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March 8, 2105 

John 2:13-22 

Exodus 20:1-17   The Promise of Rules 

 

On the TV show, Last Man on Earth, Phil Miller is the last man on earth. 

All of the other human beings have been wiped out by a virus. And the 

world has been left in pristine condition. Phil has the place to himself. 

So he does what any human being might do in that situation. He takes 

advantage of it. There is no one else around so he does whatever he 

wants. He steals fine art. He finds a big mansion to live in. Then he lays 

around and eats junk food, and drinks beer and swims in a margarita-

filled swimming pool. He blows up cars. He invents fish tank bowling. 

He breaks into whatever stores he wants to break into and when he 

comes to a store with a sign that says, No shoes, no shirt, no service, we 

laugh, because Phil for months has been wandering around in just his 

underwear. When there’s no one else in the world but you, what’s the 

point of having rules?  

Sometimes, we might wonder the same thing: What’s the point of rules? 

Rules are boring. There’s nothing fun about them. So what’s the point? 

Why can’t we have chocolate donuts and French fries for every meal? 
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Why can’t we stay up late on a school night? Why do we have to finish 

all of our homework? Why do we have to clean up our room or do the 

dishes? Why do we have to wear something nice to Gramma’s house? 

And that’s just what I hear grownups saying. 

Sometimes we wonder why we have rules. Because sometimes rules can 

seem just plain silly. Even the Bible has some pretty silly sounding rules 

in it. In the book of Leviticus there’s a rule that says, You shall not trim 

the hair on your temples or cut the edges of your beard. (19:27) And 

how about this rule from the book of Deuteronomy: You shall not plow 

your field with an ox and a donkey together. Or this one: you shall not 

wear clothes made of wool and linen. (22:10-11) And churches, boy, 

they can have a lot of rules too that seem silly. I remember in the 

churches where I grew up, there were rules; about not touching the 

crystal punch-bowl set and not touching the piano in the sanctuary and 

not touching any of the furniture in the formal parlor and not touching 

the choir robes and not ever, ever touching the mimeograph machine in 

the office. Which, of course, made me want to touch all of those things 

even more. 
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There are lots of rules that seem silly. But rules are still important. If 

there weren’t any rules, if there weren’t any guidelines or laws for us to 

follow, we wouldn’t be able to live together very well. Rules are there 

for a reason. Because one time I did touch the mimeograph machine in 

the office and I got copier ink all over myself. And Phil Miller, the last 

man on earth, who lived without any rules; we see him wake up in a big 

pile of garbage, with Captain Crunch in his hair and Dorito dust all over 

his face. And he is not happy with his life. And he is not healthy. He is a 

mess. Without rules, life is not good. 

Sometimes we might wonder why we have rules. But we know we need 

them. We know we want life to be good. So we have to figure out how 

to do that together. Our Girl Scouts know that. They know a good life 

needs good rules. So they promise to be honest and fair, friendly and 

helpful, considerate and caring, courageous and strong, responsible for 

themselves and respectful of others. They promise to use resources 

wisely, and make the world a better place, and be a sister to every Girl 

Scout. Those are good rules. And in the church, we have rules too. We 

believe that God has given us some good rules for a good life. Because 
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that’s what God wants for us. God wants life to be good. And that’s 

what God has always wanted, since the very beginning when God made 

everything. God wanted life to be good, for us and for all of creation. 

Good and fruitful and abundant. That’s what God created life to be. And 

God promises that we can have that, if we do our best to follow God’s 

rules. 

Today, we are talking about THE set of rules God gave us in the Bible, 

the granddaddy of all the rules. The Ten Commandments. These rules 

were given by God to the people of Israel a long time ago. And we 

believe they are meant for us too. God says, I am God, and you are my 

people. And here is how I want you to live. I want you, as my people, to 

follow these rules and show the world what a good life is. 

The point of the Ten Commandments, the point of following these rules, 

is for us to have a good life together, to be God’s good creation. And all 

the commandments are really just about two things: Loving God and 

loving our neighbors as ourselves.  But to love God we have to 

understand who this God is with all these rules. The Ten 

Commandments begin: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of 
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the land of Egypt, the house of slavery. These rules come from a God 

who doesn’t want people to be slaves. This God hears the cries of people 

who suffer. This God works to free people from unfair systems and 

bullies that threaten. This God wants justice and mercy for people, not 

selfishness and greed. This God is a God who rescues us from what 

warps and diminishes life, because God loves us and God wants life to 

be good. 

God loves us, and wants us to know that love. I am the Lord your God, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of slavery. I 

rescued you from oppression and inequality. I have delivered you from 

the rules of Pharaoh and his gods. The laws of his empire that went 

something like this: Make money. Get stuff. Please yourself however 

you can. Steal. Cheat. Lie. Take advantage of the weak and the innocent. 

