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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Walls and fences can mean different things to different 

people. For those in prison, they signify the loss of 

freedom. They are trapped, unable to go where they 

want when they want. They are kept away from 

enjoying the good things of life. In fact, anytime we 

encounter a barrier marked “Keep out,” we cannot help 

but wonder if something desirable is on the other side. 

That is how a lot of people view God’s 

commandments—a denial of freedom that deprives us 

of something we should be able to enjoy. 
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Genesis 3 tells us that the serpent tempted Eve to think 

this way. The Lord had given her and Adam one simple 

prohibition. They were not to eat from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. But the serpent told her, 

“For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will 

be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and 

evil." She did not want to miss out. So, rather than 

trusting the boundaries that God had set, she 

disobeyed, and we have all reaped the consequences. 

But there is a better way to think about boundaries. A 

fence along a dangerous cliff keeps us from stumbling 

over the edge and hurting ourselves. If you are under 

attack, the walls of a fortress provide protection, 

strength, and even comfort from outside attack. We 

also mark borders to identify our ownership of a 

valuable piece of property, the place we call home. We 

need to see God’s commandments from this 

perspective. They are the boundaries we need. 

This mindset will help us as we seek to understand the 

Ten Commandments. Eight of the ten are prohibitions, 

telling us what not to do. But as we examine them in 

the context of the book of Exodus and in relation to the 

rest of biblical teaching, we will see the benefit of each 
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commandment. Rather than restraining us, they point 

us to positive values that help us live in fellowship with 

God according to his good and perfect design. 

Over the course of this study, we will make our way 

through Exodus 19-24. This section of the book 

describes how God established his covenant with the 

people of Israel. Chapter 19 will serve as an 

introduction.  It will also be helpful at the outset for us 

to consider what the New Testament says about how 

Christians should relate to the Old Testament Law. 

Rather than preceding verse by verse through chapters 

20-23, we will devote a chapter to each of the Ten 

Commandments from chapter 20. We will see how that 

principle is applied to various situations in Exodus 21-

23 and how it is expressed later in the New Testament. 

By the time we conclude, we will have covered all the 

verses in this part of Exodus. 

May we learn to delight in the law of the Lord (Psalm 

1:2)! 
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1  

P R E P A R I N G  T O  H E A R  F R O M  G O D  

E X O D U S  1 9  

Mobile phones are an amazing technology, but they can 

also be frustrating. Even the best devices through 

reputable carriers still have spotty coverage. The signal 

can cut out without warning. You may not even realize 

it. If it happens in the middle of an important 

conversation, you can misunderstand what the other 

person is trying to communicate. 
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Of course, even when the technology is working 

perfectly, we are not always good listeners. We get 

distracted. We try to do other things while we are 

listening. We jump to conclusions before we hear all 

that the other person has to say. Sometimes we can be 

so entrenched in our opinions that we completely 

ignore the other person. 

Those poor listening habits transfer over to our 

relationship with God. Rather than hearing all that he 

has to say, we are tempted to focus exclusively on the 

parts that we like, ignoring the rest. We jump to 

conclusions without taking the time to understand the 

context of a passage. These tendencies can distort our 

reading of the Ten Commandments. If we are not 

careful, we can turn them into something that they 

were never meant to be. 

To counteract this problem, we will consider the Ten 

Commandments within the context of the book of 

Exodus and within the context of the Bible as a whole. 

Exodus 19 is the perfect place to begin because it 

recounts five ways that God prepared the people of 

Israel to hear his commandments. Their encounter 

with God was utterly unique. Nothing like it has ever 
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happened again. But the principles of how they 

prepared to receive his revelation still apply to us 

today. They should guide us as we seek to understand 

His Word. 
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P r e p a r a t i o n  1  

E x p e r i e n c e  G o d ’ s  S a l v a t i o n  

If a man is drowning in stormy seas, the Coast Guard 

does not try to teach him how to swim. There is no time 

for that. Even the best swimmer will eventually 

succumb to the waves. The situation is urgent. They 

cannot just throw him a line. He will not have the 

strength to hold on to it. Someone must dive in to help 

him, so that he can be lifted out to safety. He can learn 

how to stay safe in the future after he is rescued. 

We find a similar logic in the book of Exodus. The Lord 

did not reveal his commandments to the people of 

Israel during their time of slavery in Egypt. He did not 
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wait for them to start obeying before he decided to help 

them. He rescued them first. Their experience of his 

salvation laid the foundation for them to hear and obey 

his commandments moving forward. 

Though their exodus was still fresh in their minds, the 

Lord reminded them of it to prepare them for what he 

was going to tell them. Exodus 19:1-4 tells us, 

On the third new moon after the people of 

Israel had gone out of the land of Egypt, on 

that day they came into the wilderness of 

Sinai. They set out from Rephidim and came 

into the wilderness of Sinai, and they 

encamped in the wilderness. There Israel 

encamped before the mountain, while Moses 

went up to God. The LORD called to him out 

of the mountain, saying, "Thus you shall say 

to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of 

Israel: 'You yourselves have seen what I did 

to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on 

eagles' wings and brought you to myself. 

The book describes their journey in stages. After 

crossing the Red Sea, they went to Marah, to Elim, to 

the wilderness of Sin, to Rephidim, then to the 

wilderness of Sinai where they would stay for over a 

year. We do not know the exact location of Mount 
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Sinai. Various sites have been suggested, but the 

traditional site is in the south of what we now call the 

Sinai Peninsula. There is a wide valley near there that 

could accommodate a large encampment. Wherever 

the original mountain may be located, it was the same 

one where God had spoken to Moses from the burning 

bush (Ex 3:12). 

Moses had been away from Egypt for forty years, but 

the Lord sent him back to rescue the people of Israel. 

He did not lead them to rise up and fight the Egyptians. 

They watched and waited as God humbled Pharaoh 

through the ten plagues. As firstborns throughout the 

land were struck down, their children were saved 

through the blood of the Passover lamb. After Pharaoh 

let them go, he changed his mind and pursued them, 

cornering them at the Red Sea. But God again showed 

his power, parting the sea and allowing the people to 

pass through on dry ground but drowning Pharaoh’s 

army. Their salvation was entirely God’s doing. It was 

as if he was carrying them the entire way on the 

powerful wings of an eagle. 

So, obeying God’s commandments was a fitting 

response to their experience of his gracious saving 
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work, even more so for New Testament believers. Jesus 

plunged into our world to rescue us from our slavery to 

sin and death. Apart from him, no one is truly able to 

obey God. His commandments only serve to condemn 

us. But when we believe in Christ, we are united with 

him in his death and resurrection. In Romans 6:11, 

Paul concluded, “So you also must consider yourselves 

dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Salvation 

makes it possible for the Christian to begin to obey. 

We must not misunderstand this order. No one is saved 

by being obedient. Good works are a response that 

flows from being saved. Paul explained this connection 

in Ephesians 2:8-10 by saying, 

“For by grace you have been saved through 

faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 

gift of God, not a result of works, so that no 

one may boast. For we are his workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 

God prepared beforehand, that we should 

walk in them.” 

So, no one is ready to hear and obey God’s 

commandments until they experience salvation. The 

Ten Commandments were never intended to be a 
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general guide to morality. God gave them as a response 

to salvation. 
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P r e p a r a t i o n  2  

A c c e p t  G o d ’ s  P u r p o s e  

When a couple asks me to officiate at their wedding, I 

often give them a copy of the vows that I will lead them 

in making to one another on that day. On a few 

occasions, the future bride and groom have reacted 

negatively to those promises. That is not a good sign for 

the future of their relationship. Those couples ended up 

finding someone else to lead their wedding. But most 

couples show no hesitation. Those vows simply spell 

out the commitment of love that they are making to 

each other. 
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We need to recognize that the Ten Commandments 

serve a similar purpose. They are like wedding vows. 

They define the boundaries of a relationship with God. 

We already saw some indication of this focus at the end 

of Exodus 19:4 where the Lord said, “I bore you on 

eagles’ wings and brought you to myself.” Their 

destination was not just a mountain in the wilderness, 

it was God himself. 

In verses 5-6, then the Lord continues to describe this 

relationship that he wants to have with the people of 

Israel. He says, 

Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my 

voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 

treasured possession among all peoples, for 

all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These 

are the words that you shall speak to the 

people of Israel." 

God wanted the people of Israel to enjoy a special 

covenant relationship with him. They would have 

priority over every other people group on earth. They 

would be a kingdom of priests, representing him and 

communicating his truth. He had already expressed 

this purpose in his covenant promise to their forefather 
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Abraham when he said, “in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed” (Gen 12:3). That promise was 

unconditional. One way or the other God would bring 

it to pass. But at Sinai, he revealed that Israel’s 

enjoyment of that relationship and their fulfillment of 

that priestly role was conditioned upon their 

obedience. To have this special connection with him, 

they had to be a holy nation.  

So, Moses brought this proposal to the people to see 

whether they would accept it. Exodus 19:7-8 tells us, 

So Moses came and called the elders of the 

people and set before them all these words 

that the LORD had commanded him. All the 

people answered together and said, "All that 

the LORD has spoken we will do." And Moses 

reported the words of the people to the 

LORD. 

They responded in the right way, but sadly their 

commitment did not last long. They could not stay 

within the boundaries that God had set. Within a few 

weeks they were worshiping a golden calf (Exod 32). In 

fact, the nation never fulfilled their covenantal 

obligations. So, in 1 Peter 2:9, the Apostle Peter uses 

the terms from Exodus 19:5-6 to declare that by God’s 
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mercy the church now serves this role and has this 

relationship with God. 

