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Show us your ways, O Lord, and lead us in your truth. Amen 

One of the shows I like to watch on the Food Network is Chopped. The show starts out with 
four chefs who are given a basket of random ingredients and are given 20 minutes to make 
an appetizer. At the end of the first round, one chef is eliminated—or chopped—and the 
remaining chefs go on to create an entrée with another basket of ingredients. After another 
chef is chopped, the final two chefs go head-to-head in the dessert round. 

One of the things I like about the show is the back stories we hear about each contestant. 
Many of them come to cooking from a difficult period in their life. The structure and 
creativity they found in cooking helped to turn their life in a new direction after a serious 
illness, or from a career that didn’t suit them.  

This week I watched an episode in which one of the chefs talked about his troubled 
childhood. He was hanging out with gangs, stealing, and often getting arrested. He admitted 
that he didn’t expect to live beyond age 18. 

Then he told the story of coming home after getting into one kind of trouble or another and 
his brother looked at him and said, “This isn’t who you are. You’re better than this.” That 
was his wake-up call, and eventually he found his way into cooking where he found 
something that brought joy to his life and contributed to the lives of others. 

The Israelites in our first reading today were not bad people. They weren’t getting into 
trouble, necessarily. They had been slaves in Egypt—for four hundred years. Now, 
obviously, none of them were that old. But if we think of a generation as about 50 years, the 
people Moses led out of Egypt were eight generations away from knowing what it was like 
to own land, raise your own food, and come and go as you pleased.  

The stories of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and, Jacob who God renamed Israel, 
the name that became their nation’s name, were stories that had happened so long before 
that they probably seemed like folktales that had little connection to the people they had 
become.  

God called Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, and after ten destructive plagues, they 
escaped Pharaoh’s army, crossing the Red Sea on dry land, and entered the wilderness—
safe and free! But they didn’t know how to live as free people, and they didn’t know the God 
of their ancestors very well. The transition to living into their new identity as God’s chosen 
people would take another generation, and a lot of grace and commitment on God’s part! 

The covenant God made to Abraham became the covenant to the people of Israel. 
Remember the two parts to a covenant? A promise and a sign. The promise that God would 
be God to Abraham and to every generation of his descendants is given again to the 
Israelites, “I am the Lord your God.” And in case they needed clarifying who this God is, God 
spells it out, “who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 

 



The sign of this covenant, will be the people themselves. They will serve as a sign to the 
world of their identity as God’s people as they take on a way of life that expresses their 
freedom in lives of love. These people would be the first to learn the ways of the cross-
shaped life—a way of life that lives in loving relationship with God and in loving 
relationship with the neighbor, even to the point of loving our neighbor as we love 
ourselves.  

There was freedom for the Israelites in having one God. In Egypt, Pharaoh had been not 
only the king of the land, but was also a self-appointed god. Now, the God of Israel states 
clearly and definitively that there are to be no other gods, no idols—whether in the form of 
a human being, or made by their hands, or imagining divine powers in the elements of 
Creation.  

They were free from trying to decide which god needed to be called upon in any given 
situation. Israel had one God, the God who brought them out of Egypt, out of slavery and 
into freedom from fear and oppression. That’s because their God is the only God, the 
Creator of heaven and earth, and God is committed to this people so that, like Abraham, 
they would become a blessing to the world.  

This passage we have come to know as the Ten Commandments are better translated from 
the Hebrew as “ten words.” These words were supposed to be markers of a free people—
free from various and confusing false gods, free from competing against one another for 
their survival. Now they were free to live in community base on love for God and love for 
one another.  

But these ten words are often read as a fence we place between the church and the world. 
When read as commandments these words are seen as a gauge for us to decide who is 
measuring up and who is falling short. They can serve as a weapon to accuse and divide, to 
decide who needs to be chopped, rather than as gifts to share with one another. In the 
words of the chef’s brother, “That isn’t who we are. We are better than that.” 

It seems this is what Jesus is pushing against in John’s gospel today. The animal sacrifices 
that were supposed to represent a family’s gift of thanks to God had become burdens and 
demands that overshadowed the joy and thanksgiving that they were intended to express. 
The practices of faith had become laws to follow out of fear. And the money changers—who 
exchanged Roman coins for temple currency—and the sellers of the animals took these 
laws as an opportunity for personal gain. 

No longer were the people concerned with loving God in response to God’s love for them. 
No longer were the people concerned with dealing fairly with their neighbors as they 
would want to be treated. Jesus knew that’s not who God formed them to be—they were 
better than that. 

The story of the Exodus, of God bringing Israel out of slavery into freedom, is the 
foundational story for the Jewish people. It is also the story Christians claim in Jesus, who 
brought us out of our slavery to sin and death and into the freedom of a life based on God’s 
covenant in baptism to be our God, claiming us, too, as God’s people, as God’s own children.  



It is this identity that forms us over the whole of our lifetimes—and it takes a generation 
for each one of us! These ten words call us to look at the gods and idols we are drawn to 
worship—like celebrities and public figures, or power, prestige, and wealth—and to turn 
again to worship God alone.  

These words call us to rest from the striving the world says is so important—to rest from 
work and worry and seeing ourselves as the center of the universe. God, who created the 
heavens and the earth in a way that nurtures and sustains all living creatures, will nurture 
and sustain us when we rest in God’s care. 

These words that teach us how to live in loving community are practices we practice 
throughout our lives. We won’t live them perfectly every day, but they serve to remind us 
that God’s love is not reserved only for us, but is meant to be shared and to serve those who 
are still enslaved by the inward-looking ways of the world.  

God gave the Israelites the Ten Words to give them a new identity and a new purpose. 
John’s gospel declares Jesus to be the Word, the Word who was with God, the Word who 
was God, the Word who brought life and light to all people, who gave power to those who 
receive him to become children of God. 

This is who we are—people who belong to God through the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. Jesus came to lead us out of our slavery to the powers that hold us captive and 
into the freedom of the cross-shaped life. This is who we are: People who belong to God and 
receive from Jesus God’s love and grace. And, formed by faith, we are becoming better 
people who reach out to others with these same gifts.  

Thanks be to God. Amen 

  



Prayers of Intercession 
Relying on the promises of God, we pray boldly for the church, the world, and all in need. 

There is no God before you. Purify the faith of your church, that your people place their 
trust in nothing beside you. Your name is holy. Guide your church, that in every situation 
your people’s words and actions honor your name. Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 

The heavens declare your glory. Renew your creation. Provide leaders in the struggle for 
clean air and water; protect creatures and crops that rely on healthy ecosystems; give all 
people the willingness to repent when our way of life pollutes the earth and skies.  
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 

You word is given as promise and blessing for the sake of the whole world. Guide leaders to 
ways of peace and mercy. Your word defends the vulnerable. Work through legislators, 
judicial systems, and systems of law enforcement to protect the wellbeing and freedom of 
all. Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 

Open your arms wide to protect those who are vulnerable and give courage to all who are 
suffering, especially those listed in our bulletin today. Defend victims of crime and bring 
redemption to those who have harmed others. Give sabbath rest to all who labor.  
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 

You call us to proclaim Christ crucified. Give clarity to this congregation and our leaders, so 
that we might follow Christ beyond our own habits and comfort. Clear out anything in our 
common life that would obscure the gospel or that serves our own interests.  
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 

The cross of Christ is your power for all who are being saved. Thank you for all whose 
witness reveals the power of the cross. Give us the same trust in life and in death.  
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
We entrust ourselves and all our prayers to you, O faithful God, through Jesus Christ our 
Lord.  
Amen. 


