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The Gift of Boundaries 
Don Lincoln 

Exodus 20: 1-17 
 
 
How many of you in here ever took the SAT exams?   
 
I’m always a little nervous starting a sentence with “…..when I was young” – because then I 
hear my father’s voice talking to me about “…walking to school in the snow – with no boots – 
uphill………both ways.”  Most of us roll our eyes when someone says, “Well……when I was 
your age…..”  because we know it’s some nostalgic reminiscing about to be deposited upon 
us…….and it may take almost as long for them to tell us about it as it has been since it 
happened!  But – I’m going to dare it!   
 
When I was in high school, you took the SAT’s once.  If you took it twice, you had either been 
really sick, or had some kind of emotional or mental meltdown in the middle of the test.  
Nobody took it twice; nobody studied for it; nobody read books about it.  Nobody paid for 
courses to learn how to do it; there were no tutors available for it; no online classes – well, 
there WAS no online back then – but you get my point.   
 
Without getting in the debate about exam validity across socio-economic or cultural lines, the 
SAT’s in their origin were designed as an assessment of your readiness for college.  They 
helped take stock of how much you knew, how well you knew it, and the aptitude you had for 
learning stuff up to this point.  Let’s face it – some learn and retain better than others.  Just 
like some sing better than others.  
 
But it seems we turned the SAT’s into something else.  A competition.  A high jump bar, 
which if you train hard enough, and can get over it this one time, or actually go a little higher 
every time you take it, you’ll get into a better school and have a better chance at life.  Instead 
of being an assessment of where you actually stand at this point in your life – instead, 
perhaps it assesses how much money, time and energy you can exert in an incredibly 
focused way, on prepping yourself for the nuances of a standardized test and the information 
it seeks.  And does that really just end up assessing how well you compete in the test-taking 
market?  Hundreds of articles have been written arguing about the validity of this reality. 
 
My point is, the assessment was designed – along with other factors – to help you and 
schools make a sound determination of your likely success in attending a particular college 
and following a particular course of study.  If memory serves me correctly, Jeff Immelt – who I 
went to high school with – was one of those students who got a 1600 on the SAT’s.  A perfect 
score.  (Which I didn’t get!).  I had no illusions I could compete with Jeff in any academic field.  
He was a better learner; had a brighter mind.  It was no surprise to me he went to Dartmouth 
for his B.A., then to Harvard Business school for his MBA, and ultimately ended up being the 
CEO of General Electric.   
 



I tell you all that – because sometimes we consider the usefulness of things from the wrong 
direction.  Or, we think they have a particular purpose, when that’s not what they were 
originally intended for.  And that’s the case with the Ten Commandments. 
 
Somewhere along the line, we got the idea the Ten Commandments were the entrance exam 
to the kingdom.  Get these right, and you’re good to go.  WRONG!  The 10 commandments 
aren’t the way to get there.  They are the way to live when you ARE there.  These are the 
expressions of a new possibility of life God gives us in the Gospel through the work of the 
Holy Spirit.  
 
Which is why I love that the section on the 10 Commandments in the Heidelberg Catechism 
comes at the end of the catechism, not the beginning.  Heidelberg makes it eminently clear 
the Law is not to be considered a policeman, blocking the approach to the domain which God 
has reserved.1   
 
If the Ten Commandments are the entrance exam – how is it Abraham and Sarah were 
chosen by God to be the forbears of God’s people?  They lived a long time before the Ten 
Commandments existed!  How is it the people of Israel were chosen by God to be liberated 
by God from their Egyptian captors, saved through the parted waters of the Red Sea, and led 
into the wilderness toward the promised land to be God’s redeemed for the sake of the world 
– long before Moses got to the top of Mt. Sinai and brought down the tablets? 
 
How?  Why?  Because the Commandments are NOT the gateway into God’s company – the 
path of righteousness upon which one must tread in order to gain access to the door of 
heaven.  They are the signposts – the markers – the fences – the guidelines – the 
instructions – designed to help you and me to live fully, freely, as we were intended to live 
with God and with one another WHEN WE HAVE ARRIVED. 
 
The Ten Commandments are the keys to the “good life” as it can be known and experienced 
in the full embrace of God.  And we get to that full embrace – not by what we have done, not 
by what we have accomplished, not by what laws we have completed – but as the Heidelberg 
has reminded us over and over to this point – we get there by what CHRIST HAS DONE for 
us!  What God accomplished on the Cross in Jesus Christ for our salvation. 
 
John Calvin – one of the reformers whose teaching strongly influenced the Heidelberg 
Catechism in the 16th Century said the 10 Commandments had three purposes: 
 
One – the Commandments convict us of our sin.  Continually.  No one is able to fully keep 
the law.  Some of us remember when Jimmy Carter reminded us of that 40 years ago in his 
interview with Playboy.  If you don’t know about it, ask somebody my age or older about what 
a stir it was when he talked about “lusting in his heart.”  Jimmy Carter, of all people!! 
 
You and I know, most of us in here love getting to the 6th Commandment – Thou shalt not 
kill – because we can check off the “Not Guilty” box.  That is until we hear that Jesus’ 
definition of murder includes even ANGER – and realize there are weeks when we’ve 
murdered a host of folks in our heart on a daily basis – sometimes even people we live with!  
If these Commandments are the entrance exam, we all flunk.  Regularly. 
 