There are some differences between Israel’s 

relationship with God in the Old Testament and the 

Church’s relationship with him in the New Testament, 

but we will return to that subject in the next chapter. 

For now, we need to grasp the purpose of God’s 

commandments. He lovingly designed them to help 

people have a relationship with him. Over the course of 

this study, we will see that they help us understand who 

he is, what he values, and what it means to love him. 

We must view his commandments in that light. 
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P r e p a r a t i o n  3  

R e s p e c t  G o d ’ s  H o l i n e s s  

In one of his parables, Jesus likened the preaching of 

the word to the sowing of seed on different types of soil 

(Matt 13:1-9; 18-23). He was pointing out problems in 

the hearts of his hearers. Some were hardened by a lack 

of understanding. Others were shallow and any growth 

would wither under suffering. Then there were those 

who allowed the cares of the world and deceitfulness to 

choke out the word. Only the good soil bears fruit. He 

never says whether it is possible to prepare your heart 

by breaking up the hardness and clearing away the 
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thorns and stones, but I think that he was pointing 

people toward that response. 

Exodus 19 is all about that kind of preparation, but 

verses 9-15 show a particularly practical focus. The 

people were instructed to take certain steps out of 

respect for the holiness of God. The passage tells us, 

And the LORD said to Moses, "Behold, I am 

coming to you in a thick cloud, that the 

people may hear when I speak with you, and 

may also believe you forever." When Moses 

told the words of the people to the LORD, the 

LORD said to Moses, "Go to the people and 

consecrate them today and tomorrow, and 

let them wash their garments and be ready 

for the third day. For on the third day the 

LORD will come down on Mount Sinai in the 

sight of all the people. And you shall set 

limits for the people all around, saying, 'Take 

care not to go up into the mountain or touch 

the edge of it. Whoever touches the mountain 

shall be put to death. No hand shall touch 

him, but he shall be stoned or shot; whether 

beast or man, he shall not live.' When the 

trumpet sounds a long blast, they shall come 

up to the mountain." So Moses went down 

from the mountain to the people and 

consecrated the people; and they washed 

their garments. And he said to the people, 
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"Be ready for the third day; do not go near a 

woman." 

We will come back to the Lord’s statement in verse 9 

about the people believing Moses forever. For now, I 

would direct our thoughts to the idea of consecration. 

The root of the Hebrew word for consecrate is the same 

root for the word holy. To be holy is to be pure and set 

apart. God is holy, so those who draw near to him must 

be holy also. That is the goal of the commandments. 

They define holy behavior. But even before they are 

given, the people can still take practical steps to show 

respect for God. 

So, how were the Israelites to consecrate themselves? 

In verse 10, the Lord says that they were to wash their 

garments. With the scarcity of water in the wilderness, 

that was a costly act. Perhaps the Lord miraculously 

provided water from a rock for them as he did back in 

Exodus 17. However they accomplished it, putting on 

clean clothes gave them a sense of a new beginning. 

We will come back to the limits around the mountain 

mentioned in verse 12-13. But before we move on, we 

should note the end of verse 15, where Moses tells the 

men to not go near a woman. He was probably speaking 
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about refraining from sexual intercourse. Sex within 

the context of marriage is not impure, but the people 

needed to set aside this time to focus exclusively on the 

Lord. 

What application do these consecration instructions 

have for us today? We still need to focus on the gravity 

of hearing from a holy God. Each time we read or listen 

to his Word, we should put aside distractions and 

approach it as a new beginning. Perhaps that’s why 1 

Peter 2:1-2 says,  

“So put away all malice and all deceit and 

hypocrisy and envy and all slander. Like 

newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual 

milk, that by it you may grow up into 

salvation.”  

Break up your hard heart. Root out unholy attitudes 

and behaviors. Consecrate yourself to him. That’s part 

of preparing to hear God’s commands. 
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P r e p a r a t i o n  4  

R e c e i v e  G o d ’ s  R e v e l a t i o n  

The rocky mountain traditionally associated with this 

story reaches roughly 7,500 feet above sea level. The 

hike to the summit is around 3 miles long, and people 

say that it takes at least 2 hours. So, it is not the most 

easily accessible place. But that difficulty was by 

design. The Lord wanted the people to see that he was 

present, but only Moses and Aaron were allowed to 

climb up and draw near to him. 

God was establishing an important pattern. He does 

not reveal his word directly to everyone. Instead, he 
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communicates through prophetic spokesmen, in this 

case, Moses. But some people are not content to hear 

from God second hand. They become jealous, doubtful, 

and critical. So, the Lord planned to counteract this 

tendency. As we saw a moment ago in Exodus 19:9, he 

said that he would come to Moses in a thick cloud so 

that people would hear and believe Moses forever. He 

wanted the people of Israel to receive his revelation 

through Moses. 

Verses 16-20 describe this dramatic moment in Israel’s 

history. They tell us, 

On the morning of the third day there were 

thunders and lightnings and a thick cloud on 

the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast, 

so that all the people in the camp trembled. 

Then Moses brought the people out of the 

camp to meet God, and they took their stand 

at the foot of the mountain. Now Mount Sinai 

was wrapped in smoke because the LORD 

had descended on it in fire. The smoke of it 

went up like the smoke of a kiln, and the 

whole mountain trembled greatly. And as the 

sound of the trumpet grew louder and 

louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him 

in thunder. The LORD came down on Mount 

Sinai, to the top of the mountain. And the 
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LORD called Moses to the top of the 

mountain, and Moses went up. 

Thunder and lightning can always be a little 

frightening, but particularly so in this case. It was as if 

the natural world was being pushed to its breaking 

point by the presence of God. Even the mountain 

trembled. Yet within that chaos of sound there was this 

piercing trumpet blast heralding the presence of the 

king of creation. The Lord had led the people of Israel 

out of Egypt with a pillar of cloud by day and fire by 

night. Now that glorious cloud rested upon the 

mountain top, and Moses was called to go up. This was 

a sign to the people, confirmation that they should 

listen to Moses. 

The Apostle Peter makes a similar point in 2 Peter 1:19-

21 about how he witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus. 

He says, 

And we have the prophetic word more fully 

confirmed, to which you will do well to pay 

attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, 

until the day dawns and the morning star 

rises in your hearts, knowing this first of all, 

that no prophecy of Scripture comes from 

someone's own interpretation. For no 
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prophecy was ever produced by the will of 

man, but men spoke from God as they were 

carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

We do not all get to experience supernatural 

encounters on mountaintops like Moses or Peter did. 

But their stories should give us confidence that they 

were genuine spokesmen for God through whom His 

Spirit worked. We should pay full attention. We should 

look to their writings as light from God to guide us in 

the darkness. We should receive the revelation that 

God has given through his prophets and apostles. 
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P r e p a r a t i o n  5  

F e a r  G o d ’ s  J u d g m e n t  

For a planet or any other object to remain in orbit 

around the sun, there must be a balance. Gravity pulls 

the object toward the sun. But at the same time, the 

centrifugal force created by the object’s movement 

around the sun pushes it away from the sun. If the 

balance is upset, the object will either fly too close and 

be burned up or fly away and be lost in the darkness of 

space. 

A similar balance must be maintained in relating to 

God. His mercy, love, and grace attract us. But if we 

focus on those characteristics exclusively, we will begin 
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to take them for granted. We will become flippant 

about sin. We must maintain the proper sense of fear 

and reverence that flow from his holiness, judgment, 

and wrath. 

The first part of Exodus 19 highlights God’s grace in 

saving Israel from Egypt and in choosing them to be his 

treasured possession among all the peoples of the 

earth. But that privileged position did not mean that 

they could all have unlimited access to the presence of 

the Lord. As we saw in verses 12-13, God told them to 

set limits around the mountain. Anyone who touched 

it would be put to death.  

Maintaining this boundary was so important to the 

Lord that as soon as Moses reaches the summit, he 

sends him back down. Verses 21-25 tell us, 

And the LORD said to Moses, "Go down and 

warn the people, lest they break through to 

the LORD to look and many of them perish. 

Also let the priests who come near to the 

LORD consecrate themselves, lest the LORD 

break out against them." And Moses said to 

the LORD, "The people cannot come up to 

Mount Sinai, for you yourself warned us, 

saying, 'Set limits around the mountain and 

consecrate it.'" And the LORD said to him, 
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"Go down, and come up bringing Aaron with 

you. But do not let the priests and the people 

break through to come up to the LORD, lest 

he break out against them." So Moses went 

down to the people and told them. 

This is the first mention of priests among the people of 

Israel. Later in chapter 28, we learn that the Lord 

appoints Aaron and his sons to serve as priests for the 

nation. Perhaps they were already aware of that plan at 

this point. Another possibility is that the people had 

appointed their own priests during their time in Egypt. 

But whoever these priests were, they were not allowed 

to ascend the mountain. That privilege was only 

granted to Moses and Aaron. The Lord warns Moses 

that he will break out against anyone who breaks 

through that line. 

Similar boundaries are drawn in the design of the 

Tabernacle revealed in Exodus 26. Only the priests 

were allowed to go inside. God appeared in a glorious 

cloud above the ark of the covenant in the Most Holy 

Place, a chamber inside the Tabernacle. Only the high 

priest could go in there, and even he could only do so 

once a year on the Day of Atonement. 
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The same divisions were maintained later when the 

temple was built in Jerusalem. They represent the 

separation between us on earth and the presence of 

God in heaven. But the Gospels tell us that when Jesus 

died the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Jesus 

satisfied the wrath of God and provided true cleansing 

from sin. So, Hebrews 10:19 tells us that we now have 

confidence to enter the true holy places by the blood of 

Jesus. In verse 22, the author calls believers to draw 

near to God with a true heart in full assurance of faith.  

