TEN COMMANDMENTS, ONE PEACE 

Exodus 20: 1 And God spoke all these words:  2 "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.  3 "You shall have no other gods before [a] me. 

 4 "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing love to a thousand {generations} of those who love me and keep my commandments. 

 7 "You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name. 

 8 "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. 11 For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

 12 "Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you. 

 13 "You shall not murder. 

 14 "You shall not commit adultery. 

 15 "You shall not steal. 

 16 "You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor. 

 17 "You shall not covet your neighbor's house. You shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor." 

 18 When the people saw the thunder and lightning and heard the trumpet and saw the mountain in smoke, they trembled with fear. They stayed at a distance 19 and said to Moses, "Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or we will die." 

 20 Moses said to the people, "Do not be afraid. God has come to test you, so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning." 


These are some thoughts shared by children about peace that I have found online or in print: "Peace is joy resting, and joy is peace dancing."


"My mom says that my wish for peace is a pretty big one that might require Santa to ask for some help."


"We don't like that our fathers must be soldiers and shoot at other children's fathers."


And in a poetic turn of phrase, someone wrote: 


"The war is not around him but trapped inside his head. 


War is not battles; it is struggles without end."


When I was a school teacher, our class' chance to see a movie got called off suddenly, and at the last minute, no fault of mine. The students were understandably upset, and I faced the prospect of a riot. So I turned their anger toward a creative writing exercise (for extra points!), with artwork, to draw and write about how to make peace when you feel really, really angry. One child wrote, "Take a paper bag, yell into it, tie it shut, then go drive out into the countryside, open the bag and let the angry shout out where it won't hurt anyone." 


Which goes to show that there are a lot of different ideas out there about peace. And that opens up the possibility that we could come up with some wrong ideas about it. For example, during the recent civil war in Nepal, Maoist Marxist rebels were luring youths and even children to their so-called "Peace Camps," for peace education, and, they said, a chance at a high-paying job. The peace education they offered was nothing other than Maoist indoctrination, and the jobs they offered were as child soldiers. But once they win the war, they said, there would be peace, the kind which Chairman Mao offered. Mao's Cultural Revolution cost China millions of lives.


But that's not much different from the illusion of peace under which so many nations labor, including my own: that peace will come through enough gunboats and gun barrels around the world instilling fear in all the "bad guys" and keeping them under control, or killing them when they aren't.  But if gunboat, gunbarrel peacemaking works at all, it doesn't work for very long, the results look more like a temporary fearful paralysis than the full-orbed vision of peace that we find in the Bible. And it usually sows the seeds for more conflict in the future.


But some people would be surprised today that I would even talk about a peace vision in the Bible. Because I can't read popular books or hear popular speakers and entertainers for very long without occasionally hearing things like what our famous ex-governor Jesse Ventura once said: that religion was not for him because it is the cause of the most wars and of the most brutal ones. He's right if you also consider Nazism, Communism, capitalism and nationalism to be religions.  


According to many people peace then requires the absence or the suppression of any faith commitment, and a free-flowing openness to anything and everything. To commit to any one way, any one belief, any one God, is seen by some not only as a prelude to violence, but as an act of violence itself. Peace to many looks like freedom from religious or even many moral commitments, so that one is free to do or develop any belief or practice, sexually, religiously, or economically, without any barriers, stigma, shame or consequence. Actually, everybody is already free in those respects; I'm aware of no morals police force. Nor of a religious one. And I wouldn't want there to be such moral or religious police forces even if they agreed with me. 


But actions are not without consequences. And when governors and presidents and prime ministers engage in affairs or in fraud, graft or other scandals, I often want to ask them, "Would you want to lead a country or a state or even a city in which everyone acted the way you did? Could you even lead such an entity? Could anyone?" It would be ungovernable. As Confucius said, "There cannot be harmony around us if there is no harmony within us." 


And that helped me get a new angle into the Ten Commandments. Last week I was racking my brain trying to figure out what I was going to say in the standard twenty minute sermon about the Ten Commandments, since they were the focus passage for this stage of our summer series, « The Things That Make for Peace. ». How about a quick trip through all ten, in order, with two minutes per commandment? That would be like trying to tour the entire Smithsonian Institute, all twelve or more galleries and museums, in twenty minutes. Then, when I was looking at how children describe peace, it struck me: The Ten Commandments are how God describes peace.. 


Which again would be surprising to some people, when we consider how much controversy there has been around them. Take the near-riot that almost broke out when the monument to the Ten Commandments was removed recently from the Alabama State Courthouse by order of the State Supreme Court. From what I've read and heard, the Christians who were there protesting and observing did not all conduct themselves very peacefully. And yet we're all perfectly free to put Ten Commandment monuments on the lawns of our churches and our homes, if we wish. Better yet, we can even be living, walking, talking monuments to the Ten Commandments. 


