have no 

other gods before me”. 
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God demands the Israelites’ loyalty on the basis that He has already loved them by freeing them 

from slavery in Egypt.  And the Ten Words are God’s answer to two questions which the entire 

nation of Israel must have asked as it first approached Mount Sinai; questions all generations of 

seekers after God ask themselves. 

First, “What sort of God is the God of the Bible?” The answer is that He is a God who rescues and 

sets free those He loves from the power of their enemies. The second question is “Once God sets us 

free, how are we to live as a free people?” The answer is that God wants us to live as a community 

who respect each other’s freedom, dignity, and property because that’s how to honour the God who 

has given freedom, dignity, and property to all of us. 

Can you see how both the giving and the contents of the Law are themselves rooted in the grace of 

God? Can you see why generation after generation of Jews and Christians have treated these Ten 

Words as the bedrock of civilization itself? Do you see that the living, loving God who gives the Law 

does it because He loves His people? Now, let’s look at a modern response to God’s Ten Words by 

asking another question: 

3.0 What happens if we shorten the Ten Words? 
Western secularism, including Marxism, is a perversion of Christianity. It claims that we can build 

heaven on earth by chopping out the commandments about how to treat God and leaving the rest. 

We will see later why this idea is always doomed to failure in practice, but for now let me show you 

what happens if we chop the second half of verse 6 out of the First Commandment (Deut. 5.6-7). 

I’ve chosen this example because some of our own liturgy contains this shortened version of the 

First Commandment, so I can’t be accused of being unfair to secularists with my choice of 

illustration. And it’s easy to see why. Most of us are not Jewish. Nobody ever set our ancestors free 

from Egypt. And all ten commandments will still be there, won’t they? What could possibly go 

wrong? 

I suggest that this very reasonable sounding change to the text comes at a price: We remove God’s 

original self-justification to Israel for having no other gods before Him. And if this edited version of 

the First Commandment becomes the one which church goers see, hear, speak, and remember, 

what view might that instil into them of God’s nature and character? And how might they respond 

to modern atheist charges that God is a “moral monster”? 

This is how big a difference even a few seconds of reading can make to our theology, to our witness, 

and to our obedience. But now let’s consider another key question: 

4.0 Why did God give the Ten Words if He always intended Jesus to 

be our Saviour? 
This is the kind of question asked by people who do not understand that both the revelation and the 

implementation of God’s plan of salvation are very long processes. They take place over a long 

period of time, and involve many, many different people.  And even while He unfolds His great plan 

of salvation, God knows that we humans are stubborn creatures who are slow to learn and quick to 

forget. 
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But the results of God’s plan will be nothing less than the full revelation of the Kingdom of God to be 

ruled by the Lord Jesus Christ. Its inhabitants will be an everlasting, living monument to the wisdom, 

righteousness, grace, mercy, and patience of God. Yes, you might be thinking, but what’s the 

connection for us between the Law and Jesus? 

Perhaps the best insight into the relationship between the Ten Words and the New Testament for us 

is set out by the apostle Paul in Gal. 3.21-26. Paul writes that the whole world is a prisoner to sin. He 

describes the law of Moses as a guard which kept us in custody until we could be handed over to 

faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. But even today, without the law to teach us how can we understand 

what sin is, or what repentance, salvation, and Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection mean? 

Without the law to lead us to Jesus, most of us eagerly turn aside before we ever reach Him; to 

atheism, materialism, relativism, nihilism, consumerism, hedonism, asceticism, paganism - in fact, to 

just about anything or anyone except God. But now let’s ask a fifth question, one which lurks in 

everybody’s heart sooner or later. It is the rock upon which every non-Christian dream of an earthly 

paradise founders: 

5.0 What if I don’t want to keep the Ten Words all the time? 
Let me respond by asking you another question: Would you like other people always to keep the Ten 

Words in their dealings with you? For instance, if you get married, would you like your spouse never 

to cheat on you? If you have children, would you like them always to honour and respect you? When 

you go about your daily life, would you prefer it if other people never tried to murder you? If you buy 

yourself something valuable and enjoyable, would you prefer other people never stole it from you? 

If you truly say “No”, then as an outlaw at heart you believe might makes right. Beware. You will 

eventually lose what you treasure to someone stronger and more cunning than you, and then your 

judgement before the God you defy will follow. But if your answer to these questions is “Yes” and 

yet you don’t want to keep the Ten Words towards God or others, then you want to live by a double 

standard. You want to be treated by God and by other people better than you are willing to treat 

them. 

It means, in short, that you want everyone you meet on earth to treat you as an earthly god. But 

you’re not the only one who thinks and behaves like this; not by a very long way. Everyone who does 

not acknowledge Jesus Christ as their Saviour, Lord, and God is ruled by this same god complex, even 

though everyone knows they have no right to be treated as a god by everyone else. This 

blasphemous lie is what it means to be a slave to sin. And we’re all slaves to sin before God saves us 

through Jesus Christ. 

Once you have understood this about yourself, you can never again pretend that your heart is 

cleaner than anyone else’s unless Jesus makes you clean. If you try, you will turn in upon yourself the 

lies and hypocrisy you present to others, and your efforts to become your own little god in your own 

little world will destroy your humanity one self-deception at a time. 

And once you have understood precisely how and why everyone is a sinner without Jesus Christ, you 

can no longer cling to your fatal delusion that human beings are basically good, and that we can all 

eventually save each other from our own murderous selfishness. So, what are you going to do about 

it? This leads to our final question, and perhaps the most important one yet:  
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6.0 Conclusion – How should we respond today? 
In our reading from Mark, Jesus highlighted God’s own answer to this question through Moses and 

affirmed that it was “the first and greatest commandment”. To love the Lord our God with all our 

heart and soul and strength is to dedicate ourselves to the service of the God who offers us freedom 

from slavery to sin and death through faith in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the Cross at Calvary. 

This same God through Jesus Christ offers us the dignity of becoming adopted children of God 

Himself, and property of our own as joint heirs with Jesus Christ to an everlasting Kingdom. 

To love God unreservedly is to invite the resurrected Lord Jesus to send His Holy Spirit down upon us 

to give us a new heart, a living heart on which His Spirit writes His good laws. It is to keep putting 

aside each day in prayer our former, selfish, carnal selves and to invite God’s Holy Spirit to clothe us 

anew instead with our new, born again, heavenly selves - and then to go out and live our new lives in 

the knowledge that God’s law and God’s grace are separate but related and essential expressions of 

God’s love for us and for all His covenant people. 

God revealed the law through Moses, but grace and truth came through the Lord Jesus Christ 

because we all need them both. God’s law teaches us what kind of God loves us, and how we should 

return His love. God’s grace assures us that God does in fact love us and empowers us by the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit on us as followers of Jesus to love Him back as we should. Let’s close in 

prayer [Prayer]. 


	Introduction
	1.0 What’s really in front of us?
	2.0 Why does God have Moses restate the Ten Words here?
	3.0 What happens if we shorten the Ten Words?
	4.0 Why did God give the Ten Words if He always intended Jesus to be our Saviour?
	5.0 What if I don’t want to keep the Ten Words all the time?
	6.0 Conclusion – How should we respond today?