Even with this amazing access to God, we must 

maintain a reverential fear. 1 Peter 1:17-19 tells us, 

And if you call on him as Father who judges 

impartially according to each one's deeds, 

conduct yourselves with fear throughout the 

time of your exile, knowing that you were 

ransomed from the futile ways inherited 

from your forefathers, not with perishable 

things such as silver or gold, but with the 

precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb 

without blemish or spot. 

We call God, “Father,” but he is still the Judge of all the 

earth. Don’t take his grace and mercy for granted. 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

28 

Remember how much this access costs, the precious 

blood of Christ. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

Are you ready to hear from God? Have you experienced 

his salvation and accepted his purpose? Do you respect 

his holiness, consecrating your heart and mind to him? 

Do you receive his revelation as it has been given to us 

through his prophets and apostles? Do you maintain a 

proper sense of fear? We must keep reminding 

ourselves to maintain these attitudes as we hear his 

Word. 

If you have never received salvation in Christ, I 

encourage you to do so today. Apart from him we are 

slaves to sin. But when you believe in him, he will set 

you free and make it possible for you to draw near to 

God now and forever. If you want to understand more 

about him and his saving work, the first chapter of 

Paul’s letter to the Colossians would be a good place to 

read. 

If you are a believer, do you have the right heart in 

listening to God’s word? Perhaps you need to focus on 

one of these preparations. Through the work of the 
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Spirit, we can cultivate these attitudes—a gratitude for 

salvation, a commitment to God’s purpose, a spirit of 

consecration, a confidence in the Word, and a deep 

reverence. This mindset paves the way for true spiritual 

growth. As you prepare to hear from God, would you 

invite someone else to join you? Let them know that He 

has spoken.  

May God give us ears to hear! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What problems do you see in your approach to 

God’s Word? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these preparations is most helpful to 

you? How so? 

 

 

 

3. What questions do you hope to answer through 

this study of the Ten Commandments? 
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2  

O L D  T E S T A M E N T  L A W  

A N D  T H E  C H R I S T I A N  

A  N E W  T E S T A M E N T  P E R S P E C T I V E  

The quickest way to travel from Michigan to Southern 

California is to fly. There is no need to worry about 

directions or know any landmarks. The flight crew 

handles the navigation. About five hours after takeoff, 

you touch down and they welcome you to Los Angeles. 

But if you have never been there before, you must take 

their word for it. Airports all look fairly similar. The 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

32 

plane could have flown in an entirely different 

direction. You could be somewhere in Mexico or 

Canada. Driving, on the other hand, takes a lot longer, 

but it gives you an entirely different awareness of 

where you are at. 

We face similar alternatives in studying the Ten 

Commandments. God declared them around 3,500 

years ago to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai after 

their Exodus from Egypt. They introduced the broader 

Old Testament Law that the Lord revealed to Moses to 

govern them as a nation. That setting is a long way from 

life here and now historically, culturally, and 

theologically for Christian believers. Several hard 

questions must be answered if we are to make the 

journey. So, some pastors, including ones I deeply 

respect, have been content to stay at home in the New 

Testament. They have never ventured to teach through 

the Ten Commandments or any other portions of Old 

Testament Law.  

Other Bible teachers, however, fly directly to the 

commandments without explaining how they arrived 

at their understanding and application. Perhaps they 

are simply sparing us the details, like an airline pilot on 
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a cross-country flight. Sit back and enjoy the ride. But 

how can we determine whether their conclusions are 

trustworthy? They might be reliable, but their silence 

does not prepare us to answer the hard questions that 

people sometimes ask about Old Testament Law. Why 

does it allow slavery and polygamy? Why does it 

require the death penalty for homosexuality? 

So, before we examine the commandments, we need to 

carefully plot our course. The books of the New 

Testament were written by and for Christian believers 

around 1,500 years after the Law. Together they use the 

word “law” 197 times, and most of those refer to the 

body of commandments that God gave to Moses. Plus, 

there are many other passages that refer directly to 

specific commandments.  So, this teaching should 

determine how we, as Christians, understand and 

apply Old Testament Law. I think we can summarize it 

in six directions. 
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 D i r e c t i o n  1  

F o c u s  o n  t h e  L o r d  

For over thirteen years, my family has had a pet 

dachshund named Buddy. The house where we lived 

for most of that time had a fenced in backyard. So, we 

could let Buddy out to roam wherever he wanted. His 

habit was to do a lap right alongside the fence. He did 

it so often that he wore a little trail through the grass. 

Why did he do it? Dogs are territorial, and he was 

claiming it as his own. But he would also sniff and listen 

to things on the other side of the fence. Sometimes 

there were rabbits, frogs, or other creatures. He had a 

home with a loving family and plenty of food, but that 
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didn’t matter. In those moments, he would become 

obsessed with what was on the other side. If an opening 

presented itself, he would go through it. 

A lot of us tend to act like Buddy when it comes to 

obeying God’s commandments. We think that we are 

doing well as long as we stay within the boundaries. We 

might even bark to make sure everyone else knows 

where the line is. But we spend a lot of time thinking 

about what is on the other side. We get as close as we 

can without crossing over. Sooner or later, a situation 

presents itself when we think no one is watching, and 

we cannot resist. God never intended for people to live 

out on the fringe of his commandments. They are 

designed to keep our focus on him. 

Jesus made this point during his ministry. The 

Pharisees reasoned that the way to stay inside God’s 

boundaries is to draw additional ones. They were 

legalists. But even as they tightened the perimeter, they 

were missing God’s intent.  Jesus exposed this problem 

in his Sermon on the Mount. Matthew 5:17-20 tells us 

that he said, 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the 

Law or the Prophets; I have not come to 
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abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I 

say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, 

not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law 

until all is accomplished. Therefore whoever 

relaxes one of the least of these 

commandments and teaches others to do the 

same will be called least in the kingdom of 

heaven, but whoever does them and teaches 

them will be called great in the kingdom of 

heaven. For I tell you, unless your 

righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 

Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom 

of heaven. 

With their fastidious rule keeping, the Pharisees were 

thought by many to be the pinnacle of righteousness. 

But their efforts only served to cheapen God’s 

commands. As Jesus continues, he takes the 

prohibition of murder and says that it is wrong to insult 

a person. He explains that by forbidding adultery, God 

was teaching men not to look at a woman lustfully. 

After giving other examples, he reveals the intent of the 

Law in verses 44-45 and in verse 48 by saying, 

But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray 

for those who persecute you, so that you may 

be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For 

he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 

good, and sends rain on the just and on the 
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unjust… You therefore must be perfect, as 

your heavenly Father is perfect. 

The boundaries set by the Law are designed to point us 

back to our heavenly Father. They reveal what is 

important to him. They show us how to be like him. So, 

when Jesus was asked to identify the greatest 

commandment, Matthew 22:37-40 tells us, 

And he said to him, "You shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your mind. This is the great 

and first commandment. And a second is like 

it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. 

On these two commandments depend all the 

Law and the Prophets." 

In studying Old Testament Law, we must focus on the 

Lord. 

  



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

38 

D i r e c t i o n  2  

A c k n o w l e d g e  Y o u r  S i n  

People often assume that God’s judgment will be like a 

scale with our good deeds on one side and our sins on 

the other. They just hope to have enough good to 

outweigh the bad. But nothing in the Bible supports 

that analogy. Since God’s Law is like a fence or a wall, 

then sin is like walking out an emergency exit. Once 

you leave, the door locks behind you. You are either in 

or out. So, if you are out, you must acknowledge your 

sin. 

The scale mindset leads people to rank some sins as 

worse than others. We look down on some and 
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overlook others. James 2:10-11 rejects this reasoning 

by saying, 

For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in 

one point has become guilty of all of it. For 

he who said, "Do not commit adultery," also 

said, "Do not murder." If you do not commit 

adultery but do murder, you have become a 

transgressor of the law. 

To transgress is to cross over the line established by the 

Law. But when you combine this way of thinking with 

Jesus’ teaching about the intent of the Law, then you 

are forced to see that we have a serious problem. In 

Romans 3:10, Paul declares that none is righteous. In 

verses 19-20 he explains, 

Now we know that whatever the law says it 

speaks to those who are under the law, so 

that every mouth may be stopped, and the 

whole world may be held accountable to God. 

For by works of the law no human being will 

be justified in his sight, since through the law 

comes knowledge of sin. 

To be justified is to be accepted as righteous. It is to be 

within the boundaries. But our best attempts to obey 

God’s Law fall short. Because of Adam and Eve’s sin we 

were born on the outside. Then our sinful behavior 
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reinforces that we are worthy of God’s condemnation. 

In Galatians 3:10, Paul explained, 

For all who rely on works of the law are under 

a curse; for it is written, "Cursed be everyone 

who does not abide by all things written in 

the Book of the Law, and do them." 

If you were raised without any knowledge of the Bible 

as I was, you might claim innocence. Is it fair to be 

judged by this standard if you have never heard it? Paul 

addressed that argument in Romans 2:14-16 by saying, 

For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, 

by nature do what the law requires, they are 

a law to themselves, even though they do not 

have the law. They show that the work of the 

law is written on their hearts, while their 

conscience also bears witness, and their 

conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse 

them on that day when, according to my 

gospel, God judges the secrets of men by 

Christ Jesus. 