Do whatever you need to, to get as much as you can. Because whoever 

has the best stuff and the biggest palaces and the most statues and the 

tallest pyramids wins.  

Those were the rules of Egypt. Those were the rules of their empire and 

their gods. And it wasn’t so bad if you were the Pharaoh. If you were the 
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person at the top, life was pretty good. But if you were at the bottom, if 

you were a slave, then life wasn’t good at all. Life was terrible. It was 

full of fear and stress and suffering. It was about trying to stay alive and 

feed your family and protect your children and not fall down from 

exhaustion while you did everything you could to please your masters. 

Life wasn’t good. It was not life as God intended.  

So God frees them from that slavery. God brings them out of Egypt. God 

rescues them from the gods of empire and power and greed and says 

let’s start again. Here’s your first rule for a better life. Pay attention to 

me, says God. Love me. Not the gods of Egypt. Respect me and call on 

me. I am God. Worship me. Not money or popularity or fame. Love me, 

the God who loves you and wants life for you. Those are the first three 

commandments. 

Love God and serve God your Creator. Not the gods who create 

empires. That’s the first rule. The second rule is to love our neighbors as 

ourselves. Because loving our neighbor is also loving God and the good 

life God created. Our story today says that the people of Israel were 

slaves. They did hard labor. They made bricks when their owners said 
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they had to make bricks. They rested only when their owners said they 

could rest. They worked and worked and worked, every day. And who 

they were, what they liked, what they dreamed of, it didn’t matter. They 

didn’t matter. All that mattered was how much richer they could make 

the Pharaoh and how cheaply they could build his empire. And Pharaoh 

thought nothing of killing their baby boys because there were just too 

many of them. The Israelites were unloved and unvalued people. And 

we must wonder if that is still true today. Are there people today who are 

treated like that? Are there people who must work and work and work 

without rest, without fair wages or fair treatment? Are there those whose 

God-given lives are less important? 

God rejects slavery. God rejects any system that allows us take 

advantage of others. And that’s what gets Jesus so upset in the gospel of 

John today. People are taking advantage of others. In God’s temple, 

God’s own place of worship! Marking up the prices, inflating the 

exchange rates, profiting from people who are just coming to worship 

God. “God’s love is not for sale!,” Jesus says. “God’s house is not a 

business in which we are just concerned about the bottom line.” 
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God released the people of Israel from slavery to build a new kind of 

community. God said to them: I brought you out of the land of Egypt, 

out of the house of slavery. I rescued you because you were worth 

rescuing. I saved you so you wouldn’t have to serve the Egyptian gods 

of more and bigger and better. I love you not because of your production 

value or because of what I think you can do for me. I love you just 

because you are you. Take a day to remember that. That’s the fourth 

commandment. The people of God should take a day of rest to 

remember who God is and who they are. A day of rest when they do not 

work or rush about, in order to deny the gods of profit and consumption 

and frantic busyness. “I brought you out of the house of slavery, says 

God. You shall take a day of rest. And not just you, but everyone in your 

community. Your children, your servants, your animals, your neighbors, 

even the outsiders and the strangers and the immigrants among you. I 

brought you out of the house of slavery. Do not go back there. Don’t go 

back to the gods of empire-making and greed. No one should be a slave. 

You are to love your neighbor as yourself.” 
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That’s what the last 5 commandments are about. Loving your neighbors 

as yourself. It’s about respecting others. Treat people the way we would 

want to be treated. So love your family. Love your parents and honor 

them, God says. They are people too. Look out for your neighbors. 

Don’t kill them. Don’t lie to them. Don’t steal from them. Don’t ruin 

their marriages. Don’t be jealous of what they have. Respect your 

neighbors. Look out for your neighbors. Love your neighbors. So that 

life for you and for everyone will be good. 

That’s what God made these rules, these Ten Commandments. So that 

we can have a good life. And not just us but all of creation. God desires 

freedom from slavery. God wants us to be a new kind of community, full 

of patience and generosity and grace. Not an empire bound up in greed 

and resentment and fear that we won’t ever have enough. God wants us 

to have a good life with each other.  But we always seem to want to back 

to the slavery of Egypt. So God came in Jesus Christ to deliver us once 

and for all. To show us that life, good life, is not about money or work or 

turning a profit at the expense of others. It is about love. Life that is 

worth living is about love, loving God our Creator and loving our 
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neighbors as yourself. Good life, abundant life, everlasting life is about 

love. Even if it isn’t easy to do. Even if it isn’t convenient. Even if it 

leads to suffering. Love one another as I have loved you, says Jesus. 

Because that is life. And I will show it to you on the cross on Good 

Friday. And I will share it with you bursting out of the tomb on Easter 

morning. God’s love is making life good again for all of creation. So 

follow me. Love your Creator. Love your neighbor as yourself. And see 

all things new, says Jesus. I promise, it will be so. 


