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Exodus 20:1–17  (The Message) Salem 

John 2:13–22 Bridgeport 

"Unwrap the Gift" 

 

During Lent this year we've been looking at the Covenants, or Promises, God has made. 

 We looked at the promise God made to Noah, a promise of hope. 

 We looked at the promise God made to Abraham & Sarah, a promise of faith. 

 And today we look at the promise made to Moses, a promise of grace. 

 

Grace?   "Really?"  you may be wondering, 

 for at first glance the 10 commandments seem like anything but grace. 

 I mean, aren't law and grace opposites? 

 And certainly that's how we've been taught to think of them. 

But if we read our first lesson carefully, we'll find that really we are talking about a gift from God here,  

 a gift wrapped in law, but containing grace. 

Let me explain. 

 

If you google images of the 10 commandments, you will discover that most of them  

 list the first commandment as "You shall have no other gods before me", 

  but that's not how Jews – or Jesus – would have listed it. 

 To properly understand the law, you need to begin at the beginning, which is this: 

  "1…'I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of a life of slavery.'" 

 

This opening word of God accomplishes several things. 

 It sets all that follows into context – into the context of a loving, saving relationship: 

  "1…'I am the Lord your God, who" loved you and rescued you. 

 It also sets into context the reason for this gift God is giving. 

  "1…'I…brought you…out of a life of slavery.'"  

   and now that you have been set free, I want you to stay that way. 

 

Now there are 3 very important things to understand about these words from scripture. 

 

First, when God says, "I am the Lord your God", the word for "your" is singular. 

 These are words addressed personally to you – and you – and you – and you. 

 These are words given to YOU by YOUR God. 

 The law is a gift from God who has saved YOU, and who wants to keep you safe and free and blessed. 

 

Second, there are no judicial consequences for disobedience.   

 God is not going to punish you if you disobey. 

 If you disobey, you will suffer the consequences, but God will not punish you. 

  God simply wants to help you avoid getting into trouble in the first place. 

 

And third and most important, while actions have consequences,  

 the gift of the law is about much more than a dry and dusty list of rules –  

  the law is a gift of relationship, a gift of love, a gift of life. 

And that's why Jesus was so exasperated that day in the Temple.   

 What had begun way back in the desert in the aftermath of their flight from Egypt  

  as a gift of relationship, a gift of love, a gift of life  

   from the God who had just set them free from their bondage, 

  had grown into this huge organizational structure called the Temple 

   with all kinds of transactional rules and regulations. 



 No longer were there these simple 10 commandments. 

  There were 613 laws in scripture, and even more customs and traditions and local laws to explain those 613. 

  There were required sacrifices, and for those, animals and grains were needed for purchase. 

  There were requirements about monies, and so there needed to be money changers. 

 And while Matthew, Mark and Luke have Jesus upset about unscrupulous merchants, 

  John tells us that the concern was about something much deeper, 

   because to demand that the Temple not be a marketplace was simply not possible –  

    it would be like demanding that the church not have a budget. 

  No, Jesus is not calling for a cleaning up of the system, but for a total dismantling of it. 
   19

…"Destroy this temple!"  he tells them.  "And in its place I will raise something new." 
 

There is a Hebrew word I want to teach you:   

  "Shekinah" (Shuh-KAY-nuh) – which means "the location or presence of God". 

 The Shekinah was present at the beginning of creation,  

  and then in the Exodus,  the Shekinah was in the fire and in the cloud that led the people by day and by night. 

 Then the Shekinah was in the ark of the covenant, which was in a tabernacle, or what we would call a tent. 

 Then it was at Shiloh – the old capital of Israel. 

 And then at Jerusalem – the new capital – in the Temple – in the Holy of Holies.   

So that's why the Temple was so important to people:  it was where God was. 
 

But in the opening chapter of John,  we are told that God who created all things and gave life and light to all,  

  had come to earth to tabernacle – or tent – or dwell - among us,  

   and that now we could behold God's glory, God's presence, in a man named Jesus. 
 

And now, in chapter 2, Jesus is making that claim of himself. 

 God does not live in the Temple in Jerusalem, but in the temple of Jesus' body. 
 

In other words, the Temple was no longer the dwelling place of God – it had become a human institution, 

  a manmade organization with councils and budgets and rituals and traditions 

 The intent had been good – to point people to God. 

 The result was that it had become more important in its own eyes & in the eyes of the people, than God was. 

People still thought they were being good Jews  

 by making pilgrimages to the Temple, offering sacrifices to the Temple, giving offerings to the Temple; 

  but it had come to be all about the Temple and the traditions and the rituals, the outer things, 

   instead of about the innermost central core. 

  It had become about the 613 rules, the last 9 commandments,  

   instead of about the 1
st
 commandment – I am the Lord your God who saved you –  

   and the summary of the commandments – You shall love the Lord your God  

    with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.  [Deuteronomy 6.5] 
 

The commandments were not designed to be a constraining, enslaving set of rules and regulations. 

God gave them as a sign of God's love and grace. 
 

What Jesus came to tell us is it's not about who we are or what we've done; 

 it's about who God is and what God has done. 

God has made us, God has saved us, and God loves us and wants us to have life and have it abundantly. 

 And the way God leads us to this abundant life is by giving us the commandments – 

  not to weigh us down, but to keep us safe. 

And the most important parts of this gift are the first words and the last. 

 I am the Lord your God who saved you…Love me with all your heart and soul and mind and strength –  

  and you will live well the life I have given you. 

You don't do that by going to the Temple; you don't do it by going to church.   

 You do it by recognizing the presence of God in Jesus, in each other, in yourself,  

  and in everything God has created, and in every situation and circumstance of your life. 

In his promise to Noah, God gives us the gift of hope. 

In his promise to Abraham, God gives us the gift of faith. 

And in his promise to Moses, God gives us a gift of grace – that just happens to be wrapped in law. 

Unwrap the gift.  Look at the precious, shining, glorious gift inside. 

Take the grace.  Live the grace.  Share the grace.  Amen 