Some Christians lament the fact that fewer and fewer 

people in our society are able to quote the Ten 

Commandments. They may not know the words, but 

every heart possesses an inherent awareness of those 

boundaries. You hear it in the ways that people try to 
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rationalize their behavior and redefine it in positive 

terms. They think that they are overcoming cultural 

conditioning, but their sense of conviction runs much 

deeper than that. They are fighting against who God 

created them to be. We all do, but we will never 

succeed.  In studying God’s Law, we must acknowledge 

our sin. 

  



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

42 

D i r e c t i o n  3  

T r u s t  i n  C h r i s t  

It is a terrible feeling when you realize that you have 

locked yourself out. It used to happen to me somewhat 

regularly with my car, and once with a condo where my 

wife and I lived as newlyweds. A car is not too difficult 

to access. With a little luck and a coat hanger you can 

get in. A tow truck driver can do it even quicker. A 

household door is harder. We had to call a locksmith 

on a weekend, so it was an expensive charge for a 

financially strapped young couple. The cost and 

difficulty is unimaginably greater when you are locked 
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out of the boundaries that God has set. Your only hope 

is to trust in Christ. 

Why would God establish the Law if people would 

never be able to keep it? The Law is essential because it 

expresses his character and defines what it means to 

have a relationship with him. The Law was also 

designed to point to our need for a Savior. In Galatians 

3:22-24, Paul explained, 

But the Scripture imprisoned everything 

under sin, so that the promise by faith in 

Jesus Christ might be given to those who 

believe. Now before faith came, we were held 

captive under the law, imprisoned until the 

coming faith would be revealed. So then, the 

law was our guardian until Christ came, in 

order that we might be justified by faith. 

In one sense, the law was temporary. It was a guardian 

or other translations say a schoolmaster, a tutor. It 

defined a relationship with God but could not grant it. 

Only Jesus Christ can do that. But how does he unlock 

the door to bring sinful people back inside the 

boundaries? 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that he came 

to fulfill the Law. He fulfilled it first by obeying it 
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perfectly. He is the only human being to live entirely 

within the bounds. His righteousness enables him to 

represent us. Hebrews 4:15 tells us, 

For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

but one who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin. 

Next, he fulfilled the Law by satisfying its demand for 

punishment. The Law required repeated blood 

sacrifice to atone for sin. But as the Son of God, Jesus 

offered the ultimate sacrifice by giving his life. Hebrews 

9:11-12 tells us, 

But when Christ appeared as a high priest of 

the good things that have come, then through 

the greater and more perfect tent (not made 

with hands, that is, not of this creation) he 

entered once for all into the holy places, not 

by means of the blood of goats and calves but 

by means of his own blood, thus securing an 

eternal redemption. 

Finally, he fulfilled the law by clothing us in his own 

righteousness. In Romans 3:21-25, Paul explained, 

But now the righteousness of God has been 

manifested apart from the law, although the 

Law and the Prophets bear witness to it--the 
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righteousness of God through faith in Jesus 

Christ for all who believe. For there is no 

distinction: for all have sinned and fall short 

of the glory of God, and are justified by his 

grace as a gift, through the redemption that 

is in Christ Jesus, 

As sinful people, we cannot do anything to get 

ourselves back into the boundaries set by the Law. Our 

only option is to trust Christ alone. He redeems us from 

the curse of the Law and grants us his righteousness as 

a gift. We can only draw near to God through him. So, 

as we study the Law and the commandments, we must 

do so with a confident faith in our Savior. 
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D i r e c t i o n  4  

A p p r e c i a t e  Y o u r  F r e e d o m  

I am portraying the Ten Commandments in a positive 

light as the boundaries we need, and we will eventually 

see how they can be viewed that way. But there is also 

a sense in which the Old Testament Law became a 

restrictive burden. It showed how people are slaves to 

sin. Those Jews who lived under it quickly became 

weary and frustrated with observing its sacrifices, 

dietary restrictions, and hygienic practices. So, the 

New Testament teaches believers to appreciate the 

freedom that comes with salvation in Christ. 
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As Gentiles began to believe in Christ, the observance 

of the Law became a key question for the early church. 

Acts 15:5 tells us,  

But some believers who belonged to the party 

of the Pharisees rose up and said, "It is 

necessary to circumcise them and to order 

them to keep the law of Moses." 

Verses 10-11 tell us that the Apostle Peter responded by 

telling the apostle and elders, 

Now, therefore, why are you putting God to 

the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the 

disciples that neither our fathers nor we have 

been able to bear? But we believe that we will 

be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, 

just as they will." 

The council of leaders in Jerusalem agreed with Peter 

and sent word to Gentile believers around the world. 

Paul addressed the same concern in his letter to the 

Galatians. In verse 1 of chapter 5, he declared, “For 

freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, 

and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” In 

Colossians 2:16-17, he spoke of all the rituals of the Law 

and said, 
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Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in 

questions of food and drink, or with regard to 

a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These 

are a shadow of the things to come, but the 

substance belongs to Christ. 

Those with legalistic inclinations often fail to recognize 

this sense of freedom that flows from the gospel. They 

latch onto various details of the law and become 

judgmental of others. This inevitably stirs up division 

in the church, but Paul emphasized how the gospel 

brings peace. In Ephesians 2:13-16, he described the 

unity of Jew and Gentile in the church by saying, 

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were 

far off have been brought near by the blood 

of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who 

has made us both one and has broken down 

in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by 

abolishing the law of commandments 

expressed in ordinances, that he might create 

in himself one new man in place of the two, 

so making peace, and might reconcile us both 

to God in one body through the cross, 

thereby killing the hostility. 

So, as we study Old Testament Law we cannot allow it 

to become a burden or a source of division. We must 

appreciate and guard our freedom in Christ.  
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 D i r e c t i o n  5  

W a l k  b y  t h e  S p i r i t  

Balance is difficult to learn. When children first climb 

onto a bicycle, they cannot stay upright on their own. 

They need training wheels. Even with those external 

physical supports they still fall over sometimes. But as 

they mature, they develop an internal sense of balance. 

They no longer need the training wheels to stay 

upright. 

The Old Testament Law was like a set of training 

wheels. God established those external practices to 

keep the nation of Israel upright and moving in the 

right direction. But they never developed an internal 
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sense of balance. None of us do. Even though the law is 

written on our conscience, sin has warped our mind 

and heart. On our own, we will just keep crashing. So, 

the idea of being freed from those training wheels is 

scary. But God promises to help believers stay on 

course through the work of the Holy Spirit.  

When Moses reiterated God’s Law for the next 

generation after the Exodus, he predicted that the 

nation would go astray and would be scattered. The 

external constraint of the law would not be enough. 

Before the promises to their nation could be fulfilled, 

they would need an internal change. He described that 

change in Deuteronomy 30:6 by saying, 

And the LORD your God will circumcise your 

heart and the heart of your offspring, so that 

you will love the LORD your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul, that you 

may live. 

Many centuries later, the Old Testament prophets 

continued to speak of this change. Jeremiah described 

it as a new covenant in which God would put his law 

within people (Jer 31:31-34). In Ezekiel 36:26-27, God 

promised, 
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And I will give you a new heart, and a new 

spirit I will put within you. And I will remove 

the heart of stone from your flesh and give 

you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit 

within you, and cause you to walk in my 

statutes and be careful to obey my rules. 

So, when Jesus came, John the Baptist identified him 

as the one who gives the Spirit without measure (John 

3:34). On the night before he was crucified, Jesus 

talked about the new covenant in his blood (Luke 

22:20) and he promised to send the Holy Spirit to dwell 

within his followers (John 14:16-17). That is what 

happened on the Day of Pentecost as described in Acts 

2. It does not seem to be the full outpouring of the 

Spirit that the prophets foretold. But the new covenant 

ministry of the Spirit had begun. 

Paul contrasts life in the Spirit with being under the 

law. In Romans 7:6, he said, 

But now we are released from the law, having 

died to that which held us captive, so that we 

serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in 

the old way of the written code. 

As Paul continues in that chapter, he defends the 

goodness of the Law. It is not flawed. The problem is 
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with us. Even with the work of the Spirit in our lives, 

we still struggle with temptation. Paul described his 

frustration with this battle in verses 22-24 by saying, 

For I delight in the law of God, in my inner 

being, but I see in my members another law 

waging war against the law of my mind and 

making me captive to the law of sin that 

dwells in my members. Wretched man that I 

am! Who will deliver me from this body of 

death? 

Until Jesus returns, this is the believer’s plight, caught 

between two worlds. So, in Romans 8:13, Paul speaks 

of putting to death the deeds of the body by the Spirit. 

In Galatians 5 he talks about walking by the Spirit and 

bearing fruit. In Ephesians 4 and 5 he speaks of not 

grieving the Spirit (4:30) but of being filled by him 

(5:18).  Then in Ephesians 6:17 he says that the sword 

of the Spirit is the word of God. So, though we are free 

from the Law, the Spirit still uses it as part of God’s 

word to help us overcome temptation and grow in 

spiritual understanding and maturity. 
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D i r e c t i o n  6  

O b e y  C h r i s t ’ s  L a w  

We have taken the long route, but how do we finish this 

journey? How do we apply these directions to our study 

of the Ten Commandments? Christians are called to be 

like Jesus. We follow in his steps. Understanding the 

Law is certainly part of that, but on a few occasions, 

Paul speaks of obeying the Law of Christ. 

In Galatians 5:18 Paul speaks about not being under 

the law but of being led by the Spirit. But in verse 14 he 

also talks about fulfilling the law by loving your 

neighbor as yourself. Then in verse 2 of chapter 6 he 

says, “Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law 
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of Christ.” He does not, however, explain what the law 

of Christ is. 

