
The Israelites considered the law precious, a sign of God’s love for them. No other god had given such 
clear and wise instruction for living. But as soon as it becomes a way to earn God’s love or put people 
in a comparative pecking order (i.e. “she’s more righteous than him ...”) the law just becomes a new 
bondage. The law is given in relationship, a relationship that God initiates by grace. These aren’t God’s 
demands. They are an extension of relationship. This is the God who set people free. But we can take 
these pathways to freedom and make them a new bondage, which is what the Israelites did. Perhaps 
that’s why the law is revisited right before the Israelites enter into the Promised Land. Nothing external 
can guarantee real freedom, even a promised land. Real freedom is in relationship with Christ, who truly 
sets us free with love, forgiveness and power to change our hearts and minds.

Does the story of the ten commandments have the power to inspire
and shape my life? How does this story connect to my story?
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READ DEUTERONOMY 5:1-21, 6:4-9 IN THE mESSAGE
The ten commandments often bring to mind images of 
Charlton Heston holding stone tablets while the wind of 
God’s presence whips around him. But that scene actually 
comes from Exodus 20, when Moses first brings the 
commandments down from Mt. Sinai. Today’s story happens 
40 years of wilderness wandering later. The people stand 
at the edge of the Jordan River, the boundary between the 
wilderness and the Promised Land. Before they cross, Moses 
reminds them what God had revealed years before.

This week, let’s consider the ten commandments as laid out 
by theologian Brian McLaren:

1. Put the God of liberation first, not the gods of slavery. 

2. Don’t reduce God to the manageable size of an idol – 
certainly not one made of wood and stone by human hands, 
and not one made by human minds of rituals and words, 
either, and certainly not one in whose name people are 
enslaved, dehumanized, or killed!

3. Do not use God for your own agendas by throwing around 
God’s holy name. If you make a vow in God’s name, keep it! 

4. Honor the God of liberation by taking and giving everyone 
a day off. Don’t keep the old 24/ 7 slave economy going.

5. Turn from self-centeredness by honoring your parents. 
(After all, honor is the basis of freedom.)

6. Don’t kill people, and don’t do the things that frequently 
incite violence, including:

7. Don’t cheat with others’ spouses,

8. Don’t steal others’ possessions, and

9. Don’t lie about others’ behaviors or characters.

10. In fact, if you really want to avoid the violence of the old 
slave economy, deal with its root source – in the drama of 
desire. Don’t let the competitive desire to acquire tempt you 
off the road of freedom.

[– Brian McLaren, We Make the Road by Walking, chapter 10]

NEXT WEEK: Ruth 1:1-17

After 400 years in Egypt, slavery was all the Israelites knew. They 
struggled to make choices leading to aliveness. According to theologian 
Brian McLaren: “Through the ten plagues, we might say, God got the 
people out of slavery. Through the ten commands, God got the slavery out of 
the people.”  What does that mean? Why was it so hard to get the slavery 
out of the people? Is some imprisonment easier than some freedom? 
Why? What does that look like in our lives today?

McLaren’s phrasing of the first commandment goes like this: “Put the 
God of liberation first, not the gods of slavery.” What does that mean? 
Who or what are the gods of slavery? Do you wrestle with bondage 
to worry, anger, greed, gossip or guilt? What about consumerism or 
comparison? Can you ever be free from those things?

Do you imagine God as someone who keeps track of how “good” or 
“bad” you’ve been? Is this also a kind of slavery? Do you proclaim this 
without realizing it? For example, is your gospel about rewards and 
punishment? Are some people invited to communion, while others are 
not? Are children welcome in worship? Think about dancing, drinking, 
dress codes, the rules Christians have imposed on other Christians 
for generations. Is our story ultimately about behavior, about doing 
the right thing? Is that the good news? Have Christians somehow 
proclaimed a God of slavery over and over throughout the years? Why?

Or ... do you imagine a God who is truly seeking your liberation from 
everything that holds you back? What does that look like? How can 
you become more you? Would becoming even more you bring you joy 
and freedom? How could the ten commandments guide you down that 
path? What changes when you put a God of liberation first in your life? 
Is it hard to imagine a God who wants to liberate everyone?

From writer Robert Fulghum: peace.ca/kindergarten.htm. Were 
these “rules” written by someone who wants control, or someone 
who cares about the reader’s future? Could this list set you on a path 
toward abundant life? What changes when we learn to read the ten 
commandments in that same spirit? Is this God like a loving parent? 
Is God controlling us, or beckoning us forward into more grace, 
love and joy? What is the difference? How does the way we read the 
commandments ultimately affect the way we live and relate to others?