That the Ten Commandments are God's way of describing peace might be a surprising thing to say also because, within a generation after the Israelites received the Ten Commandments, they were at war with the Tribes of Canaan, as the next generation of refugees from Egypt moved into the promised land. But I credit Philip Friesen here for bringing to my attention the fact that it was because the Israelites did not fully obey the Ten Commandments that they had to enter Canaan behind their swords, spears and shields. Because they forgot the words of the First Commandment, "I am the Lord your God who brought you up out of the land of Egypt.....and you shall have no other gods before me." They forgot that commandment when the twelve spies went forth from Kadesh Barnea to check out the land of Canaan and ten of them came back and said, "The Canaanites are too big, too bad, and too many for us." Which was true, humanly speaking. 


But so were the Egyptians. Yet God had brought them out of Egypt, not they themselves. And God was going to bring them into Canaan, not they themselves. And God was going to do so by driving out the Canaanites by his own hand, just as he had defeated the Egyptians by his own hand, without the use of human weapons. For any who remained, God promised that the fear of him that resulted from parting the Red Sea and drowning their pursuers would paralyze the Canaanites and permit Israel to move in among them and dwell in the land like priests among the tribes, perhaps to be not so much conquerors or enemy occupiers, but witnesses and priests of YHWH God in  justice, prosperity and peace. Living by the Ten Commandments, they would be a light of peace among their pagan neighbors.


But in their fear they forgot that the God who had brought them out of Egypt unarmed, without having fought, and yet victorious, would do the same as they entered Canaan. And their surrender to fear meant that a whole generation would pass away in the desert, homeless. And so would slip away the fear of God that would have paralyzed the Canaanite armies and parted them like another Red Sea. Therefore, the next generation would have to fight, whereas before, God had done all the fighting against those who came out fighting against him. Fear led to fighting, when faith would have led to peace.


So the first commandment--to remember who God is and to worship no other gods--is not only basic and foundational to the other nine commandments, it is basic and foundational to the peace that God offers in all ten commandments. 


So what does peace look like in the Bible?  What will the world look like when God's way of peace rules the world? This peace will look like nothing that we might achieve either through the reactionary gunboat imposition of our idea of order on the world, nor through any loose, libertine lawlessness or any post-modern revolt against absolutes, ancient wisdom and divine guidance. Practically speaking, in our relationships, our conducts, our attitudes and our actions, a biblical and Christian idea of peace will look like the Ten Commandments. Life according to the Ten Commandments is the peace that God offers, this side of the New Jerusalem. Its not a peace we can impose upon others by force. We'll have enough work imposing it on ourselves. That's all we're responsible for, anyway. Rather, its the peace we can do for ourselves and each other, and which we can model and offer to others.


That's why the Ten Commandments have always been taught to us Gentile Christians, even though we are loosed from the other laws of the Old Testament having to do with diet, clothing, sacrifices and ceremonies. All those other things served as boundary markers to define and protect the people of Israel until Christ, "The Desire of the Nations," should come, and eventually, the whole world would know peace under the Ten Commandments. Until then, they were also shadows and pictures beforehand of Christ and the work he would do. 


But once Christ came and the riches of the Covenant with Abraham were broken free of the shell of Israelite identity, God did no stop caring about how we treated ourselves and each other, as long as we said, "Yes, Lord, I believe." The God we see in Christ Jesus is still the God who, « is enthroned in justice," and for whom "the scepter of his kingdom is a scepter of righteousness," to quote the Psalms. 


When the Apostle Paul wrote his friends in Rome and said, «All the commandments, such as 'Do not commit adultery...do not murder...do not steal...and do not covet....are all summed up in this one commandment, 'Love your neighbor as yourself,' » it showed that from the very beginning of the Christian movement, the very first apostles and evangelists taught their new Gentile converts the Ten Commandments. They taught them not in contradiction to the message that we are saved by faith in God's work through Jesus, but as a logical response to the good news that we are saved by faith in God's work through Jesus.


In this way, there would arise, peacefully and by God's power, like Israel was intended to be in Canaan, a nation among the nations, whose domestic policy and distinguishing features were the moral and spiritual qualities of the Ten Commandments. 


Then there was the Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther, who so powerfully and rightfully insisted on the truth that he re-discovered, that there is nothing we can do, or do well enough, to earn approval or justification from God, because he already loves us enough to give it to us through Christ. Yet he too would regularly meditate on the Ten Commandments. He regularly meditated on the Ten Commandments, Luther said, to see how his conduct and character stacked up with the will of God, and to make whatever confessions and corrections he needed to make, not to earn the peace of God, but to enjoy the peace of God. 


But to me it is very important to add one thing: for Christians it is not enough to simply advocate or live the Ten Commandments, but rather, the Ten Commandments as refocused and interpreted by Jesus.  Because in some ways, Jesus actually intensified the demands of the Ten Commandments. Even while we are freed from laws about diet and dress, we are pointed to a higher understanding of the Ten Commandments that go beyond the hands and the head to the very motives of the heart. 


