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GRACE AND COMMANDMENT                      Exodus 20:1–4, 7–9, 12–20

                                                                                                            Psalm 19

                                                                                           Philippians 3:4b–14

                                                                                             Matthew 21:33–46                   


“Grace” and “commandment”—it is important to pay attention to the order of these two words. “Grace” comes first; “commandment” comes second. In the Christian story grace precedes commandment. It is because of what God has graciously done for us in Christ that we then follow in the way of Christ, loving God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength, and our neighbor as ourselves. 

It is the same in the story of the ancient Hebrews. It is because God had graciously led them out of slavery during the Exodus and had accompanied them in their wandering in the wilderness that they were then ready to receive the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai, and abide by them. Grace always comes first. In Jewish tradition, the Ten Commandments are never read aloud without including the verse that describes God’s liberating work: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out the house of slavery.” 
Unfortunately, we Christians more often than not reverse the order. We place commandment before grace. We feel that following the rules will win us God’s favor. We believe that the longer we have followed the rules, the greater our chances. But the truth is that we have already won God’s favor, that we have been forgiven by God even before we asked for forgiveness, that we have been accompanied by God even before we acknowledged God’s leading in our lives. That’s grace, and that is where it all begins, with the grace and mercy of God. 

Abiding by the commandments is our response to God’s grace. The book of Exodus may be divided into two parts. The first 19 chapters are all about God’s grace. The last part of the Book of Exodus, from Chapter 20 on, is about commandment. The commandment section of the Book of Exodus begins with the Ten Commandments, the cornerstone of all commandments. Here is the first of the ten. “You shall have no other Gods before me.” Because of what God has graciously done, the ultimate loyalty of the Hebrew people is to be given to God and no other. An accompanying second commandment follows. “You 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 underneath the earth.” (Ex 20:4) Do you remember the controversy when the State of Alabama erected a monument depicting the Ten Commandments on the grounds of the State Capitol? Ironically, that monument became as an idol to be worshiped. The truth is that very few Americans, including Alabamans, can name more than two or three of the Ten Commandments. Yet, ironically, in contradiction to the Ten Commandments, an idol has been made of the Ten Commandments in American culture.

There is then a third related commandment. “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.” (Ex 20:7) I like the translation that goes like this: “You shall not use the name of Lord your God for mischief.” There is a lot of this going on these days, especially in the political rhetoric filling the airwaves. I have a feeling that politicians misuse the name of the Lord on a regular basis: that is, they use the name of God to justify their political and moral and ideological positions. But it is not only politicians who are at fault. We all use the name of God to justify our cherished opinions, as if we know the mind of God, which we don’t. 
And so the Ten Commandments begin with these three
commandments concerning our ultimate loyalty, which is to be given to God, and the danger of idol worship and the misuse of the name of God. Of course, these commandments were given in a world in which many gods were acknowledged, including the fertility god Baal. So the commandments requiring a loyalty to the God who had led the Hebrew people out of slavery was revolutionary. The truth is, however, that we have many gods in our own society, many loyalties, and we can name them. Some view culture as a god; others give their ultimate allegiance to wealth and possessions; others regard security as a god. For some Christians, church or tradition can become gods. All these, however, are to be set aside in favor of the God who for the Jews led their ancestors out of slavery, and who for us is the God of Jesus Christ—God’s gift of grace. Much of the gospel writers’ criticism of the Pharisees, which we again find at the close of today’s reading from the Gospel of Matthew, is that they put commandment before grace. Like the tenants of the vineyard who kill the owner’s beloved son, the Pharisees reject Jesus, God’s beloved, the gift of grace.

But, my friends, there is one god yet unnamed, the god who constantly demands our ultimate loyalty, and that is the god called “self.” In a time when trust in all institutions, whether religious or governmental is at an all time low, in a time when the terms “common good” and “public good” have all but disappeared from religious and political discourse, in a time when there is less and less commitment to the heritage and values of those who have gone before us and less and less attention to the wellbeing of those who will come after us, in a time when the “here and now” has become all important, it is little wonder that the god of self has replaced the God who is Lord of heaven and earth. 

The focus of our time and energy is now devoted to the securing of ourselves against all that we think threatens us, whether it be the immigrant, or the neighbor, or the stranger, or the perceived power of the government. We seek to boost ourselves, often at the expense of others. How strange the words of St. Paul must sound to so many of our generation:


   If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have 


more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of 

Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as 

to the law, a Pharisee, as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as 

to righteousness under the law, blameless.              —Phil 3:5–6


Talk about securing one’s self!  But listen, Paul continues, 
“Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith.
          —Phil 3:7–9


This rejection of the self as god in favor of a faith in Christ may seem strange to our culture, but it must be important for us. In comparison to our faith in Christ and our allegiance to God, it matters not whether we have a college degree, or whether others honor us, or whether we are members of Nu‘uanu Congregational Church, or how long we have been Christians. For the human race to survive, we need to leave self behind and arrive at a renewed commitment to the common good, the public good, in other words, to the life of the neighbor whom we are to love as ourselves, and yes, to the life of the earth itself. 


It is not by chance that the six of the Ten Commandments have to do not with ourselves but with our relationship to others: honor your father and mother, do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false against your neighbor, do not covet anything that belongs to your neighbor. A selfless concern for the wellbeing of the neighbor is central to the Ten Commandments. 

In the Gospels, the Ten Commandments translate into two great commandments, which Jesus regarded as one: we are to love God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength, and our neighbor as ourselves.

A final word. I have spoken of the three commandments relating to our ultimate loyalty to God and the six commandments requiring us to safeguard the life of our neighbors. There is one more commandment, and this one brings us back to the theme of grace with which I began this sermon. “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy.” (Ex 20:7) My friends, if we were to keep the Sabbath, we would be reminded that we live by the grace of God and not by anything we can do to earn God’s favor. For keeping the Sabbath requires us to set aside all of our frantic efforts to secure life for ourselves, or to secure favor with God, and simply to rest, knowing that our lives rest in God’s hands. 

Grace does come before commandment. Our love for God and neighbor is our response to the grace and goodness and mercy of God. May it be so, for then we will be blessed beyond measure. Amen.

