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I have officiated a lot of weddings over the years, so I know there are a lot of options 
when it comes to vows.  What I always say to people during pre-marital counseling is 
that the vows are not meant to be based on personality or hobbies. Things like: I vow to 
always laugh at your jokes or watch your favorite sport with you. They also aren’t meant 
to be about the really specific tasks of life like: I promise to take out the garbage or pay 
the bills or whatever chore your partner dislikes. 
  
Vows are meant to be the basic, fundamental promises you are agreeing to as you enter 
the marriage together. Marriage vows are meant to be the framework of your life 
together – the outline, the building blocks which the rest of your marriage can shape 
itself around. These promises aren’t everything you need for a marriage and are by no 
means the end of the agreements you’ll make with each other. They are the backbone 
that gets you started and they serve as something you can return to again and again as 
you navigate the different times and situations you find yourself in over the course of a 
lifetime. 
  
So, why am I talking about wedding vows? Well, it turns out, they have quite a lot in 
common with our scripture today, perhaps the most famous laws of all time, the Ten 
Commandments. 
  
Most Americans have heard of the Ten Commandments and can name at least a few of 
them (though statistically only about 10% of people can name more than four). And 
though they are thousands of years old and come from a very different culture, the ten 
commandments still have a great deal of wisdom to offer us today. But, it is helpful to 
remember that they were first given to a people at a very particular time in history. 
  
Over the past two weeks, we’ve heard Pastor Sarah tell us about two of the first 
covenant’s God made with people in scripture. In the story of Noah, God covenanted to 
never destroy the earth again and in the story of Abraham and Sarah, God covenanted 
to give them as many descendants as the stars; to create from them a people with 
whom God would be in relationship. 
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From there, the bible goes on through a lot of other stories and God is faithful to the 
promise to create a people from Abraham’s descendants, the Israelites. A lot happens to 
them eventually including that they became enslaved in Egypt for a long, long time. The 
book of Exodus, tells the story of how God helped to free the Jews from Pharoah and 
then tracks their journey to the promised land. 
  
So, Exodus is also a story about how, as they wandered in the desert, they were trying 
to figure out who they were and who they were going to be. None of them even had 
grandparents who remembered what it was like to be free, to be a people in charge of 
their own way, but, in chapter 19, right before our reading today, God told them God 
was going to make them into their own nation. God said, “You shall be for me a priestly 
kingdom and a holy nation.” But the question is: how? How do they become a nation, a 
community, a free people? And how will they be different from their enslavers, the 
Egyptians? What will it look like to be God, Yahweh’s, people? 

  
It is in response to those questions that God offered them the Ten Commandments. God 
gives them the Ten Commandments as a framework for their relationship with God and 
with each other. At the start of this new relationship these are their vows, their 
promise, their covenant. 
  
“This is yet another development or unfolding of what “covenant” means for Israel: with 
the gift of the law at Sinai, Israel's relationship with God becomes a tangible, day-to-day, 
ongoing form of listening. The covenantal law transforms "doing what is right" into 
“responding to God’s call” — which is to say, into a calling, a vocation, something done 
not only for its own sake but also as an act of listening, devotion, and companionship 
with God.” 

  
These laws aren’t meant to be all about restriction and coercing certain behavior. Think 
again of marriage vows. Often in TV or movies, and in a lot of jokes, marriage is 
portrayed as a ball and chain. Often the insinuation is that marriage vows are some kind 
of trap and they are primarily about restricting and forcing a partner to behave in ways 
they do only out of a sense of obligation or because of the threat of punishment.  But 
healthy marriages know that the vows and promises we make to each other are what 
free us to love more whole heartedly. We make vows because we want the best for our 
partner and we trust they want the best for us. Only in that kind of framework of trust 
and mutual love can partners feel free enough to risk showing their whole selves and 
really be totally vulnerable with their partner.   
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The commandments are similar. They aren’t meant to be a threat that says “behave or 
else.” They aren’t about forcing us to do what God wants. They are the framework for 
how the Israelites are going to belong to God and to each other. It is the architecture for 
how they can become a community; become a people who rooted in a trust of God and 
each other. 
  