To obey the sixth commandment, « You shall not kill, » its not enough for Jesus that we simply stay our hand from striking a fatal blow or pulling the trigger. He went on to say, in the Sermon on the Mount, « that anyone who harbors anger against his brother, » or « anyone who says to him, 'You fool!' » is in danger of judgment. Jesus took the command even further, to prohibit his disciples from wielding the sword even against the enemies who came to kill him. Nor is it enough to simply say we have never technically, physically, committed adultery. Anyone who willingly entertains lust in their heart for someone outside their marriage is committing adultery, Jesus said.  As for « You shall not bear false witness, » Jesus went on to say, « Let your yes be yes and your No be no; anything more than this is from the evil one. »


If this all sounds severe and harsh on his part, and if we wonder where he got such strenuous and strict teachings about not just our conduct but our thoughts and attitudes, consider that this focus on  attitudes, as well as actions, of the heart as well as of the hands, is already there in the Ten Commandments. The first command is about where and to whom we direct the worship of the heart, which is what our spiritual hearts do; they invariably and unavoidably looks for someone or something to worship. So, « You shall have no other gods before me, » God commands.  


 In response to all my friends who think that God and the Christian faith are the source of all wars and conflicts, I would simply say that its not a question of if we will have a God to worship, but which one we will have? And what will your God inspire you to do? Are not all our wars and conflicts the result of being driven to violent fear and frenzy by all the other false gods of power, wealth, land, pride and identity, tribe and clan that people worship? Even when they do so in the name of God? If the god you worship is about power, wealth, pleasure, pride or identity, I'm heading for the hills. I know what kinds of sacrifices those gods demand.


The next three commandments flow from the first: if we are not to worship other gods, nor, according to the second commandment, should we make them and bow down to them, though people often do, if not in the forms of idols made of stone, wood or gold, then in the forms of iron machines of war or as money, or more recently, money that exists only in speculation and accounting schemes. Or as perfectly-shaped, eternally youthful celebrities whose every feeling, fault and foible we just have to know about and obsess over. Such mischievous, capricious gods and godesses no longer dwell and cavort on Mt. Olympus in Greece. They gaze at us from the checkout lanes in our grocery stores.


Every time we gather here to worship the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, we also obedy the first two commandments, including during the receiving of our tithes and offerings. That is not an interruption to our worship; it is every bit as much an act of worship as when we sing and pray. When the offering basket goes around and gifts go in, we are putting a very good and useful tool--money-- to its proper use, of doing good and and honoring God; same with any other tool, like a hammer or a rake. We are also effectively dethroning a vicious and arrogant idol--again, money-- who demands the sacrifice of human lives and who lately seems hell-bent on consuming the entire planet. 


And when we send men and women off to fight, kill and die in the names of these idols, we often and falsely invoke the name of the very God whom this all offends. On the belt buckles of German Army uniforms in both World Wars of the last century could be read the words, in German, « God with us. » Whenever we hear it said, « God bless [and insert the name of any country, not just ours], I can't help thinking that such invocations are more about the nation than they are about God. In this way and others, the commandment not to misuse God's name is broken. And so is our peace. 


But if we had the humility to say that we don't always know God's will for this or that issue, that maybe we each hold a piece of the truth that the other one needs to hear, that would restrain our mad rush into conflict and violence in God's name.  If we were more concerned about being on God's side and less quick to claim that God is on our side, we would be doing more honor to God, and doing ourselves a favor: the favor of taking so much heat and pressure out of so many of our controversies and conflicts.


Where the commandments start, they end, with matters of the heart. The last and tenth commandment brings us back to the most intimate matters of the heart with, « You shall not covet. » Its not enough to avoid taking other people's stuff. God commands us to not even want it. Take away covetousness, envy and greed, and you have effectively removed from us any reason or desire for disobeying the other commandments.  For murder, adultery, theft and lying are all based upon envy and the desire for things that are not ours. You have also taken the steam out of so many conflicts. Are not covetousness and envy the source of all wars and conflicts? Either by those who would take what others have, or who would withhold what others need and deserve? 


As for the fourth command, to honor and observe the sabbath, take away the desire for more than we need, and why should we have to work at full steam, all week, with no break for a sabbath? Or why should anyone withold from workers sufficient reward for their effort, to meet all their legitimate needs, so that they cannot rest at least one day a week? Isn't that theft, from the laborer? 


Well there, I've touched on all ten commandments, though without running through them in order, like in some sort of "If This Is Tuesday, It Must Be Belgium"  whirlwind tour (If its 10:12 AM, we should be talking about the seventh commandment). What I've tried to give instead is an over-all picture of how the Ten Commandments, in parts and in the whole, are not just the way to peace, but are the way of peace, especially as they are interpreted and lived by Jesus.  Its not the way of peace according to those who would police the world with gunboats to protect their power and privilege. Nor is it the way of peace of those who proudly proclaim, "No Gods; no masters," and therefore, no values, restraints or respect for sacred wisdom or sacred commitments. I'm all for the "No Masters" part, if by "Masters" you mean the human masters, and the false gods and idols who would separate us and pit us against each other in fear. But I, at least, have no power to resist these masters of flesh and blood and iron and gold unless I am in peaceful submission to the Living God who gave us his vision of peace in the Ten Commandments, to the God who came in flesh to live them out in Jesus the Christ. As a greater thinker than I once said, "God's will is our peace."
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