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In the name of the Father and of the  T Son

and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

The Commandments in Relationship
Two weeks ago when we firrst were faced with the prospect of not being able to 

meet again for the foreseeable future, and as I started to think about developing 

some online resources as substitute, I must admit I had doubts about continuing this

series on the Ten Commandments.  Is this really the right time?  Perhaps our firrst 

inclination toward the Commandments is to shy away from them in time of trouble 

and trial because they show where we have fallen short, and where we should do 

betteer.  Where is the comfort?  But I’m glad we stuck with it, for as I have 

emphasized throughout these forty days of Lent the Commandments should be 

understood not only as God’s “no,” but as a picture of how God intends for his 

people to live in community with Himself and with one another.  So as we round 

out the firnal three Commandments of the second table we see that God’s Word 

moves us to understand what’s really important.  When our lives intersect with 
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upheaval and trial we start to ask some fundamental questions, don’t we?  What do 

you eagerly desire in life?  Where is your focus?  What proceeds from your heart?  

Where are you looking for happiness?  And we start to think about relationships 

and our place in them.  Whom or what are you trying to serve?  Do you live for 

others?  What is your ambition and passion in life?  Are your energies directed 

toward helping and serving others?  

Theese last three Commandments help us put these things in perspective.  Thee 

Eighth Commandment has to do with the power of words.  “You shall not give false 

testimony against your neighbour.”  In Psalm 19 David cries out, “Let the words of 

my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, my 

rock and my redeemer.”1  What words are acceptable?  Theis Commandment means 

to show us what acceptable words are.  Luther explains in the Small Catechism, “We

should fear and love God so that we do not tell lies about our neighbor, betray him, 

slander him, or hurt his reputation, but defend him, speak well of him, and explain 

everything in the kindest way.”  

We know that bearing false witness is a work of the tongue, externally speaking.  

But there’s much more too it than that.  Thee old playground saying that we were 

taught to ward off  bullies, “sticks and stones may break my bones but words can 

never hurt me” – that’s not really true, is it?  When you really want to hurt 

1 Ps 19:14.
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someone, when you  really want to cause lasting damage, you use words.  And 

those words spring up out of something much deeper.  Jesus says, “For out of the 

abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. 35 Thee good person out of his good 

treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth 

evil.”2  

Last week we saw how the Sixth and Seventh Commandments protects those things

that are reserved for God to provide to us, chastity and our possessions.  Now we 

see another Commandment which protects something that God gives each of us – 

our very value as his creation.  Theis Commandment protects us from who we are 

and what we aspire to be, it protects our reputation.  Theat is not just a question of 

vanity or self-importance.  Theink about the people in your life who have helped 

form you, who have guided you and supported you.  Theeir reputation helps all those

things come to you.  What happens if that is all taken away?  What happens if it 

happens to you?  Thee truth is that we are very vulnerable.  We can lose so much so 

quickly because of falsehoods, twists of the truth, lost confirdence and trust.  St. 

James warns us, “the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things.  How 

great a forest is set ablaze by such a small firre!  And the tongue is a firre, a world of 

unrighteousness.”3  

So perhaps the leap from the Eighth Commandment’s prohibition on slander to the 

2 Mt 12:34–35.
3 Jas 3:5–6.
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last two Commandment’s proscription against coveting is not that far.  Both hurtful 

words and an inclination toward obtaining what does not belong to us are two sides

of the same coin, for they both come forth out of a condition of the heart, an inner 

atteitude, which leads to the violation of others.  In fact it seems that the best way to 

firnagle something from someone else is to firrst destroy them with words.  Exhibit A 

is the story we heard from First Kings where Ahab and Jezebel once again show 

their true colours, this time by stealing a vineyard from a man named Naboth.  Why

did the king, Ahab, want this particular piece of property?  Because he did.  It was 

near his house.  It would be a nice addition to his property.  He had betteer use for it 

than the rightful owner.  Come up with whatever excuse that might apply.  He 

wanted it, and his ever conniving wife Jezebel would help him get it.  And how 

would they do this?  Theey would enlist the help of two “worthless” men who would 

make a false accusation about Naboth.  Theey will say, out loud, in public, at a 

gathering for a fast, “You have cursed God and the king.”  Treason and blasphemy.  

You can’t get much worse than that.  Thee result?  Theey “take him out and stone him 

to death.”4  So Ahab gets the property he coveted, at the expense of Naboath’s 

reputation, and ultimately his life.

Theis is what life looks like oriented around the wrong centre, around the wrong 

goals.  What is the right centre?  What are the right goals?  Thee Ten 

Commandments show us.  It’s about right relationship with God, and right 

4 1 Ki 21:10.
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relationship with one another.  So what does this right relationship look like?  Our 

right relationship with God the Father is only found in and through God the Son.  

We approach Holy Week this year with a cloud hanging over us.  Here comes Palm 

Sunday and there will be no palms, no procession to “All Glory Laud and Honour.”  

So we must this year more than ever turn our atteention to the content of what we 

will hear during this upcoming week.  In St. Mark’s Gospel we hear that our Lord 

went before the chief priests and the high council and they bore false witness 

against Him because they wanted to kill him.  In their words they sought to deprive 

Him of His life, and he willingly laid it down because that was why He came into 

the world.  He suff ered under their accusations which turned into trial and torture 

and death at the hand of the Romans.  He bore this for us, for all the times we are 

the ones hurling words that kill, for all the times we try to obtain that which is not 

ours.  We heard the words of Psalm 15: “O LORD, who shall sojourn in your tent?  

Who shall dwell on your holy hill?  He who walks blamelessly and does what is 

right.”5  Who is blameless?  Only One.  Jesus fulfirlled all righteousness by fulfirlling 

the requirements of the Law, perfectly.  He then bore our sins in our hour of 

greatest need.  He suff ers all these things for us, even as we are on the receiving end

of bitteerness and hatred, lies and schemes to deprive us of what God has given.  We 

look to Him in all these things because He endured all that and more.  Jesus stands 

by our side to defend us.  He covers us with His perfect life so we can stand in 

5 Ps 15:1–2.
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God’s presence holy and perfect. We are completely forgiven.  

So right relationship with God is found only in Christ.  We are saved by grace, 

through faith.  What then does right relationship with one another look like?  It is 

centred in this love which Christ has firrst shown us.  So Luther explains the Ninth 

Commandment, “We should fear and love God so that we do not scheme to get our 

neighbour's inheritance or house, or get it in a way which only appears right.”  And 

the Tenth Commandment, “We should fear and love God so that we do not entice or

force away our neighbour's wife, workers, or animals, or turn them against him.”  

As in the other Commandments, the accent is on the positive atteitude of serving 

one’s neighbour, “help and be of service to him,” and again, “urge them to stay and 

do their duty.”  What could be more relevant for our current time than this?  In 

Christ Jesus alone is our hope and our salvation, and to Him we turn our atteention 

these coming days.  Amen.

  Soli Deo Gloria✠
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