
Exodus 20 
Then God spoke all these words: 
2 I am the Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 
3 You must have no other gods before me. 
4 Do not make an idol for yourself—no form whatsoever—of anything in the sky above or on the 
earth below or in the waters under the earth. 
7 Do not use the Lord your God’s name as if it were of no significance; the Lord won’t forgive 
anyone who uses his name that way. 
8 Remember the Sabbath day and treat it as holy.  
9 Six days you may work and do all your tasks. 
12 Honor your father and your mother so that your life will be long on the fertile land that the Lord 
your God is giving you. 
13 Do not kill. 
14 Do not commit adultery. 
15 Do not steal. 
16 Do not testify falsely against your neighbor. 
17 Do not desire your neighbor’s house. Do not desire and try to take your neighbor’s wife, male 
or female servant, ox, donkey, or anything else that belongs to your neighbor. 
18 When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the horn, and the 
mountain smoking, the people shook with fear and stood at a distance. 19 They said to Moses, 
“You speak to us, and we’ll listen. But don’t let God speak to us, or we’ll die.” 
20 Moses said to the people, “Don’t be afraid, because God has come only to test you and to 
make sure you are always in awe of God so that you don’t sin.” 
 
Matthew 21 
33 “Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard. He put a fence 
around it, dug a winepress in it, and built a tower. Then he rented it to tenant farmers and took a 
trip. 34 When it was time for harvest, he sent his servants to the tenant farmers to collect his fruit. 
35 But the tenant farmers grabbed his servants. They beat some of them, and some of them they 
killed. Some of them they stoned to death. 
 
36 “Again he sent other servants, more than the first group. They treated them in the same way. 
37 Finally he sent his son to them. ‘They will respect my son,’ he said. 
 
38 “But when the tenant farmers saw the son, they said to each other, ‘This is the heir. Come on, 
let’s kill him and we’ll have his inheritance.’ 39 They grabbed him, threw him out of the vineyard, 
and killed him. 
 
40 “When the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenant farmers?” 
 
41 They said, “He will totally destroy those wicked farmers and rent the vineyard to other tenant 
farmers who will give him the fruit when it’s ready.” 
 



42 Jesus said to them, “Haven’t you ever read in the scriptures, The stone that the builders 
rejected has become the cornerstone. The Lord has done this, and it’s amazing in our eyes? 43 
Therefore, I tell you that God’s kingdom will be taken away from you and will be given to a 
people who produce its fruit. 44  Whoever falls on this stone will be crushed. And the stone will 
crush the person it falls on.” 
 
45 Now when the chief priests and the Pharisees heard the parable, they knew Jesus was talking 
about them. 46 They were trying to arrest him, but they feared the crowds, who thought he was a 
prophet. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sermon 

Lord, open my lips and my mouth will declare your praise. 

Lord, open our hearts and our lives will sing out your name. Amen.  

The cultural resonance of the Ten Commandments remains 

powerful, even in our post-Christian society. Just think about how 

many top ten lists you hear about. They echo the importance of 

these ten words from God. Many professional fields have to-do 

lists or value statements that call back to these words from 

Exodus. A quick Google search brought up such wonderful options 

as The Ten Commandments of Computer Ethics, The Ten 

Commandments of Dating, The Ten Commandments of Logic, The 

Ten Commandments of Self Esteem, and ironically enough, The 

Ten Commandments of Satanism. It’s an odd twist of events that 

devil worship is taking it’s cues from the worship of YHWH, our 

Creator and Redeemer, the one true God.  



This assumed common knowledge of the commandments, 

however, makes preaching on them all the more difficult. Why pay 

attention to learning about something you believe you know 

everything about? But how well do we know them truly? Let’s have 

a little congregational game and call out all the Ten 

Commandments. After all, we just read them! No other gods. No 

idols. No misuse of God’s name. Keep the sabbath. Honor the 

parents. Do not murder. Do not commit adultery. Do not steal. 

Do not deceive. Do not covet your neighbor's property.  

While we might know the commandments themselves quite 

well - or not as well as we might think - what’s most striking to me 

is what is absent from this entire list: consequences. How crazy is 

that? There’s no punishments, no results, no “or else” attached. 

There’s one reference to using the Lord’s name in vain as an 

unforgivable sin, but that’s not a consequence; rather it’s a 

description of the severity of the sin itself.  



What if the Ten Commandments weren’t about laws? At least, 

not in the way we think about laws? What if, rather than a focus on 

behavior, it’s a focus on relationship?  

There’s two directions in the Ten Commandments, a direction 

toward God and a direction toward our neighbors. The first 

direction gives the basis for relationship with God: this is who God 

is and what God has done, so don’t have idols, don’t worship other 

gods, don’t misuse God’s name. The second direction gives the 

basis for relationships with other people: give thanks for your 

family, don’t kill people, don’t abuse your relationships, don’t take 

what doesn’t belong to you, don’t let jealousy take root in your 

heart. This is the lay of the land for good relationships. 

We think about these as laws. After all, that’s why they show 

up at courthouses. We imagine them as rules for the game of life. 

But what if, instead of rules, they’re boundaries? This might seem 

like a subtle difference, but it’s an important one. Rules are always 



entail an associated penalty. Football seems a fitting analogy on 

this fall weekend. Unnecessary roughness loses fifteen yards, 

while offsides just loses five. Breaking these rules results in 

punishment. But if you go out of bounds with the ball? There’s no 

penalty. But it does stop play. You can’t play the game out of 

bounds. As long as you live life out of bounds, you hold up your 

teammates, the other team, the audience, the officials. And we just 

get even more commercials, so literally no one is happy. But that’s 

not a penalty. It’s a consequence.  

Since the 10 Commandments don’t have specific penalties 

attached, they operate like boundaries. You want to live life as 

God’s people? Here’s the playing field. Here’s where you can play, 

sing, dream, create, imagine, experiment, as long as you don’t go 

outside the lines of this dodecahedron. There’s not a penalty, an 

attempt to take fifteen yards away from you, if you exit the playing 

field. But you can’t be a part of the game if you’re not within the 



boundaries. In essence, these are the boundaries of Eden, of the 

garden which God created for humanity’s flourishing, of the world 

in which God intends us to live. If you want to live life with God, just 

don’t go outside of these sidelines.  

After this harrowing parable we hear in Matthew today, Jesus 

offers a profoundly pithy saying: The stone the builders rejected is 

now the cornerstone. Since we bought our house in Radford, I’ve 

worked a good bit with stone. I’ve dug out oddly formed stones 

from the ground, worn over thousands of years of the New River’s 

rushing waters. I’ve laid and relaid bricks that were left from the 

former house, using them for landscaping projects. I’ve used 

manufactured stone to build a fire pit, paths, and steps. And in 

each case, I’ve found that that right stone can make or break the 

experience. The right brick fits together the row that separates the 

lawn from the garden. Pulling the right rock from the yard levels an 



entire section. The right stone at steps provides a solid foundation 

for walking.  

Good cornerstones also provide level, seamless foundations. 

What’s so odd about this saying, though, is that some builders 

apparently deemed this stone unfit for their building. It was a 

rejected stone. Rather, he was a rejected stone. Jesus refers to 

himself, subtly speaking in the third person, highlighting a simple 

point: different buildings need different cornerstones, and the 

building the pharisees are constructing is absolutely different from 

the building that God is building through the Messiah.  

What is the cornerstone of your faith? Laws? Rules? Fear of 

punishment? Or is it Jesus, the one whose very identity is 

forgiveness and new life? If we look at the Ten Commandments as 

an occasion for punishment, then Christ is not our cornerstone. If 

we look at the Ten Commandments as the cartography of God’s 



kingdom, then, we might just have Christ as the centerpiece on 

which we build our faith.  

Of course, this reconsideration isn't an invitation to break 

these boundaries. These aren't rules that are meant to be broken. 

The consequence of stopping the game is serious business. 

However, it's all about perspective. God’s purpose isn't to end 

play. It's to set the stage for a game of abundant life. These aren't 

a threat of an end, but instead an introduction to the beginning. It's 

a brief training so we know what divine life looks like. We shouldn't 

expect murder or adultery or idolatry to be a part of faithful living 

anymore than we should expect a paperback book to saw a board 

or a lawnmower to complete our physics homework. It's not how 

they're intended to work. The Ten Commandments are Mufasa 

telling Simba about the goodness of everything that the light 

touches, looking not to the dark places of death but instead to the 

brightness of life in the future.  



So what then happens if we, like the field hands in the 

parable, continually running askance of the commandments? Play 

on the old game stops and God sends us a cornerstone to build a 

new life. A cornerstone that we try to throw away? Yes. One that 

we crucify? Indeed. But one that becomes the foundation for 

building an eternity of holy play. Even when we try to treat Jesus 

like a law that leads to punishment, Jesus instead shows us the 

boundaries that define new life.  

Jesus comes to remind us that Christian life isn’t meant for 

avoiding punishment. It’s meant for living well. So how would 

viewing the 10 Commandments as boundaries rather than laws 

change the way you live your faith? How does building on Christ 

as the cornerstone - truly seeing forgiveness and hope as the 

integral foundation of following Jesus - reshape structure of 

Christianity?  



What God desires is a playground full of life, not death. Full of 

appreciation, not envy. Full of satisfaction, not geed. Full of truth, 

not deception. Full of what’s divine, and not consumed with the 

idolatry that distorts our minds. Like a cartographer who draws a 

map in hopes that others will scout the landscape, God offers the 

Ten Commandments as an invitation to explore the fullness of life. 

Stay within these commandments’ boundaries and swim in the 

river of baptism, climb the mountains of worship, till the fields of 

creation. Live the new life God offers and create opportunities for 

more life for others. These are the boundaries, beautiful and bold, 

of God’s Kingdom, seen in the commandments, built on the 

cornerstone that is Christ our Lord; Amen.  