He uses the phrase “law of Christ” again in 1 

Corinthians 9:20-21. There he spoke about his ministry 

and about how he adapted to reach different people 

with the gospel. He says, 

To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to 

win Jews. To those under the law I became as 

one under the law (though not being myself 

under the law) that I might win those under 

the law. To those outside the law I became as 

one outside the law (not being outside the 

law of God but under the law of Christ) that I 

might win those outside the law. 

Jesus never proclaimed a new legal system, but he did 

give clear commands in his teaching. In fact, he 

reiterated nine of the Ten Commandments. The only 

one that he did not restate was the Sabbath command, 

though he still had significant things to say about it. We 

will examine his teaching as we look at each of the 

commandments. But how can we understand the 

connection between the Old Testament Law and the 

Law of Christ? 
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The Ten Commandments cannot really be separated 

from the rest of the Old Testament Law. It was all part 

of Israel’s national constitution as a theocracy. The 

commandments were applied in practical ways to the 

various issues that their nation faced in the ancient 

world. Christians are not part of that nation. The 

Church is composed of believers from multiple nations. 

But since the commandments reflect the character of 

God, it makes sense to say that those principles should 

be reflected in the Christian life. 

So, we must understand the Ten Commandments in 

the original context in which they were given—Exodus 

19-24 where God establishes Israel as a theocratic 

nation. But we must see how Jesus and the apostles 

apply the same principles for New Testament believers. 

It all comes back to simply following Jesus. Obey the 

law of Christ. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

The Christian’s relationship to Old Testament Law is 

complicated. But we have these six directions to guide 

us: (1) focus on the Lord; (2) acknowledge your sin; (3) 

trust in Christ; (4) appreciate your freedom; (5) walk 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

56 

by the Spirit; and (6) obey Christ’s Law. What is your 

response at this point? 

Perhaps you have never understood how Jesus fulfills 

the law, rescuing us from condemnation and giving us 

his righteousness as a gift. None of us are good enough 

to draw near to God. If you have never done so, I urge 

you to start trusting Christ alone as your Savior. 

I encourage you to spend some time reading through 

Exodus 20 before we begin our study of the First 

Commandment. As you do, do you need to focus on one 

of the directions that we have considered today? We 

must allow the gospel and all the teaching of the New 

Testament to inform our understanding of the Law, so 

that we can delight in it rather than being burdened by 

it. We can also share the good news with others that 

Jesus has fulfilled the Law. 

May God open our eyes to behold wondrous things out 

of his Law! 

  



O l d  T e s t a m e n t  L a w  a n d  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  

 

57 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What was your understanding of the Old 

Testament Law prior to this study? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these directions was the most 

enlightening for you? How does it change your 

thinking? 

 

 

 

3. How does this teaching about the Law 

contribute to your understanding of the gospel? 
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3  

R E F O R M A T  Y O U R  S O U L  

T H E  F I R S T  C O M M A N D M E N T  

Most of us use electronic devices of one sort or another 

everyday—computers, game consoles, smartphones, 

smart TVs, or smart speakers. But the programming 

that runs those machines is not always reliable. A glitch 

can cause it to freeze up. It gets caught in a loop. You 

try to tap buttons and enter commands, but there is no 

response.  
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Restarting the device usually gets it working again, but 

sometimes the problem is more serious. It might be 

infected with a virus, malicious code that embeds itself 

in the system and keeps the device from doing what it 

was designed to do. At that point the only solution 

might be to reformat the hard drive, erasing it and 

starting over. 

When God gave the people of Israel the Ten 

Commandments, he was giving them the opportunity 

to reformat their souls. After living in Egypt for 400 

years, their worldview had undoubtedly been infected 

by that culture. It happens to all of us. We tend to 

absorb our society’s ways of thinking about what is 

true, what is real, and what is good. Some of those ideas 

are like malicious code. They embed themselves in our 

minds, catching us up in vicious cycles that lead us far 

from our Creator’s design for our lives. 

So, when God rescues us, we must erase that old 

programming and start over.  We need new parameters 

to rework our entire outlook, to reformat our souls. 

Paul described the process in Romans 12:2 by saying, 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, 
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that by testing you may discern what is the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and 

perfect. 

The Ten Commandments are the boundaries we need. 

They are not just rules. They express the will of God. 

They define what it means to live in a relationship with 

him. They are like a spiritual operating system. They 

present us with a worldview, a system of beliefs and 

values to guide us, and they begin by addressing our 

fundamental perception of reality. Exodus 20:1-3 tells 

us, 

And God spoke all these words, saying, "I am 

the LORD your God, who brought you out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

You shall have no other gods before me.” 

We say that there are Ten Commandments because 

that number is mentioned in Exodus 34:28 and 

Deuteronomy 10:4. They are called, “the Ten Words,” 

but different groups divide the passage in different 

ways. The Jewish Talmud takes verse 2 as the first, 

even though there is no imperative. It says that verse 3 

is part of the second, but Christians generally take 

verse 2 as an introduction to the commandments, 

particularly to the first one. Catholics and Lutherans 
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say that the First Commandment begins in verse 3 and 

includes verses 4-6, but that forces them to split up the 

prohibitions about coveting down in verse 17 into two 

separate commands. The Orthodox Church and other 

Protestants groups have understood verse 3 alone as 

the First Commandment, and I think that is the best 

approach. 

We will follow a basic pattern as we examine each 

commandment. First, we will identify the limitation, 

the boundary that the command establishes, noting 

how that restriction is expressed in more specific terms 

in the rest of chapter 20 and in chapters 21-23, the 

Book of the Covenant. Next we will consider the 

revelation, what the commandment teaches us about 

the character of God and our relationship with him. We 

can then reflect upon the application of that command 

for us today as those seeking to follow the Law of Christ 

under the New Covenant by the power of the Holy 

Spirit.  
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  O t h e r  G o d s  

Wherever you go in the world, there is one thing that 

we all have in common. People everywhere talk about 

the weather. On good days we are grateful, but we often 

complain—too hot, too cold, too wet, too dry. An 

unexpected storm can spoil our plans for an afternoon, 

but the stakes are much higher for someone trying to 

grow crops in a field. Bad weather can lead to famine 

and starvation. So, people have always looked for ways 

to understand and even control the weather. 

The common view in ancient times was that various 

spirits or deities controlled the elements of nature—the 
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sun, storms, animals, the fertility of the fields. So, 

people tried to figure out how to keep those capricious 

gods happy. They made physical representations of 

them, idols. They paid homage to them in various 

rituals and gave offerings to them. They built temples 

and established priesthoods. But the goal was always to 

get the gods to do what you wanted, to go along with 

your will and desires. 

How did this polytheistic worldview develop? The first 

mention of other gods in the Bible is in Genesis 31, 

where we are told that Jacob’s wife, Rachel, stole her 

father’s household idols. So, the practice was already a 

normal part of life by that point. I think the worship of 

false gods can be traced back to the building of the 

tower of Babel recorded in Genesis 11. Verse 4 

describes the people’s motive by saying, 

Then they said, "Come, let us build ourselves 

a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, 

and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we 

be dispersed over the face of the whole 

earth." 

Many scholars explain making a name for themselves 

as simply establishing an identity or a great reputation. 
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But the people were all united at that point, so who 

would they impress with their great accomplishment? 

I think “the name” that they were making was a new 

deity. Rather than calling upon “the name of the Lord” 

(Gen 4:26), they made a new name and a lofty temple 

to go with it in the hopes that it would enable them to 

control what happened in the heavens. 

Of course, just as Satan tempted Eve, he is also behind 

the worship of false gods. Polytheism was a constant 

temptation for the people of Israel throughout their 

history. As kings like Solomon interacted with other 

nations, they sometimes sealed alliances by adopting 

that nation’s gods. He did so under the influence of his 

foreign wives.  

Polytheism was still common in the Greco-Roman 

society of New Testament times. One of the big 

disputes in the early church was whether they could eat 

food that had been offered to idols. So, in 1 Corinthians 

10:19-20, Paul reasoned, 

What do I imply then? That food offered to 

idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? 

No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they 

offer to demons and not to God. I do not want 

you to be participants with demons. 
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The sad reality of polytheism is that it traps people in 

dread and uncertainty. There is no sense of any sort of 

relationship. People have no idea what will truly satisfy 

the spirits. Honoring one deity might even provoke 

another. It is hopeless. So, the Lord drew a clear line 

with the First Commandment. The people of Israel 

were not to have any other gods. 

Now you might understand “You shall have no other 

gods before me,” as a claim of priority. People often talk 

about making God first in their life. But the Lord did 

not just want his people to acknowledge him as the 

highest among other gods. He wanted them to reject 

false deities entirely. Many English translations note 

that “before me” could also be translated “besides me.” 

This is a claim of exclusivity not priority. 

This interpretation is supported by other commands in 

the Book of the Covenant. They were not to treat the 

Lord as the king of some pantheon of deities. Exodus 

20:23 tells us that he told Moses, “You shall not make 

gods of silver to be with me, nor shall you make for 

yourselves gods of gold.” The Lord was even more 

explicit in his words recorded in Exodus 22:20. He 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

66 

said, “Whoever sacrifices to any god, other than the 

LORD alone, shall be devoted to destruction.” 

God wanted Israel’s leaders to enforce this new 

worldview in their nation. The worship of other gods 

was punishable by death, and so too were other 

idolatrous practices. Sorcery had been a prominent 

part of life in Egyptian society. The court magicians 

were somehow able to copy a few of the miracles that 

the Lord brought about through Moses. So, in Exodus 

22:18, the Lord told him, "You shall not permit a 

sorceress to live.” 

