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Exodus 20:1-20 

20Then God spoke all these words: 2I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3you shall have no other gods before me. 4You shall not make 

for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the 

earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5You shall not bow down to them or 

worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of 

parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, 6but showing steadfast 

love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. 7You shall 

not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who 

misuses his name. 8Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9Six days you shall labor and do 

all your work. 10But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any 

work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien 

resident in your towns. 11For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in 

them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.  

12Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the Lord 

your God is giving you. 13You shall not murder. 14You shall not commit adultery. 15You shall not 

steal. 16You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 17You shall not covet your 

neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or 

donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.  

 

We are continuing today with our sermon series on the covenants God made 

with people.  We’ve covered the covenants God made with Noah and all creation, 

and Abraham and Sarah and Israel.  Today, we look at the promises between 

God, Moses, and Israel.  We often call them the Ten Commandments, but kids - 

what do we call them in Godly play?...“The Ten Best Ways!”  

 

These commandments, or teachings, didn’t just drop out of the sky.  Can anyone 

remember what happened before Moses received these teachings on tablets on 

the top of the mountain?   

 

Yes!  The Israelites were in Egypt, and they were oppressed.  They were slaves to 

Pharoah.  Moses helped to lead them out of Egypt to freedom.  Once they were 

free, they didn’t have Pharoah ordering them around and forcing them to do 



things and the people were a little unsure about what to do next.  They asked 

God for guidance.  These teachings from God were meant to help keep the 

people free.   

 

I discovered something new when I was studying the passage this week.  It was 

something I hadn’t considered before.  Did you know that Pharoah’s name wasn’t 

“Pharaoh”?  Here’s what I mean.  In the story of Moses freeing the people from 

Egypt, we don’t learn Pharaoh’s name.  Pharaoh was the title given to the person 

who was ruling ancient Egypt, sort of like how we have the President in the 

United States or Prime Minister in Canada.  Pharaoh, President, Prime Minister, 

Emperor….they refer to the person in charge, but not a specific person.   

 

SO – once the people were free from systemic oppression in Egypt, they didn’t 

have Pharaoh dictating their lives, they wanted guidance from God on what to do 

in order to maintain their freedom.  They were worried that they could easily 

become oppressed by another group of people in power, led by another 

“pharaoh” or “president” or “leader”, in the future.  Perhaps they knew that 

pharaoh type of leaders and systems would keep turning up in history, time after 

time (Brueggemann). Whenever wealth and power coalesce with a desire for 

accumulating more money, more power, more land, more food, more “things” – 

it’s a recipe for disaster.  The desire for “more” often comes at the expense of 

those who don’t have “enough”.  Or, you run the risk of becoming the thing you 

initially sought freedom from.   

 

If they wanted their children and their children’s children and all who came after 

them to remain emancipated from the “Pharaohs” of the future, these were the 

teachings they needed to follow, these were the things they needed to do.  God 

didn’t offer these teachings like a Pharaoh, but as a partner, because the people 

asked for God’s help.  They wanted help establishing how they were going to live 

together.   

 

The first three commandments are about how we relate to God.  The last six are 

about how we relate to other people, and the fourth one, sort of in the middle, 

has to do with rest – how we take care of ourselves.   

 



Some of these teachings are easy to remember and they seem easy to follow: 

Honor your mother and father; Don’t kill other people; Worship only God; Say 

God’s name with respect.  Be loyal to your spouse.  We have a hard time 

following some of the others, though: Don’t wish that you had things that belong 

to other people; Don’t tell lies; Work six days but rest for one.   

 

The people asked for guidance, God offered it, and then the people realized how 

hard it would be to follow these basic teachings.  Maybe, if we are good with 2 or 

3 of these, it will be enough to remain free from future Pharaohs???  Or, maybe 

we think we are following all of these teachings, and don’t even realize that we 

might be assisting new Pharaoh’s instead of serving God.     

 

I thought that one way we could think about these ten teachings from a different 

angle would be to imagine a world where the rules were the exact opposite.  

What would the world look like if God said:  

 

 You are your own boss.  Do whatever you want to do, whenever you feel 

like it.   

 It does not matter when or how you say God’s name.  You can use it to 

swear whenever you want.   

 It doesn’t matter if you worship with God’s people each week.  If there are 

other things you’d rather do, go do them.   

 

Wait…are we acting on God’s teachings or the opposite of God’s teachings?   

 

What would the world look like if God said: 

 

 Parents don’t get it.  Ignore them whenever you can.  

 Kill whatever gets in your way.  The strongest live longest.   

 Finder’s keepers, loser’s weepers.  Toddler’s Rule of possession:  I see it, I 

want it, it’s mine! 

 Lie if you have to, to get out of trouble.  Lie to get what you want.  Lie to 

make yourself look good, even if it makes someone else look bad. 

 The one who dies with the most toys wins.  Get as many toys as you 

possibly can, and don’t share with others.   



 

Now these opposite rules sound a bit ridiculous, but I wonder if some of it hits a 

little close?  

 

Have we adopted “Pharaoh’s way of life”? (Brueggeman)  You can’t live Pharaoh’s 

way of life without harming others.   What if we’ve forgotten how to live together 

as God’s free people?   

 

When Jesus says, “Follow me”, he’s inviting us to a different way of life.  This is a 

way of life not marked by a focus on ourselves – my wants, my needs, my desires 

– but a way of life marked by community – loving God, loving our neighbor, and 

considering the needs of those around us – taking a hard look at how our actions 

impact others.  Jesus invites us to live as God desires for us to live – loving and 

serving others, loving and serving God.  Jesus says that is the basis of the law and 

prophets.   

 

In Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, he writes that “God’s foolishness is wiser than 

human wisdom and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.”   Much of 

Jesus’ teachings seem foolish, if viewed through the lens of Pharaoh.  But, God’s 

foolishness is wiser than our own wisdom.  Jesus ends up dead on a cross, in part 

because he refused to incite a violent uprising against Rome.  God’s “weakness” is 

stronger than human strength.  God turns everything upside down.  What seems 

foolish is wise, what seems weak is powerful, what seems like failure is really 

success.   

 

This Lent, maybe you’ve taken on the spiritual discipline of giving something up.  

Maybe it’s chocolate.  Or fish. Or alcohol.  What would it look like to give up the 

values of Pharaoh?  Walter Brueggeman envisions Lent as a time “to give up the 

expectations of Pharaoh and embrace new disciplines of neighborliness, justice, 

generosity, and hospitality.”   

 

Resist Pharaoh’s way of life, and consider what values are written on the tablet of 

your heart.  May we each receive the Ten Teachings from God with open hearts, 

and may we live into God’s way of life.  Amen.   


