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The Moral Law 

Exodus 20:1-17 Pastor Tom Anderson 

A group of mosquitoes were set loose in a nudist colony one evening. One mosquito exclaimed to 

the other in great frustration, “I know what I need to do, I just don’t know where to begin!” As Christians 

read through the Book of Exodus and come to chapters 20-24 they are confronted with four chapters of 

laws. As good citizens we know the general purpose of laws is that they should be followed. Yet Exodus 

is filled with a bewildering array of laws some of which seem to be dated, pertaining to ancient 

agricultural practice, obsolete institutions like indentured servitude or pagan religious practices that 

have since disappeared. What are we to make of all this? 

First of all we should celebrate, because in these chapters we are witnessing the birth of something 

new and never seen before on the face of the earth: a nation of laws. Israel was to be a nation of law. 

Egypt, by contrast, had no laws. The Pharaohs decided everything. The emperors and kings of the 

ancient world were free to determine the economic and social practices according to their own 

preferences. Israel was to be different. She was to be under the rule of law. No king, no priest, no elder 

and no prophet could break or change the law but every citizen was equally under the law. This was a 

watershed moment in the political history of western civilization. That is why you will find the giving of 

the Ten Commandments to Moses prominently featured on the front of the U. S. Supreme Court 

building. It is an artistic tribute to the founding aspiration of our country to be a nation of laws. If you 

want to see what a nation without law looks like in the modern world, check out North Korea or 

Venezuela. The only thing that matters in these countries is what the dictator says. There is no law. 

The Book of Exodus presents God’s laws to us in three pieces. The first is the most important. It is 

the moral law, the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments are set apart from all the other laws 

in this: they are spoken directly from God to the individual. They are not mediated through Moses. They 

don’t appear first in written form but they are spoken directly and audibly to the entire people. “And 

God spoke all these words…” This gives to the Ten Commandments a unique and enduring moral 

authority. And when God says “you” in these commandments it is not plural as in “all-y’all” or “youse 

guys” but it is singular. Each commandment is given to you personally and individually to keep. When 

you read the Ten Commandments you should replace every “you” with your own personal name. For 

God is speaking to you. 

The second piece of the law is the civil law. These appear in chapters 21-24 and are referred to as 

the “book of the covenant”. We’ll consider these next week. This is a collect of primarily case laws—how 

to apply the moral principles of the Ten Commandments to the economic and social world of ancient 

Israel. The third piece would be the ritual law which is introduced in the design of the Tabernacle, the 
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priesthood and the sacrifices. As Christians we do not read these three collections with the same force. 

The civil law and the ritual law no longer apply to those of us who are living under the authority of Jesus 

Christ. But the first and most important collection of laws, the moral law is still to be treasured, revered 

and upheld by every Christian believer. I encourage you to memorize the Ten Commandments and to 

recite them daily in your private or family devotions. Teach them to your children. In October, Mike 

Morley and I will teach a 4 week class 201 on the meaning of each commandment and how Christians 

can put them into practice in daily life. 

There are three uses of the Ten Commandments. The first is as a curb to unrestrained human 

behavior to the excessive greed, lust, selfishness and cruelty that human beings are given to. Galatians 

3:24 says, “The Law was our guardian until Christ came…” What do guardians do? They keep children 

under control. They can’t stop children from being selfish or cruel but they can keep them from hurting 

themselves or others. One hundred years ago there were no radars, no weather forecasts and no 

hurricane warnings. There was no way to prepare for the fury of the wind and water. Hundreds of 

people died in storms every year. We can’t stop hurricanes from happening but we can greatly reduce 

the loss of life and property. We can’t solve the problem of hurricanes but we can manage it through 

forecasts and preparation. So it is with the Ten Commandments. These laws will not stop human beings 

from murdering, cheating, lying or stealing. But when the laws are taught and made known they serve to 

contain the mayhem of human sinfulness.  

At 10 years old, I spent the summers playing baseball in the yard of Lindberg Elementary school. We 

didn’t have bases and we didn’t have foul lines—just ruts worn into the grass from running to first and 

bare spots where bases might have been. The games would last for hours with kids coming and going all 

the while. But for every minute of play there were 5 minutes of arguing. “It was fair” “no it was foul” 

“He was safe” “no, he was out” “He swung and missed” “No, he checked his swing.” These disputes 

sometimes morphed into length feuds. We’d have had a lot more fun if the city just painted some lines 

or provided some bases. You see laws are not give to take away the fun of life, they are given to enable 

humans to thrive. The first use of the Ten Commandments is that they curb the lying, cheating and 

arguing nature of human beings. They enable human life to be more joyful and productive. 

The second use of the law is as a mirror. Romans 3:20 says, “Through the law comes knowledge of 

sin” In other words the law is like a mirror. When we study it, it tells us the truth about our human 

nature. We are not stardust. We are not golden. We are selfish, greedy and cruel people given to sin and 

self-destruction.  
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Dale Rooks is a school crossing guard in Florida. He was having trouble with cars speeding through 

the school zone. He tried all sorts of things to get people to slow down and nothing worked. Finally he 

took an old hairdryer and wrapped it in electrical tape so that it looked like a radar gun. When a car is 

coming too fast in the school zone, he just points the hairdryer at them and they hit the brakes. He said, 

“It’s almost comical, it’s amazing how well it works.” 

We need the law to remind us who we really are. We are sinners. Left to our own devices we 

wouldn’t worship God, we’d work all the time, we’d disrespect our parents, practice free sex, brag about 

our greed and end the lives of anybody we found to be un-useful or inconvenient. The great philosopher 

Thomas Hobbes observed that anybody who believes the basic goodness of humanity ought to 

contemplate why we put locks on our doors. As parents we say to our kids as they go out to play at a 

friend’s house, “be good!” Why do we say that? Because we know that goodness doesn’t come 

naturally. We have to be commanded to do good. People don’t naturally care for other’s lives and that is 

why MDOT puts up signs on US-23 to only drive 45 mph where workers are present. All of this is to say 

the Ten Commandments are a mirror. They teach us about our own human sinfulness. They teach us 

that the most pressing spiritual need in every human life is to seek, to know and to receive forgiveness. 

The third and final use of the law is as a guide. Romans 13:9-10 says, “For the commandments, you 

shall not commit adultery, you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you shall not covet and any other 

commandment are summed up in this word: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no 

wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.” The Ten Commandments are our guide 

to love. Love is not a warm feeling but it is a specific and concrete set of practices and habits we keep 

toward God and our neighbors.  

Julio Diaz is a 31 year old social worker in New York City. One evening he was getting off a train 

when a teenager approached him with a knife and demanded his wallet. Diaz gave it up no questions 

asked. As he ran away, Diaz shouted out, “Hey as long as you’re going to be robbing people all night, you 

might as well take my coat. It’s pretty cold out.” The teen stopped in his tracks not knowing what to say. 

When Diaz suggested they go get something to eat, the teen went along. As they sat in the restaurant, 

the wait staff would smile and chat with Diaz. The teen made mention of this and Diaz said, “Didn’t 

anyone ever teach you to be nice to people?” The boy said, “Yes, but I didn’t think anyone behaved that 

way.” When the bill came, Diaz asked for his wallet back and the boy gave it to him. Diaz gave the boy 

$20 and asked him to surrender his knife and he gave it to him. What an amazing story. You see the Ten 

Commandments don’t just teach you what not to do, they also guide you in what to do. Love your 

neighbor. They are a curb to sin, a mirror of our sin and a guide to love. 