It was so important for them to leave that old life 

behind, that Exodus 23:13 tells us that the Lord said, 

“Pay attention to all that I have said to you, and make 

no mention of the names of other gods, nor let it be 

heard on your lips.” This command must have not 

prohibited referring to other gods, because their names 

are mentioned elsewhere in the Old Testament. The 

point is that they were not to be invoked or addressed. 

Other gods were not supposed to have any place in the 

lives of God’s people. 

As I explained in the previous chapter, New Testament 

believers are not under these laws because they were 
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part of God’s covenant with Israel. The Church has no 

authority to carry out executions, and God does not call 

Christians to turn any earthly nation into an Old 

Testament theocracy. Nevertheless, we need to 

consider what this limitation reveals about the Lord. 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  G o d  

When your eyesight is bad, you get accustomed to 

things being blurry. It might give you a headache. Signs 

can be hard to read. In an extreme case, your vision 

problem might limit where you go and what you do. But 

when an optometrist clicks the right lens into place, 

everything becomes clear. The First Commandment 

has that kind of power. It is like a set of corrective 

lenses to help you see the way things really are. 

By rejecting other gods, the First Commandment 

reveals that the Lord alone is God. But what does it 

mean to be God? Under polytheism a god is just one of 
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several competing spiritual beings, each with limited 

power. But the God of the Bible is much more than that. 

He is the Creator of all things. The Bible begins with 

this fundamental truth. His work of creation 

establishes his ownership and authority over 

everything that exists.  

The Old Testament prophets and the Apostle use God’s 

work of creation to rebuke those who worship idols. 

The First Commandment, however, does not mention 

God’s role as Creator. Perhaps the Lord does not make 

that connection because even though people see the 

evidence of his work of creation, they suppress that 

truth as Paul explains in Romans 1:18-21. We will see 

that the Fourth Commandment highlights creation as 

support for observing the Sabbath, but the First 

Commandment is linked to two other actions that show 

that the Lord is God. 

The first demonstration of the Lord’s deity was that he 

spoke. Exodus 19 tells us that the people had gathered 

around the foot of the mountain to meet him. They saw 

lightning, a thick cloud, fire, and smoke. They heard 

thunder and a trumpet blast. They felt the mountain 

tremble. Moses went up to the Lord and came back 
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down, warning the people not to break through the 

limits. Then Exodus 20:1-2 makes this point so simply 

that we might miss its powerful significance. It says, 

“And God spoke all these words, saying, "I am the 

LORD your God…” 

So, the people of Israel were not following the 

ramblings of some mystic, or the speculations of some 

self-proclaimed prophet. The entire nation heard the 

voice of God, and he identified himself as the LORD. 

When we see “LORD” in capital letters like that, it 

signifies the name Yahweh. The experience terrified 

them. Verses 18-19 tell us, 

Now when all the people saw the thunder and 

the flashes of lightning and the sound of the 

trumpet and the mountain smoking, the 

people were afraid and trembled, and they 

stood far off and said to Moses, "You speak to 

us, and we will listen; but do not let God 

speak to us, lest we die." 

But as frightening as the experience was, it had a clear 

purpose. Verse 20 tells us, “Moses said to the people, 

‘Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear 

of him may be before you, that you may not sin.’” 

Hearing the Lord speak was designed to instill in them 
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a proper fear of him as the one true God.  In fact, the 

Lord affirms this purpose to Moses. Verses 21-23 tell 

us, 

The people stood far off, while Moses drew 

near to the thick darkness where God was. 

And the LORD said to Moses, "Thus you shall 

say to the people of Israel: 'You have seen for 

yourselves that I have talked with you from 

heaven. You shall not make gods of silver to 

be with me, nor shall you make for yourselves 

gods of gold.” 

The Lord did what no false god ever could. He spoke. 

He has made himself and his will known. He did so 

audibly from Sinai, but he continued to speak through 

Moses and the Old Testament prophets. Then he spoke 

to us in an even greater way by His Son (Heb 1:2). The 

Word became flesh and dwelt among us to make God 

known (Jn 1:14, 18). 

The second demonstration of the Lord’s deity was what 

he had already done for the people of Israel. He saved 

them. Look again at Exodus 20:2. The Lord says, "I am 

the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land 

of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  
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False gods do not save people. In fact, under 

polytheism people do things to try to save themselves 

from the gods. But the Lord showed his grace in 

rescuing the people of Israel. He expressed his 

judgment against their oppressors through the Ten 

Plagues. He parted the Red Sea for them and provided 

for them in the wilderness. He did it all so that they 

would relate to him as their one and only God. 

Of course, the demonstration of God’s saving purpose 

becomes even clearer in the New Testament.  In Titus 

3:3-7 Paul explains what he has done to rescue us from 

our spiritual slavery. He says, 

For we ourselves were once foolish, 

disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 

passions and pleasures, passing our days in 

malice and envy, hated by others and hating 

one another. But when the goodness and 

loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, 

he saved us, not because of works done by us 

in righteousness, but according to his own 

mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured 

out on us richly through Jesus Christ our 

Savior, so that being justified by his grace we 

might become heirs according to the hope of 

eternal life. 
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So, the First Commandment draws a line in forbidding 

the worship of other gods. But at the same time, it 

points us toward a worldview that sees Yahweh as the 

one true God, who has spoken and has provided 

salvation to lead us into a relationship with him 

forever. So, how should we respond to that revelation? 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

F a i t h  a n d  F e a r  

When I was growing up in Southern California, I spent 

a lot of time at the beach playing in the surf. I loved 

floating over the waves and diving through them. But 

as the swells grew larger and more intense, they 

reached a point when they were not so fun anymore. 

They would grab you, sweep you off your feet, and leave 

you tumbling under water. In those moments, you lose 

all sense of direction. You begin to panic, desperately 

trying to get a breath, but you cannot tell which way is 

up. 
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Cultural ideas can sweep us up in a similar way. They 

come in tumultuous waves—intellectual, political, 

relational, moral, and even false spirituality. You can 

easily lose any sense of direction. You might become 

panicky and impulsive, desperate to survive. You might 

grasp at anything that will help you and lash out at 

anyone who gets in the way. To find stability and catch 

your breath you need to know which way is up, and the 

First Commandment points us in the right direction. 

In contrast to false gods, we have seen that the Lord’s 

deity is shown in that he speaks and saves. So, we 

should respond, first, in faith. We should believe in his 

existence and in his gracious desire to have a 

relationship with us. We should accept his Word as our 

standard of what is right, good, and true. We should 

trust him to protect us and to provide for us as our 

Savior. 

Even before they reached Sinai, the people of Israel 

were taught to trust the Lord. They experienced his 

protection through the plagues and as they crossed the 

Red Sea. He also supernaturally provided bread, meat, 

and water for them during their journey through the 

wilderness. Moses even told them that they would be 
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the Lord’s treasured possession. But the Lord’s 

frightening appearance on Mount Sinai tested their 

faith. Look again at Exodus 20:19-20. It tells us that the 

people said to Moses, “‘You speak to us, and we will 

listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die.’ 

Moses said to the people, ‘Do not fear, for God has 

come to test you…’” 

Rather than being afraid, they needed to trust God. 

Would they believe in his promise and his saving 

purpose?  Would they rely upon what they had learned 

about his goodness and grace through their 

experiences? Even though our experiences are very 

different, we face the same basic test. Will we trust 

what the Lord has revealed about himself as God? 

Hebrews 11:6 tells us, “And without faith it is 

impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near 

to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards 

those who seek him.” 

So, an essential part of relating to the Lord as God is 

trusting him. We should trust the Lord for everything 

all the time because he is God. But it is possible to say 

that you believe in the Lord without truly relying upon 

him at all. Your faith could be anchored in any number 
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of things: your spouse, your parents, your children, 

your friends, your job, your money, your counselor, 

your doctor, science, the government, or even your own 

wisdom and strength. These are all good if you receive 

them as blessings from God. But if any of them are the 

real object of your faith, then you are treating that 

person or thing as your god, violating the First 

Commandment. 

The second application of the First Commandment is 

fear. This idea seems to contradict what we just said 

about faith, but Moses expresses this paradox in 

Exodus 20:20. It tells us, “Moses said to the people, ‘Do 

not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of 

him may be before you, that you may not sin.’” 

How is it possible to not fear and fear at the same time? 

Moses did not use two different Hebrew words.  His 

statement is just as confusing in Hebrew as it is in 

English. But the context helps us understand that the 

first fear is a terror that would drive someone away 

from God. That fear stands opposed to faith. The 

second fear, however, is a reverence for God that leads 

someone to obey him. This fear is a result of faith. 

Proverbs 3:7 captures the idea by saying, “Be not wise 
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in your own eyes; fear the LORD, and turn away from 

evil.” 

So, this humble, obedient fear of the Lord is another 

essential part of relating to him as God. But what are 

we doing when we turn aside from the fear of the Lord? 

What does it say to God when we commit a sinful deed? 

In those moments, we are not treating him as God. The 

Apostle Paul makes this connection in Colossians 3:5. 

He says, “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: 

sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 

covetousness, which is idolatry.” 

At its core, every sin is an act of idolatry. I am not 

bowing down to a statue, but I am exalting my desire 

above the will of God. I am relating to myself as my own 

god, violating the First Commandment. That is what 

Adam and Eve did in the garden of Eden, and that is 

the inclination of our flesh.  

So, what do you do when you realize that your faith is 

misplaced or that you are not walking in the fear of the 

Lord? Turn away from your idols and turn to God. 

Place your faith in him and in his Son who paid the 

penalty for our idolatry through his death so that we 

could be forgiven. Then walk in the fear of the Lord and 



R e f o r m a t  Y o u r  S o u l  ( T h e  F i r s t  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

79 

seek to put to death those earthly desires as Paul says. 

