
  

Sermon for Sunday, March 4, 2018 
 

THE ART OF THE COVENANT 

Exodus 20:1-17 

 
We live in the “Age of the Deal.” Everyone is looking for a “good deal,” whether in 

business or politics, whether trying to get the best deal on a new car, buying groceries or negotiating 
multi-national trade agreements. We try to stay away from “bad deals” as best we can and hope that 
the other party will stick to “a deal is a deal.”  

We might say that there are ten guidelines to follow so we can get the “best deal” for 
ourselves: 1. Think big; 2. Protect the downside and the upside will take care of itself; 3. Maximize 
your options; 4. Know your market; 5. Use your leverage; 6. Enhance your location; 7. Get the word 
out; 8. Fight back; 9. Deliver the goods on time; and 10. Contain the costs. 

While these guidelines regarding how we might negotiate the “best” deal are completely 
arbitrary, the goal of each deal is clear: I am looking out for my best interests over against yours, or 
we are looking out for our best interests over against someone else’s. In the “art of the deal,” there 
are only two camps: winners (hopefully me, or us) and losers (hopefully you, or anyone else). In the 
immortal words of P.T. Barnum, as my father-in-law reminds me from time to time: “There is a 
sucker born every minute, and two to take them.” If this is true, then the 17th century British 
philosopher Thomas Hobbs was right—that life in such a dog-eat-dog-world truly is “nasty, brutish 
and short.” 

Thankfully, the God of Abraham and Isaac, of Rebecca and Sarah, of Jacob and Jesus, is not 
in the least interested in the “Art of the Deal.” Rather, this God is interested in the “Art of the 
Covenant.” God has neither God’s own self-interest in mind and at heart, nor the interests of God’s 
“chosen” people.  Rather, God is interested in a covenant community where especially the least of 
these—the poor, the widows, orphans and strangers—are cared for and can live in safety. 

I have an old cartoon on my office door. Depicted is Moses with the commandments’ “first 
draft” inscribed on two stone tablets. It reads “Don’t do bad things!” Moses, his head tilted back, 
looks at the heavens and says: “It might leave a little too much room for imagination. Maybe you 
should try breaking it down to a few specifics … .” God must have heard Moses’ plea because we 
do have the “specifics” which have come to be known as the “Ten Commandments.” Not ten 
guidelines, not ten suggestions, but ten mitzvoth, a.k.a. ten commandments.  

Here’s the Cliff Notes version: 1. Don’t worship other gods; 2. Don’t worship anything 
humans make; 3. Don’t make God responsible for your own shortcomings (in other words, don’t 
use God’s name in vain); 4. Remember the Sabbath and keep it holy; 5. Honor your father and your 
mother; 6. Don’t commit premeditated murder; 7. No adultery; 8. Don’t steal; 9. Don’t lie; and 10. 
Don’t covet what does not belong to you. However, I am not so much interested today in what the 
commandments say, at least in their content. Rather, I am more interested in what they do and who 
established them.  

As if God needed credentialing, God starts out by telling the Israelites, and us, anyway: “I 
am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” God 
makes it clear to the Israelites that they, who were once oppressed and lived for centuries in sub-
human conditions, now live in freedom because God liberated them, because God saved them. 
They, whose lives were not worth the dirt under the Egyptians’ fingernails, now have infinite worth. 
And God makes it clear to us that whatever freedoms and liberties we think we possess are due to 
one fact, and one fact only—that God is the God who liberates and saves from whatever oppresses 



 

 

 

us and weighs us down. That our lives, too, that every life, in fact all of creation, has infinite value 
to the One who created everything. The Egyptian oppression of the Israelites was a direct affront to 
God. If we are oppressed, it is an affront to God. And if we turn out to be the oppressor, we become 
an affront to God. 

God then proceeds, according to the text, to spell out what it means to “not do bad things,” 
to not get caught up in the matrix of oppression. The Egyptian society in which the Israelites had 
lived for a very long time was characterized by what we might call idol worship, murder, theft, lies, 
and all other things which the God of Israel opposes. It was a society which ultimately turned on 
itself and was responsible for its own demise. It was a “society of the deal,” if you will. If the 
Israelites wanted to live in a society which would flourish and continue in perpetuity, God had a 
short list of things for them to consider. If Israel wanted to thrive, it needed to become a “society of 
the covenant.” 

I wonder how we stack up today when we measure our own society and our own lives over 
against “the LORD our God who brought us out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 
Are we truly at the point where all we can think of is winning or losing, where our own interests 
always outweigh the interests of the community in which we live, and move and have our being? 
Are we the oppressed or have we become the oppressors, or are we maybe both?  

Often, the Ten Commandments are used as a moral framework over against which we might 
measure and arrange our lives. But morality is a fickle thing which gets to be negotiated and 
renegotiated in each generation. What is deemed immoral today might be regarded as moral 
tomorrow, and vice versa. So, I don’t think that the Ten Commandments provide us with a moral 
framework. Rather, they give us an idea of what it means to live in and as a community of God’s 
people which will ultimately thrive and not self-destruct. In a sense, the Ten Commandments are 
God’s way of showing us that life does not necessarily have to be “nasty, brutish, and short,” as 
Hobbs and his disciples want us to believe. Rather, they give us hope that life indeed can be lived 
according to God’s will “on earth as it is in heaven.” That no life is measured according to 
categories such as “winner” or “loser” but only according to one measure: child of God, child of the 
covenant. If we were to not only ask, but truly listen to the students of Marjory Stoneman Douglas 
High School in Parkland, FL, as they describe what kind of society they would like to live in, I am 
sure they have a pretty good idea.  

This is not only the message of what we have come to call the Old Testament. God’s 
message is consistent through the ages, as we also see in Paul’s letter to the faithful in Corinth. “I 
will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart,” says God. 
This is why Paul can tell us with confidence that “God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, 
and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.” 

Nowhere is this reality more self-evident than here at the Lord’s Table where Jesus invites 
us to sit down and practice God’s “Art of the Covenant.” This is a table to which Christ invites all 
and where he casts out no one. And so today, as we gather at the table to partake of the bread of life 
and cup of salvation, we become—even if but for a brief moment—the kind of community which 
God wants to build for all eternity. A community of sharing and not of scarcity, a community of 
welcome and not of oppression, a community of the covenant and not of the deal. 

“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the land of 
slavery,” says the Lord our God. Remember. 
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