The ten commandments might seem to us like common sense, but they 
were radical when they were written. To quote Rob Bell: “Have we come 
a long way? Do we still have a long way to go?” Which commandments 
do we struggle to keep today? Where do we have a long way yet to go? 
Are there any radical new commandments today that could guide us 
into freedom? Is there a way of reading this passage that could bring us 
more peace, more joy, more abundant life? How is God speaking to us 
today? What new thing is God calling us to now?

Read the list on the left again. Is it helpful to frame the commandments 
this way? Does it seem like more than a just list of rules? Why?
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As we continue the journey through God’s great story, and our story, 
we come to one of the best known passages of Scripture – the Ten 
Commandments. For many of us this passage conjures up in our 
minds pictures of Charlton Heston holding the stone tablets while 
the wind of God’s presence whips around his tunic and beard. But 
that scene actually comes from Exodus 20 when Moses first brought 
the Commandments down from Mt. Sinai. Today’s Scripture 
reading is from Deuteronomy 5 & 6. It’s a story that happens 40 
years after Moses brought those Commandments down from the 
mountain. After being set free from slavery in Egypt Israelites had 
wandered through the Wilderness for 40 years, learning to depend 
upon God alone. Now, they stand at the edge of the Jordan River, 
the boundary between the Wilderness and the Promised Land. But 
before they cross that threshold, Moses reminds the people of what 
God had revealed to them years before [READ DEUTERONOMY 
5:1-21; 6:4-9]

Imagine that a child is about to leave home for her first year of 
college. For 18 years she has lived under the protective custody of 
her parents. And now this young woman is about to cross a kind 
of Jordan River into a Promised Land called a college campus. This 
new land will present her with opportunities for tremendous growth. 
It will also confront her with dangers that could ensnare, enslave and 
even destroy her.

As she sits on the bed in her new dorm room she opens a gift that 
her mother gave her, a book entitled “All I Really Needed to Know I 
Learned in Kindergarten” by Robert Fulghum. She opens the book 
and reads “commandments” like these:

• Don’t hit people.

• Put things back where you found them.

• Clean up your own mess.

• Don’t take things that aren’t yours.

• Say you’re sorry when you hurt somebody.

• Wash your hands before you eat.

• Flush.

• Warm cookies and cold milk are good for you.

• Live a balanced life - learn some and think some and draw and
paint and sing and dance and play and work every day some.

• Take a nap every afternoon.

As she reads this list a few tears spill down her cheeks. She is 
overwhelmed with gratitude that her mom loves her so much that 
she would provide the kind of guidance she needs to live well on 
campus.

Now let me ask you – when you hear the Ten Commandments, how 
do you hear them? Do you hear them as God’s rules and demands, 
or do you hear them as a pathway given by a God who loves you and 
wants you to know the joy of full and free living? I want to suggest 
to you that God intended them, not as demands to earn his love and 
approval but as a pathway to freedom and fullness of life. And the 
difference between those two ways of hearing the commandments 
makes all the difference. Let me explain what I mean.

The Israelites had lived as slaves in Egypt for 400 years. Slavery 
was all they knew. Getting the Israelites out of slavery was tough, 
but getting the slavery out of the Israelites was even tougher. 
For centuries the people had lived under the demands of a harsh 
taskmaster named Pharaoh, the king of Egypt. If you didn’t follow 
Pharaoh’s rules, you didn’t live long, and so the Israelites learned to 
obey the rules and live in fear. 

But the same God who created all things is a God who longs for 
people to live in the freedom of love and grace, not demands and 
fear. And so like the mom who provided guidance for her beloved 
daughter as she started her first year of college, God provided 
guidance for his beloved people as they prepared to start a new life in 
the Promised Land. But after 400 years of slavery the Israelites found 
it easier to live in the bondage of fear than in the freedom of love. 
They found it easier to think of God as a new Pharaoh than a loving 
parent. And so they heard the commandments as demands, not as a 
pathway to freedom and life.

Do you know what happens when we hear the Ten Commandments 
as demands? Do you know what happens when we hear the Ten 
Commandments as rules we have to follow in order to earn God’s 
love or avoid God’s wrath? We wind up slaves to fear. We labor day 
and night to try to be good enough for God’s love, or we run as far 
away from God as we can, afraid that God will find out how badly 
we’ve failed to obey, and punish us like a cosmic Pharaoh. But that 
is not the God who has been revealed to us in Jesus Christ. In Jesus 
we meet a God who loves us and longs for our freedom. In Jesus 
we meet a God who is less like a Pharaoh and more like a mom 
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who lovingly provides a pathway to joy and wholeness. And that’s 
what the Ten Commandments are – a pathway to joy and wholeness, 
guidance for the journey called life.

Years ago at a church camp I heard a speaker offer $100 to any high 
school boy who could run a 30 yard path about 4 feet wide without 
stepping outside the lines. Naturally every boy raised his hand. The 
speaker selected one lucky young man for the task. But before he 
let that boy run he had him put his forehead on a baseball bat and 
run in a circle 10 times. The poor kid didn’t get 5 yards before he 
not only stepped outside the lines but completely fell down. And no 
matter how many determined young men stepped up to the task, no 
one got very far.

The point that the speaker was trying to make is an important 
point for us to hear today. Each one of us is invited to walk this 
pathway of joy and wholeness called the Ten Commandments, and 
we sometimes think we can do it, but we quickly discover that in 
the end we can’t do it. We are a people dizzy with sin. Or as the old 
prayer puts it, we are in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves. 
We can try to walk the pathway of “do not kill”, but Jesus said if we 
harbor anger against someone we’ve fallen off the path. We can try 
to walk the pathway of “do not commit adultery”, but Jesus said that 
if we look with lust upon another person we’ve fallen off the path. 
Oddly enough, walking the pathway of the Ten Commandments not 
only leads us to freedom; it also reveals where we’re still in bondage. 
And that’s why it’s so important that we remember that the One who 
gave us these Commandments loves us and walks this pathway with 
us, forgives our failures, changes our heats and sets us free.

Today’s Scripture reading may be thousands of years old, but it’s also 
our story right here and now. Like the Israelites we wrestle to get 
the slavery out of us. As we walk the journey of life we wrestle with 
bondage to things like worry, anger, greed, gossip and guilt. But God 
is in the business of setting people free. So here’s what I want you to do 
this week. Spend some time reflecting on the Ten Commandments. 
Hear them, not as God’s demands, but as a pathway to living fully. 
Then choose one Commandment that reveals a place in your life 
where you’re struggling with bondage, a sin that enslaves you. Make 
that a focus for your prayer life this week, asking God to set you free. 
Let God’s grace not only take you out of slavery, but take the slavery 
out of you. 



DEUTERONOMY 5:1-21, 6:4-9
Consider the commandments in theologian
Brian McLaren’s words from his book
We Make the Road by Walking:

1. Put the God of liberation first, not the gods of slavery. 
2. Don’t reduce God to the manageable size of an idol – certainly not 
one made of wood and stone by human hands, and not one made by 
human minds of rituals and words, either, and certainly not one in 
whose name people are enslaved, dehumanized, or killed!
3. Do not use God for your own agendas by throwing around God’s 
holy name. If you make a vow in God’s name, keep it! 
4. Honor the God of liberation by taking and giving everyone a day 
off. Don’t keep the old 24/ 7 slave economy going.
5. Turn from self-centeredness by honoring your parents. (After all, 
honor is the basis of freedom.)
6. Don’t kill people, and don’t do the things that frequently incite 
violence, including:
7. Don’t cheat with others’ spouses,
8. Don’t steal others’ possessions, and
9. Don’t lie about others’ behaviors or characters.
10. In fact, if you really want to avoid the violence of the old slave 
economy, deal with its root source – in the drama of desire. Don’t let 
the competitive desire to acquire tempt you off the road of freedom.

TALK ABOUT THIS ...
Do these sound like rules given by someone who wants to punish you 
for your mistakes? Or do they sound like the words of a loving parent 
who wants you to have a joyful, fulfilling life? What is the difference?
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THIS WEEK’S THEMES:

SuRPRISE:
Does God want to control you with rules?
or does God want to guide you into a joyful future?

CHARACTER:
Are there any commandments that you
struggle to keep? Which ones? Why?

PRoGRESS:
Can you think of a new commandment
that would be helpful for our lives today?
Does God keep calling us forward
into a new, more loving way of life?

FAITH5 ... A BEDTImE RouTINE FoR FAmILIES

SHARE your highs and lows from the day. READ the Bible story.
TALK about how the Bible story relates to your highs and lows.
PRAy for one another’s highs and lows, and BLESS one another.

moRE INFoRmATIoN:  faith5.org
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