Idols?  You and I make idols out of wealth, status, sports teams, cars – all the time.  We do not 
keep the Sabbath – let alone make it holy.  We lie.  We covet.  We lust.  We steal.  Whether it’s 
by beating someone to a parking space, or inflating our deductions on a tax form.   
 
So – Calvin said the first use for the Commandments is to cut through our self-deception – 
that we are really at heart good people – and they reveal some of the many ways in which 
our lives are not who and what they are supposed to be. 
 
Calvin said the second use was at its heart a civic function – to restrain sin – which is never 
simply individual but always corporate, social and institutional.  Calvin said God gave the 
Commandments to Israel so they could share them with the world, so society could have 
generally agreed upon channel markers.  Without some kind of law in society, chaos rules.  
Anarchy reigns.  The civic function of restraining sin. 
 
But the third use John Calvin said – and the most important use – was that the 
Commandments play an indispensable, positive role in the Christian life.  A lamp unto our 
feet.  They do NOT show us what we must do or how we must live in order to receive God’s 
covenantal grace.  They light our way and show us how we should live as people who have 
already been freely given God’s grace in Jesus Christ. 
 
That’s why the Commandments are a gift.  Not divine finger wagging or moral hand slapping.  
They give structure to the common life.  Like boundary lines on a football field or basketball 
court – they outline the basic expectations for the game of life in which you and I are 
privileged to play when it is well played – to prevent us from falling into patterns of living that 
will destroy and lead God’s children into self-inflicted chaos.2   
 
It is very clear, the Heidelberg says, that those who ignore the divine teachings do so at their 
own peril – not because God is standing over them with a hammer, but because the 
teachings describe the WAY of life.  The way of good living.  To ignore them is to wander into 
the ways of hurt, harm, brokenness and death. 
 
They are like our spiritual GPS – constantly rerouting us:  “This is the way.  This is the way.  
No – this is the way.  Come over here; don’t go down that road.  That road won’t get you 
there.  This is the way.  No – this is the way.  Turn here to get back.” 
 
I remember years ago when there were big, public fights about having the Ten 
Commandments on courthouse lawns or walls or even in schools.  The fights were serious – 
sometimes even with pushing and shoving about the issue.  Funny thing is, I looked around 
and I never saw churches with them posted!!  I think the church recognizes there is a different 
– more personal way the commandments ought to be shown to the world. 
 
I remember once hearing the story of Mark Twain, talking with a prominent businessman – 
and the man was notorious for his ruthlessness in the marketplace.  The man told Twain, 
“Before I die I mean to make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  I will climb Mount Sinai and read 
the Ten Commandments aloud at the top.”   
 
And Mark Twain in his inimitable way said, “I have a better idea.   
You could stay home in Boston and actually keep them.”   



This whole section in the Heidelberg is titled “Gratitude.”  And the Ten Commandments are at 
the heart of this section.  Why?  Because having heard what God has done for us in Christ, 
we cannot help but live lives that are GRATEFUL for what God has done.  Lives overflowing 
with Gratitude for the gift of God’s grace.  And God has given guidelines how to do that!  And 
that’s what these Commandments show us.  What a grateful life looks like.   
 

Given the events of yesterday in Charlottesville – let me call up three questions from this 
section of the Heidelberg.  It’s from the questions and answers on the sixth commandment – 
the one we liked because we could check off the “not guilty” box – Thou Shalt not Kill.  Listen 
to the questions and answers: 
 

Q 105 – What is God’s will for you in the sixth commandment (Thou Shalt not kill)?   
 

A. I am not to belittle, hate, insult or kill my neighbor – not by my thoughts, my words, my 
look or gesture, and certainly not by actual deeds – and I am not to be party to this in 
others; rather I am to put away all desire for revenge.   

 

Q 106:  Does this commandment refer only to murder?   
 

A. By forbidding murder, God teaches us that He hates the root of murder – envy, hatred, 
anger, vindictiveness.  By God’s sight all such are disguised forms of murder. 

 

Q 107   Is it enough then that we do not murder our neighbor in any such way?   
 

A. No, by condemning envy, hatred and anger, God wants us to love our neighbors as 
ourselves, be patient, peace-loving, gentle, merciful and friendly toward them, to protect 
them from harms as much as we can and to do good even to our enemies. 

 

White supremacy, neo-Nazism, anti-Semitism have no place in God’s design for the human 
family.  They promote an unclean spirit of hatred, conflict and violence.  “I am not to belittle, 
hate, insult or kill my neighbor,” the Catechism says, “by my thoughts, my words, my looks, or 
my gestures.”  Because through and through, my friends, each and every neighbor, of every 
stripe and color, was created in the image of God.   
 

To diminish or demean a single one – is to demean the very God who made them – and 
implies that I shall have no other God’s before me except myself.  And that’s when I’m 
REALLY in trouble! 
 

Let us live grateful lives – rejoicing in the boundaries God has given us that lead us – and 
thus our neighbors as well – in the good life, the ways of life, instead of the ways of death.   
 

May it be so.  AMEN 
 
1.  Heidelberg Catechism with Commentary, 400th Anniversary Edition, 1963. 
2.  Feasting on the Word Commentary, Year B, Volume 2, Lent 3. 
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