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When Jesus was asked about the commandments, he paraphrased. He said the most important 
was to love God with all you have and the second was to love your neighbor. This week we turn 
to the last seven commandments, the laws that help us as we love our neighbors. When the 
laws were first given to Moses, it was for a nomadic people just set free from slavery and 
developing from “family” to “tribes”. As Jesus addresses the law, he is speaking to both the 
Jews of the occupied territory of Israel and to the temple and societal elite. In Luther’s Small 
Catechism, he is addressing a people that are discovering new freedoms apart from the Roman 
Catholic Church and also dealing with dire poverty, plague and superstitions. Context is 
important.  

It is hard to honor people in authority when you see them lie, cheat and abuse. If we follow the 
commandments, we cannot be supportive of the death penalty. Media, television and movies 
almost seem to flaunt adultery and sexual abuse. With hackers and scammers, stealing has 
become an art from which it is very difficult to protect yourself. We now have to teach children 
not to bully or abuse and how to be kind.  We want so many things, sometimes our planning 
becomes plotting. These laws are hard.  

“The world isn’t working. Things are unraveling, and most of us know it. Tonight, the 
urban children of the world’s only remaining superpower will go to bed to the sound of 
gunfire. Bonds of family and community are fraying. Our most basic virtues of civility, 
responsibility, justice, and integrity seem to be collapsing. We appear to be losing the 
ethics derived from personal commitment, social purpose, and spiritual meaning. The 
triumph of materialism is hardly questioned now, in any part of our society. Both 
domestically and globally, we are divided along the lines of race, ethnicity, class, gender, 
religion, culture, and tribe, and environmental degradation and resource scarcity 
threaten to explode our divisions into a world of perpetual conflict.”                                                              
From the introduction to The Soul of Politics by Jim Wallis 

We need a little old fashioned Ten Commandments. We need to be reminded of our 
responsibilities as parents and caregivers. We need to honor life and leave death up to God. We 
need to love our sexuality enough to respect ourselves and the promises that we make. We 
need to learn to give and to live sustainably.  

Reading Luther’s explanations to the commandments only reminds us that you can’t just read 
them and say you will “do” them! They are deeper than that. They take practice and 
intentionality. The Tin Man in “Oz” was so serious about not killing that he could not walk lest 
he step on an ant or squish a worm. So, he froze and could not function. The commandments 
are serious examinations of ethics.  



“The Journey model contends that ethics is the necessary enterprise of sorting out the 
ambiguities, contradictory loyalties, and conflicted values that face us in the messy 
business of everyday moral life. This messiness makes unambiguous obedience 
problematic. It the very messiness of ethical decision making that makes ethical 
reflection dirty work. Calls for obedience to God seem to reduce life’s complexity to a 
convenient set of dos and don’ts, ignoring the dirty work and suggesting that ethical 
choices are simply a matter of getting the correct answers (from the Bible or one’s 
pastor) and then saying yes or no. Ethical reflection is the serious work of getting dirty 
hands even as we aspire to lift up “holy hands.”  

pp 9 Dirty Hands: Christian Ethics in a Morally Ambiguous World by Garth Kasimu Baker-
Fletcher 

Paul knew of the challenges of “law” and “gospel”. Just read Romans 7 to see how he agonized 
over the law.  

Friends, this is not easy stuff. We want to paraphrase and just easily say “love God and love 
neighbor” but then Jesus tells us a parable of the Good Samaritan and we are convicted.  

 

Questions: 

1. Many cultures have similar societal laws much like the 
Ten Commandments, what does that say to you?  
 

2. I saw on the news a story of a stepdad that used a cattle 
prod on his stepsons. Do they have to follow the fourth 
commandment?   
 

3. Every decision we make depends upon our values and 
ethics. Are you more often guided by the “law” or by 
“rational thinking” or do they work together for you? 

 

Prayer:  

O God, give us grace to set a good example to all among whom we live, to be just and true in all 
our dealings, to be strict and conscientious in the discharge of every duty; pure and temperate 
in all enjoyment, gracious and generous and courteous toward all; so that the mind of Jesus 
Christ may be formed in us and all may know that we are his disciples; in whose name we pray. 
Amen.  (ELW pp 82) 


