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“The Bones of God’s Love”
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Writer and physician Dr. Richard Selzer writes, “Bone is power. It is bone to which the soft parts cling, from which they are, helpless, strung and held aloft to the sun, lest man be but another slithering earth-noser.”


Quite a few years ago the company I was working for at the time needed to expand its storage facilities and so rented several floors of an abandoned building near our offices. As the facilities planner it fell to me to evaluate the areas and make recommendations for converting them for our use. Those upper floors had been vacant for years. Pigeons had taken advantage of several broken windows and pretty well trashed the place. On my first recognizance trip through I discovered the remains of a pigeon that had died on a windowsill, evidently years before. The little feathered body had lain undisturbed by wind or rain until all of the soft parts had rotted away or been consumed by maggots. Nothing remained but skeleton and some randomly sprinkled feathers. I was a little put off by the little pile of debris, but at the same time fascinated by the perfectly preserved complex structure of that bird, every tiny bone still there right where it fell as the muscles and ligaments turned loose of their bond. (I have been a model builder since childhood and was fascinated by the potential.) The neck bones were still aligned with the skull. The wing bones and rib cage laid out in perfect alignment, until I tried to touch them. So delicate they were that my slightest touch, even my breath as I looked closely disrupted God’s ordained pattern. A grizzly reminder of mortality but at the same time beautiful.


Those tiny bones clearly revealed a purpose to even my untrained eye, a purpose, a beautiful design, to fly. Our bones do exactly the same thing, they reveal meticulous planning, purpose and a beautiful design. For instance, did you know that a trained eye can immediately tell a human skeleton’s sex by looking at the pelvic bone? A female pelvic bone is broad and shallow and smooth on the inside. In the center of that bone is a smooth oval opening that is precisely matched to the size and shape that a baby’s head would need to squeeze through. A male pelvic bone on the other hand is narrower and heavier and has nub-like projections where strong muscles and ligaments attach. The male pelvic bone is made for power, for strength, the female for the care and nurture of a baby.


Bones are interesting things composed of various minerals and an elastic binder we call collagen. On the outside they are smooth and appear solid, but on the inside our bones are a wonderfully complex network of cells that make the bone both light and strong. Within the bone, in that network of tiny girders, lies the body’s blood making factory producing trillions of new blood cells every day.


One fifth of the body’s weight is bone. Sometimes we think of those bones as problems, encumbrances, especially when we manage to break one or arthritis begins to make our “bones ache”. But it’s the bones that free us to be the people God designed us to be. Break one and you are crippled until the body can heal it. Loose one or wear one out and modern technology can often replace it, but the high tech part is never quite as good as the God given original.


Today we read the Ten Commandments. These too are the God given originals. Our society was founded on these Judeo-Christian principles. Some would want to argue that, but our history and architecture clearly establishes these as the cornerstone of the United States of America. Our bible tells us that the commandments of God are not just our American strength but the strong bones of all humanity! These are the bones that give our lives substance and strength, shape and purpose. The commandments and doctrines of our faith are the core truth that never changes. They are the laws that govern our relationship to God and our relationships with each other. These laws, like the bones of our bodies, free us to be the people God designed us to be. Take them away, ban them from our society and our lives will have no support, no solid structure, no clear direction. 


God’s laws are the perfect bones of humanity! They are inflexible, they are solid and unyielding. The Bible makes it perfectly clear that God will not tolerate breaking His laws. The Bible calls that “sin”. Sin is rebellion against God and God will not tolerate sin, demands justice and always gets it. The Bible says that God has decreed that “the wages of sin is death”. Zero tolerance! Why? Because to break a commandment is to break a bone. A broken bone cripples the beautiful person God intended us to be. He will not have it!


But unfortunately we find that our very nature is to resent what we interpret as constraints to our free will. That not only applies to God’s laws but to just about any other law we can imagine. We don’t like traffic laws even when we know they are there to keep us safe. We obey them, most of the time, because the laws are better that “auto anarchy”. Every once in a while we see graphic examples of what happens when we flaunt laws. We see them on the streets and we see those tragedies in our own neighborhoods and yes in our own homes. We are born lawbreakers!


God has given us the bones that will keep us healthy. God has made it plain how important they are by establishing severe punishment for breaking them. God knows us like the back of his hand and so knows that he will have to apply that extreme punishment. But God doesn’t want us dead, he wants us alive and happy and wonderfully productive. And so God made a way as only God could do, he took our sin upon himself and died in our place. Justice was served, the law upheld, but the guilty set free to live in grateful appreciation for the gift of life.


Someone once said to theologian George MacDonald that the Good News was too good to be true. He responded, “No, its so good, it has to be true.”


But God’s laws are so rigid! But they have to be. God’s laws cannot be flexible or situational, made to fit our mood or particular need at the time. If they were we couldn’t trust them. And if we couldn’t trust God’s laws then we couldn’t trust God. Truth, like bone, is not flexible. Truth is rigid and dependable and trustworthy. God’s laws are like bones that set us free to be all that God intended for us to be, not burdens to keep us down. Although we often think of the Commandments as restrictions.


Maybe the problem is that the commandments of God are written in a negative way, “you shall not”. At the time God gave them the people were a terribly undisciplined and immature society. They were just social children. The commandments of God had to be plain, blunt, uncomplicated, straightforward. “You shall not” sounds negative but they are actually descriptions of the truth behind a happy, safe and blessed life.


What if the Ten Commandments had been written differently, with explanation, with positive affirmations? Listen to how Dr. Paul Brand translates them.


*“The first four of the Ten Commandments are rules governing a person’s relationship to God: Have no other gods before me. Don’t worship idols. Don’t misuse my name. Remember the day set aside to worship me. What if God had stated the same principles this way:


1. I love you so much that I will give you myself. I am true reality, the only God you will ever need. In me alone will you find wholeness.


2. I desire a wonderful thing: a direct, personal relationship between myself and each of you. You don’t need inferior representations of me, such as dead wooden idols. You can have me. Value that.


3. I love you so much that I have given you my name. You will be known as ‘God’s people’ on the earth. Value the privilege; don’t misuse it by profaning your new name or by not living up to it.


4. I have given you a beautiful world to work in, play in, and enjoy. In your involvement, though, set aside a day to remember where the world came from. Your bodies need the rest; your spirits need the reminder.


The next six commandments govern personal relationships. The first or fifth commandment is already stated positively; honor your father and mother, a commandment echoed by virtually every society on earth. The next five:


6. Human life is sacred. I gave it, and it has enormous worth. Cling to it. Respect it; it is the image of God. Whoever ignores this and commits the sacrilege of murder must be punished.


7. The deepest human relationship possible is marriage. I created it to solve the essential loneliness in the heart of every person. To spread what is meant for marriage alone, among a variety of people, will devalue and destroy that relationship. Save sex and intimacy for its rightful place within marriage.


8. I am intrusting you with property. You can own things, and you should use them responsibly. Ownership is a great privilege. For it to work, you must respect everyone else’s right to ownership; stealing violates that right.


9. I am a God of truth. Relationships only succeed when they are governed by truth. A lie destroys contracts, promises, trust. You are worthy of trust: express it by not lying.


10. I have given you good things to enjoy: oxen, grains, gold, furniture, musical instruments. But people are always more important than things. Love people; use things. Do not use people for your love of things.


Those are the Ten. Stripped down, the commandments emerge as a basic skeleton of truth that links relationships between people and between people and God. As the Good Shepherd, God has given us law as the way to the best life.” Thank God! Amen.

*In the Likeness of God (p.101-102)
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