 

 

Taking it a step further, Professor Rolf Jacobson, said, “The purpose of the law is not 
‘your best life now,’ but rather ‘your neighbor’s best life now.’ ...The law isn’t about you. 
It’s about your neighbor. And God loves your neighbor so much that God gives you the 
law. And God loves you so much, that God gives your neighbor the exact same law.” 

  
Think about it this way: 
  

• If you are worried someone is going to kill you, then you have to spend a lot of 
time worrying about your safety and looking for ways to stay safe; 

• If you are always spending energy on jealousy or suspicion in your relationships – 
you end up closing yourself off to the people who want to love you; 

• If you think people are looking to steal from you or are going to tell lies about 
you, then you end up trying to stay one step ahead of everyone else which is 
exhausting; 

• And if you live thinking that what everyone else has is always better than what 
you have, that you are lacking, then your wants and longings become their own 
prison.  

   
“But if you know that I’m not going to kill you,  
And I know you’re not trying to break apart my marriage, 

And we know our neighbors aren’t going to steal from us, 
And they know we aren’t going to tell lies about them, 

And we all manage to be thankful for what we have,  
then we can concentrate on other things; 
then we are free to live more fully, and to stop exhausting ourselves with fear and 
worry. 
  
 

 

These laws can help us to live as a flourishing people, nation, humanity. These laws are 
meant to become a way of life - to go from  “I won’t kill you” to “I am actively looking 
for ways to enhance your life, to help you live more abundantly.” When the laws move 
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from quid pro quo, to a rooted trust of God and one another, then we are freed to care 
for one another not for what we’ll get, but because we know we belong to each other.   
 
This covenant is God’s invitation to put our ultimate concern where it belongs – in the 
things that matter most. When we put God first, put away our idols, take appropriate 
time for work and rest, treat our family, friends, neighbors and enemies all as people for 
whom we want a good and beautiful world, that is when we will know true freedom and 
joy. 
  
Though it is easier said than done, of course. It isn’t easy at all. The biblical story goes on 
to be one long example of how people try and fail to live up to this covenant. God gave 
these laws to the Israelites and essentially the very next thing they did was rebel and 
make themselves an idol of a golden calf to worship. 
So, we are not the first people, nor will we be the last people who struggle to hold up 
our part of this covenant. When you look at them in writing, they seem so 
straightforward, but living them in the day to day we encounter all kinds of times when 
we will want to ask for an exception and find all kinds of grey within what at first 
seemed black and white.  
 

Which means we will need to practice forgiveness and grace with ourselves and with 
each other, because it is not if, but when, we will break our vows to each other. We will 
get hurt and hurt others, even the people we love most. And even marriage vows 
sometimes aren't enough and people decide to divorce.  
 

But that is one way this covenant with God is different from our human relationships, 
because remember, the ten commandments were not God’s first covenant with us. As 
we’ve learned, first, God made the covenant to never destroy us, to keep working for 
our good; to stay in relationship with us no matter what. And that covenant asked 
nothing of us in return. It is connected but not reliant on us keeping all the other 
covenants. And God didn’t stop there but also made the covenant to make us into a 
people, God’s people for all the generations. And God has kept that covenant, so we 
know we can trust God’s steadfastness and faithfulness. We can see how God has 
remained with us time and time again.  
 

So, we know there will be times when we turn away from the law, break the law, ignore 
the law completely but we can still count on the first covenants that God promises to 
still be there waiting for us, loving us and inviting us back into partnership. And the 
more we remember that, and remember that these laws are meant as a road map for 
how we can live with more hope and joy and community, the more we can live into 
them with a sense of freedom and joy. May that be true for all of us. Amen.  
 