When you stumble into sin again, then turn back to 

God again. The Christian life is one of continual 

repentance and renewal. Keep walking in faith and 

fear. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

Do you need to reformat your soul? Start with the First 

Commandment. Confess the ways that you’ve crossed 

the limit by allowing something or someone else to take 

God’s place in your life. Remind yourself that the Lord 

is God. He has spoken and has provided salvation in 

Christ. So, place your faith in him and walk in fear. 

If you have never done so, I urge you to turn to God 

today. Put aside your idols, whatever they may be, and 

trust his saving grace. If you are new to Christianity and 

want to learn more about God’s existence and how we 

should relate to him, I encourage you to read Acts 17. 

That chapter is also great preparation for our study of 

the Second Commandment.  

If you are a believer, do you need to renew your 

devotion to God? Our flesh keeps pulling us back into 
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some kind of idolatry, but we must fight it through 

repentance and faith. Keep coming back to the Lord. 

You might even need to make a fundamental change in 

your worldview. Satan works through the world to 

provide all sorts of idols and the excuses to justify 

relying upon them. We must anchor our hearts and 

minds in God’s truth.  

May God help us relate to him as the one true God! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What ideas in our society tend to take the place 

of God in our lives? 

 

 

2. How does your worldview need to change? 

 

 

3. What could you do to show a greater love for the 

Lord? 
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4  

T R U E  W O R S H I P  

T H E  S E C O N D  C O M M A N D M E N T  

Back in 2020, after living in the same house for almost 

thirteen years, my family and I moved. We did not go 

far, only a mile down the road, but now we drive a 

completely different route to and from church. The new 

directions are not complicated, but on a few occasions 

early on, I accidentally went the wrong way home. I was 

heading back toward the old house. After driving it 

thousands of times, it was ingrained in my mind like 
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the ruts in an old dirt road. It’s hard to break old habits. 

Some of those routines are just an annoyance, but 

others are far more serious. They might be harmful to 

your well-being, your relationships, and your spiritual 

life.  

We find an example of the powerful pull of a negative 

habit in the book of Exodus. God rescued the people of 

Israel from Egypt, and they heard him speak the Ten 

Commandments from Mount Sinai. They also received 

additional instruction from the Lord in the Book of the 

Covenant, and they pledged themselves to obey it. But 

then Moses went away for 40 days to commune with 

God on the mountain. During that brief time, they fell 

back into the idolatrous behavior they had learned in 

Egypt. Exodus 32:1 tells us, 

When the people saw that Moses delayed to 

come down from the mountain, the people 

gathered themselves together to Aaron and 

said to him, "Up, make us gods who shall go 

before us. As for this Moses, the man who 

brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do 

not know what has become of him." 

Most English Bible versions contain a similar 

translation of this verse, but it may be misleading. The 
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Hebrew word for gods is elohim. It is plural. But that 

plural form is also used to refer to the Lord as the one 

true God. So, the people might not have been asking for 

other gods in violation of the First Commandment. 

They might have been asking for an image representing 

the Lord. The 2020 version of the New American 

Standard Bible reflects this interpretation. It says, 

“make us a god,” and that is exactly what Aaron did. He 

made one golden calf, not multiple idols, and he 

identified it as the God who brought them out of the 

land of Egypt. 

Their desire and Aaron’s response were clearly in 

violation of the Second Commandment. It was not so 

much a matter of who they were worshiping, but how 

and why. Even though they had just heard directly from 

the Lord, they slid back into the worship habits that 

were common among other people at that time. It was 

a well rutted path.  

Their failure makes me wonder if we might have a 

similar problem. Do we understand true worship as 

God defines it? Have we fallen into desires and habits 

that stem from our culture rather than from biblical 

teaching? Why should we worship God? How should 
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we do it? The Second Commandment gives us vital 

instruction. As we did with the First Commandment, 

we will consider the limitation that it sets, the 

revelation of God that it gives, and the application that 

it has for us as New Testament believers. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  W o r s h i p  o f  I m a g e s  

My teachers in elementary school used to get very 

excited about art projects using clay. The school 

custodian probably had the opposite reaction because 

it always made a huge mess, and I’m not sure that it 

was worth the effort. Perhaps some great sculptor got 

his start there, but most of us just made snakes or eels. 

Even when we tried to make something different, it still 

looked like a snake or an eel. Our creativity exceeded 

our ability. 

Genesis 2:7 tells us about the ultimate sculpting 

project. God formed the first man of dust from the 
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ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. 

According to Genesis 1:26 he made human beings in 

his image after his likeness. So, human creativity is a 

special gift from God. It is one of the ways that we are 

like him.  

But that gift has often been perverted. Rather than 

using our creativity to honor God, many people have 

used it to reimagine him, forming their own version of 

what they think that he should be like. As ridiculous as 

it sounds, the clay tries to switch places with its 

sculptor. People remake God according to their own 

image and preferences. Their creativity far exceeds 

their ability, and in this case it is dangerous. So, the 

Second Commandment draws the line. It forbids the 

worship of images. Exodus 20:4-5a tells us that the 

Lord said, 

You shall not make for yourself a carved 

image, or any likeness of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, 

or that is in the water under the earth. You 

shall not bow down to them or serve them… 

Some have construed this command as prohibiting any 

sort of art. But later in Exodus we are told that the Lord 
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called skilled craftsmen to carve cherubim for the ark 

of the covenant and to make other artistic features for 

the Tabernacle. God values artistic expression. The 

problem is when a human creation becomes an object 

of worship. Later in the book of the Covenant, the Lord 

even prohibits them from using elaborate altars in 

offering their sacrifices. Exodus 20:24-25 tells us that 

the Lord said, 

An altar of earth you shall make for me and 

sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your 

peace offerings, your sheep and your oxen. In 

every place where I cause my name to be 

remembered I will come to you and bless 

you. If you make me an altar of stone, you 

shall not build it of hewn stones, for if you 

wield your tool on it you profane it. 

What is the pull toward using a statue in worship? Why 

did Aaron create a golden calf for the people of Israel? 

The people wanted a visible expression of God’s 

presence to lead them. They seem to have thought that 

this idol would give them a clear point of contact with 

God. It was less distant and less frightening than the 

fiery cloud on the mountain. We are not told why Aaron 

chose the form of a calf. Perhaps he considered it a 
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symbol to teach people, a representation of God’s 

goodness or strength. 

Whatever advantage they saw in using a statue for 

worship, it also has obvious shortcomings. If it gave 

access to God… It didn’t. But if it did, then someone 

could deny you that access by taking away your idol. It 

may have seemed less intimidating, but it would also 

be less intimidating to your enemies. If it taught some 

aspect of God’s nature, then it also obscures other 

aspects. So, the Lord’s prohibition of idols was 

gracious. He was steering his people away from 

something foolish and harmful to their spiritual life. 

God is spirit. He is not confined to one location or 

under anyone’s control. David celebrated this truth in 

Psalm 139:7-10. 

Where shall I go from your Spirit? Or where 

shall I flee from your presence? If I ascend to 

heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in 

Sheol, you are there! If I take the wings of the 

morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of 

the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, 

and your right hand shall hold me. 

David’s words are comforting but also convicting. 

Sometimes people want the assurance that God is near, 



T r u e  W o r s h i p  ( T h e  S e c o n d  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

89 

but at other times they would rather escape from his 

sight. It is much easier to think that you can get away 

with things if you associate his presence with a statue. 

We see this connection in how Israel behaved after they 

made their golden calf. The Apostle Paul highlights it 

in 1 Corinthians 10:7-8, by saying, 

Do not be idolaters as some of them were; as 

it is written, "The people sat down to eat and 

drink and rose up to play." We must not 

indulge in sexual immorality as some of them 

did, and twenty-three thousand fell in a 

single day. 

In ancient times, the worship of false gods sometimes 

included ritualistic sex. Once they had their idol, the 

people of Israel apparently felt free to engage in the 

same ungodly behavior, even though it was a clear 

violation of the Seventh Commandment that prohibits 

adultery. The Lord did not want any hint of such 

conduct in Israel. Perhaps that explains why in Exodus 

20:26 he said, “And you shall not go up by steps to my 

altar, that your nakedness be not exposed on it.” 

Despite the clear limitation articulated by the Second 

Commandment, some branches of Christianity still use 

images in worship. In the Orthodox Church people kiss 
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icons, stylized paintings of Jesus and the saints. 

Catholics show a similar reverence toward sculptures 

of Jesus on the cross. Orthodox and Catholic leaders try 

to distinguish veneration from worship, but I am not 

sure that the average church goer understands the 

difference. 

Some justify the use of images by saying that such 

visual representations are merely teaching tools or 

focal points. They argue that the Son of God took on 

visible form through the incarnation. If he accepted 

worship in person, how could it be wrong to use a 

painting or a sculpture now? But the Gospels do not 

record any details about Jesus’ appearance. So, any 

portrayal of him reflects the biased assumptions of the 

artist rather than the true complexity of his character. 

They mold him into their own likeness.  

Furthermore, the use of images in worship suffers from 

the same problems we considered earlier. It links it to 

a place and undermines the idea that God is present 

everywhere. Jesus addressed this issue as he spoke 

with a Samaritan woman at a well near Sychar. He 

offered her the living water that leads to eternal life. As 

she expressed interest, he confronted her about her 
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promiscuous lifestyle. She tried to change the topic by 

raising the debate between Jews and Samaritans about 

the right place to worship, Jerusalem or Mount 

Gerizim. But he told her that worship is not about a 

place. John 4:24 tells us that he said, “God is spirit, and 

those who worship him must worship in spirit and 

truth.” 

Jesus’ words reflect the heart of the Second 

Commandment. The limitation of not worshiping 

images teaches us to worship God as he truly is. We 

must strive to understand him. If we don’t, we are 

creating a mental idol, our own distorted version of 

God to fit our preferences. 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  J e a l o u s  

It is not uncommon to hear people today minimize 

marriage. They say that it is not true love, just a piece 

of paper. But there is something within all of us that 

recognizes that commitment to an exclusive 

relationship is right and good. We typically use the 

word jealousy in a negative sense to speak of someone 

who is paranoid and controlling. But it can also be used 

in a positive sense. Suppose a wife floats around to 

different men and only checks in with her husband 

once a week. We would say that something is wrong, if 

he is not jealous.  
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Exodus 19 tells us that the Lord wanted an exclusive 

relationship with the people of Israel. They would be 

his treasured possession and he would be their God. He 

was establishing a covenant with them, and the Ten 

Commandments were their vows. Later the Old 

Testament prophets liken Israel’s relationship with the 

Lord to marriage. So, as the Lord announced the 

Second Commandment, he revealed his righteous 

jealousy. Exodus 20:4-6 tells us that he said, 

You shall not make for yourself a carved 

image, or any likeness of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, 

or that is in the water under the earth. You 

shall not bow down to them or serve them, 

for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 

children to the third and the fourth 

generation of those who hate me, but 

showing steadfast love to thousands of those 

who love me and keep my commandments. 

You might expect this mention of the Lord’s jealousy to 

be linked to the First Commandment rather than the 

Second. It certainly relates to both, but it highlights the 

significance of the Second. You might assume that as 

long as people worship the Lord, it should not matter 
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how they do it. But the worship of an idol is a 

fundamental distortion of his nature and character. 

So, using our marriage analogy, suppose that a 

husband genuinely loves and tenderly cares for his 

wife. But she has heard that other men do not treat 

their wives that way. So, she chooses to relate to him as 

if he is harsh and abusive. She may not show any 

interest in other men, but she keeps her distance from 

her husband. She never trusts him or allows him to be 

a vital part of her life. Shouldn’t he feel grieved and 

jealous over her behavior? In the same way, worship 

that maligns the Lord’s character provokes him to 

jealousy.  

He expresses his jealousy here in two ways. First, in 

verse 5 he speaks of visiting the iniquity of the fathers 

on the children to the third and fourth generation of 

those who hate him. The NIV translates this verse by 

saying that God punishes the children for the sin of the 

parents. That may sound unjust, but the verse speaks 

of all four generations showing hatred toward the Lord.  

The sin of one generation certainly influences 

subsequent ones and they might even be complicit in 

it. This was the case with Achan in Joshua 7. Though 
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the Lord had banned it, he kept silver, gold, and a cloak 

from the rubble of Jericho. He buried it under his tent, 

so his whole family knew and kept his secret. This 

violation was so serious that the Lord ordered that the 

entire family be executed. 

On the other hand, Deuteronomy 24:16 and Ezekiel 

18:20 clearly state that the Lord does not hold children 

responsible for the sin of their parents. So, the NIV’s 

interpretation of Exodus 20:5 may be misleading. It 

makes it sound as if one sin will guarantee the rejection 

of four generations, but despite what happened to 

Achan’s family such situations are rare in the pages of 

Scripture. 

One of the challenges in understanding this verse is 

that the word “visiting” is somewhat vague. It does not 

necessarily refer to punishment. Earlier in Exodus it 

communicates a sense of God’s awareness and 

compassion. Exodus 3:16 and 4:31 both use it to speak 

of the Lord visiting the children of Israel and seeing 

their affliction during their four hundred years in 

Egypt. Perhaps this idea of awareness is present in 

Exodus 20:5 as well. In his righteous jealousy, the Lord 

does not give up and turn away after one sinful 
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generation. He perseveres. He continues to watch to 

see if they will repent. He is like the Prophet Hosea who 

kept taking back his adulterous wife. 

This perseverance is consistent with the second 

expression of the Lord’s jealousy in verse 6. The ESV 

says that he shows steadfast love to thousands of those 

who love me and keep my commandments. He is 

unfailingly faithful to his covenant. Since he was just 

speaking of multiple generations in verse 5, that may 

still be in view here. His covenant love does not just 

extend to a thousand people. It endures for a thousand 

generations. In other words, it is eternal. 

How far is the Lord willing to go in the expression of 

his love? The New Testament reveals that he sent his 

Son, Jesus, to rescue us from our sins and grant us 

eternal life. In Romans 8:38-39, Paul declared, 

For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor 

things to come, nor powers, nor height nor 

depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 

be able to separate us from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 
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Praise God for his love that does not let go. His jealousy 

is righteous and perfect. It is the kind of love that we 

long to experience. So, how should we respond to it? 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

L o v e  a n d  O b e d i e n c e  

This week I received a small gift from the realtor who 

sold my house. In fact, he sends me a gift every few 

months. Does he do it out of love? No, I only interacted 

with him on two or three brief occasions. If he saw me 

in a crowd, he would not even recognize me. It is kind 

of him to send gifts, but he just wants me to remember 

him in case I want to buy or sell a house again. It’s 

business, not love. 

What about our approach to worship? Is it business or 

love? Business checks in with God once in a while. It 

gives him a little praise and maybe a small sacrifice of 
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time or money in the hope that he will remember you 

when he hands out blessings. You may not use a statue, 

but when you approach worship as this sort of business 

exchange, it is idolatry. It does not recognize that the 

Lord is a jealous God. 

Look again at the Second Commandment in Exodus 

20:4-6.  

You shall not make for yourself a carved 

image, or any likeness of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, 

or that is in the water under the earth. You 

shall not bow down to them or serve them, 

for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 

children to the third and the fourth 

generation of those who hate me, but 

showing steadfast love to thousands of those 

who love me and keep my commandments. 

In response to his steadfast covenant love, God wants 

and deserves love and obedience. Anything less is 

insulting. He is not interested in a business 

relationship. When people treat him that way, he 

perceives it as hatred. It is iniquity, a perverse and 

distorted response. Loving him requires far more than 
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a few small gifts. In Deuteronomy 6:4-5, Moses told the 

people, 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the 

LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your might. 

The Lord wants and deserves everything, not just an 

hour on Sunday, or even a whole day. He wants your 

entire life to be focused on loving him: marriage, 

family, friendships, work, money, recreation, even your 

thoughts. That was the point of the commandments in 

the Old Testament Law, and the case for living this way 

is even stronger in the New Testament. God has shown 

his love by sending his Son to die for our sins. So, in 

Romans 12:1, Paul defines true worship by saying, 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship. 

Sometimes people think of loving and worshiping God 

as feeling a certain way or having an emotional 

experience. Emotions are certainly part of loving God 

with all your heart, soul, and might, but a focus on 

feelings and experience can easily become selfish. We 
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must understand that loving God is to be expressed in 

keeping his commandments. John 14:15 tells us that 

Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my 

commandments.” 

As the Lord established his covenant with Israel, he did 

not reveal himself to them in a form that they could 

draw or sculpt. He did not give them an object to 

worship. Instead, he spoke to them. He gave them 

commandments, words to guide them. That reality was 

supposed to shape their approach to worship. The Law 

included ceremonies and rituals, but it went far beyond 

that, addressing every aspect of life. Their worship was 

supposed to focus more on understanding and obeying 

than on experience. It was about knowing God. 

We find a similar emphasis in the New Testament. 

God’s word is supposed to be central to our gatherings. 

In 1 Timothy 4:13, Paul told Timothy, “Until I come, 

devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to 

exhortation, to teaching.” In Colossians 3:16, he 

instructed the church as a whole to, 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, 

teaching and admonishing one another in all 

wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and 
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spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your 

hearts to God. 

So, in response to his great love, the Lord deserves true 

worship. We should love him with all our heart, soul, 

and might, and we should keep his commandments.  

C o n c l u s i o n  

Are you a true worshiper? Has your life been shaped by 

the Second Commandment? It declares the worship of 

images to be off limits because God is spirit. We must 

worship him as he truly is. He reveals himself to be a 

jealous God who loves us and wants us to have an 

exclusive relationship with him. Rather than giving 

him a part of your life, he wants and deserves 

everything, complete love and obedience.  

If you have never done so, I encourage you to start 

worshiping the Lord today. He has gone to incredible 

lengths to lead us into a relationship with him. Would 

you present yourself to him as a living sacrifice? Let a 

love for him and obedience to his commandments 

shape every part of your life. If you want to learn more 

about this kind of life change, you could read the story 
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of Jesus’ interaction with the Samaritan woman in 

John 4. 

Perhaps you are a believer, but the Second 

Commandment has challenged your understanding of 

who God is. What could you do to learn more about 

him? Are you reading the Scripture on a regular basis? 

Are you taking time to consider what it reveals about 

him? Are you identifying and setting aside false ideas 

about him? We must not succumb to some sort of 

mental idolatry. Are you keeping his commandments? 

Is there something you need to do to grow in 

obedience--some sin to confess and forsake, some 

attitude to embrace, some godly behavior to cultivate? 

That is all part of true worship.  

May we grow in the love of God! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does our culture influence our approach to 

worship?  

 

 

 

2. How does your understanding of worship need 

to change? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to be a better worshiper? 
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5  

T A K I N G  G O D ’ S  N A M E  

T H E  T H I R D  C O M M A N D M E N T  

Several years ago, one of my neighbors installed an 

invisible fence for his dog. He had a hyperactive little 

Jack Russell Terrier named Rusty who was determined 

to explore the entire neighborhood. