
A Few Rules. Sermon 5 in the "The Story" series. Delivered at Mt. Hope on October 28, 2012. Texts: Exodus 

31: 12-18. 

 

 If you remember the creation story you realize that God's big idea was to have a relationship with human 

beings - creations he had made in his own image. That didn't work out very well. The whole "free will" thing 

took precedence and Adam and Eve were not only alienated from God but, in many ways, from creation itself. 

Second generation - Cain and Able have their little run in and it all continues going downhill from there. 

Practically before you could blink an eye the whole world seemed to be in decay (in actuality probably many 

generations- a blink of the eye to God). Noah is assigned to save a remnant of humanity and the animal 

kingdom as God tries to start over.... only to have Noah get drunk his first night on dry ground and renew the 

sin thing all over again. Adam - Cain and Able - social chaos - Noah - this breaking of relationship seemed to 

have no end... Another blink of God's eye and four million Israelites have been enslaved in Egypt for four 

hundred years and Moses comes along saving them from slavery and leading them into the wilderness where 

they would seemingly wander aimlessly for forty years.... 

 

 But God doesn't change. He never gave up his deepest desire from why back there in the Garden of 

Eden. He LOVED being with Adam and Eve and watching them and talking to them and lavishing his grace on 

them. It didn't last too long but God still longed for it. 

 

 So when Moses comes along and is willing to be used by God in powerful ways, God decides that 

maybe NOW is the time to re-establish relationship as it ought to be. But this time there are going to be some 

rules. This time "free will" will have a limit. This time right and wrong will be laid out clearly. This time there 

will be a way out when something goes wrong. This time there will be a way back to the Garden. 

 

 "Moses, let's take a little walk. I want to talk to you about something. Take your walking stick and 

hike up Mt. Sinai. Take some food along. I'm not sure how long you're going to be gone. Tell the people 

I'm going to have a thick fog cover the mountain when I arrive. It will be dangerous for them to come 

near. Tell them to keep well back. It's as close to me as they can be allowed to get and still survive." Well, 

it was even more dramatic. When the fog rolled in there was lightening flashing through it and thunder and 

there wasn't ANYONE who was tempted to venture into it. "Moses - come on up."  

 

 You know what happened up there. Moses was given that most famous, most quoted, best known set of 

rules for humankind that has ever existed. We call it the TEN COMMANDMENTS. 

 

 But did ever consider that the Ten Commandments are nothing more - nor less - than rules for living in 

relationship? The first four have to do with our relationship with God: 

1. You shall have no other gods before me. There aren't any other "real" gods, but there are a lot of things in life 

that can "become" gods - money and power - fame and fortune - be careful that nothing in your life 

supplants me. 

2. You shall not try to make anything that you think "looks like" me. I am spirit and am not a physical being. I 

am not a stone object. I am not made of wood. I am not a ceramic bust. I am not a cross hanging on the 

wall. I AM. Let that be enough. 

3. Everything about me is sacred. Even my name. Don't use it in any way you would not use your mother's or 

your sister's or your father's - I am holy. 



4. Worship me. Adore me. Exalt me.  I alone, in all the universe, am worthy of your praise. Take a day each 

week to stop doing whatever it is you normally do and set  your mind and your attention on me. Allow 

your spirit to be renewed as you bask in who I am. 

 

  You might think those first four are pretty egotistical - Who does he think he is, God? 

Well....yes.  The idea is that sometimes we become a bit too familiar with God. We think of him as our best 

friend (and he is) or as someone we can just go to any time 24/7 and chat with about the trivialities of our lives 

(and he is) or that he is like an old friend from years ago -that even if you don't communicate for a long time 

you can pick up right where you left off (and he is) or like that wonderful person you hurt so badly and was 

willing and ready to forgive you (and he is)... But God is even more - God is holy - God is just - God is the 

almighty and powerful and sovereign ruler of the universe. And THAT we must remember too. 

 

 I've often thought of the president's children - notably Bill Clinton's daughter and JFK's and the 

Obama's. How strange it must be to joke around with and wrestle on the floor with and tell secrets to and share 

your life with - to be lectured to and hugged by...  dad... the most powerful man in the world.  

 

 That is how it is with God and us. He is our friend, he is our confidant, he is our help, he is interested in 

the trivialities of our lives - and that is wonderful - but we must never forget the other part too - he is the King 

of Kings and Lord of Lords and His Kingdom will reign for ever and ever... 

 

 Commandments five through ten are rules governing our relationships with one another. If God is going 

to live with us we need to know how to get along. 

 

5. Honor your father and your mother. This isn't a command for children. For the most part they already do 

simply because of size and ability and the ability to exercise authority. This commandment is for adults. 

Aging parents? - sometimes a bother. You want to get on with your life but.... But those gray-haired 

people gave you the best years of their lives. They did it willingly and don't expect anything in return 

but that doesn't mean you don't owe it. If you have parents you are to show them love and respect and 

patience and care for their needs. That's just how the world was designed. Take care of the seniors in 

your midst. Even if they aren't your parents, reach out to them and love them... 

 I've been so pleased, over the years, to see some of our young people and older people build 

relationships - sometimes initiated by the young, sometimes by the older, sometimes orchestrated by parents. 

That's honoring.... 

6. Don't kill one another. This one is such a no-brainer - but God wanted to cover all the bases. OF COURSE 

people shouldn't kill one another. 

7. Don't commit adultery. You wouldn't think this would be a necessary one either. But, interestingly, it is more 

needed now that it was back in Moses' day. If we are to live in relationship to one another we need to 

understand the boundaries and respect them. 

8. Don't steal. Another that seems common sense. But God wanted to cover all the bases if this thing was to 

work this time around. 

9. Don't tell untruths. For some people that is an easy one. For some making things up is a way of life. Try, with 

all that is in you, to tell truth... or say nothing at all. 

10. Don't wish you had something someone else has. I would bet that most of us have not dishonored our 

parents nor ever killed or committed adultery or stolen anything of consequence or lied just to lie. But I 

would bet that there isn't one of us who hasn't seen what the Jonses have and wanted something like it or 

better... God says that unless we are able to control our jealousies we are doing wrong... God supplies us 

with what we have. Be grateful. You have so much more than 90% of the world.  

 

 "OK Moses. You can go back down the mountain now. Tell the people I'm planning to once again 

live among them. I'll let you know in a bit just how that needs to happen." 

 



 So Moses goes down the mountain - well, you know the story. He was up there so long the people got to 

thinking he was never going to come down so they fall into idol worship - built the infamous "golden calf." 

Moses emerges from the fog and sees it and is so outraged that he throws the stone tablets at the thing (can you 

imagine having to explain that to God?). 

 

 Earlier on God had put the sacrificial system into place - When you sin you bring a lamb or a dove or a 

goat to the temple and its death - its blood - will atone for whatever you've done wrong and you and God will be 

good again... Now they knew exactly what God meant by "good" and, by extension, what He meant by "evil." 

 

 Next on God's agenda was building a physical place where people could come and meet with Him. 

Remember, the Holy Spirit is not yet in the world. God speaks to Moses and the prophets and priests, perhaps, 

but cannot yet with Joe and Jenny Average Israelite or they'd be scared out of their bejeevies.  God is UP 

THERE and not DOWN HERE. But God wants to be.  

 

 "Moses, you guys are going to be wandering this wilderness for a long time so I want you to make 

something portable as my home (there it is - God invented the mobile home). Here is how I want it 

constructed..." 

 

 When God told Moses the size and shape of the tabernacle that was to accompany the people of Israel 

during their journey, he had them build it about twice the size of Mt. Hope's sanctuary. Our sanctuary is 50 feet 

wide and 75 long - the tabernacle was 75 feet wide and 150 feet long.  So if you use our length as the 

tabernacle's width and extend the east wall to about the parking lot you've got the size of the tabernacle... 

 

 I've set up the sanctuary this morning in the way God told Moses to set up the tabernacle...  The outside 

was fenced to keep out animals and to provide some privacy and to make only ONE WAY to get in. God 

wanted everyone to be on an equal basis when coming to Him. EVERYONE comes in the same way - rich, 

poor, men, women, children, the infirm... 

 When they got inside the gate the first thing they saw was the altar where they were to make their 

sacrifices - where they were to make their gifts to the Lord.  

 We start our worship by showing the sincerity of our repentance. By giving to God who has been so 

gracious to us that he wants to dwell in our midst... 

 Then they would see the laver - the water of cleansing - and they would dip their fingers and 

symbolically was themselves. 

 Next they would come to the Golden Lampstand and stop for a moment and understand the glories of 

God in creation - its seven candles represent the seven days of creation... 

 Then they would come to the Table of Showbread on which were placed 12 loaves of bread to represent 

each of the twelve tribes. 

 Their very last stop would be at the altar of incense. It is the place of prayer - a fragrant offering to the 

Lord. 

 

 They could not go any further without being struck dead. Straight ahead of them is the holy place - only 

the priests could enter there... and inside it is the holy of holies where not even the priests could go - where God 

himself called home. 

 

 I'm going to ask us this morning to do something rather unusual. I'd like for us to visit God in His house. 

I'm going to ask that we all, as we are able and willing, to take a walk this morning. Beginning with the choir 

and then the first pews down the side aisles and up the center - making your offering if you have one (if you 

don't simply pause at the place of offering and tell God you are so sorry for your sins). As you come to the 

laver, dip your fingers and make the sign of the cross on your forehead. Pause at the menorah and whisper a 

prayer telling God you recognize how wondrous He is in all creation. Then, at the altar of incense (candelabra) 

make a request of God - that you would know Him better and love Him more. Then look at the cross, knowing 

that you have access to the holy God through His son Jesus, the Christ. 


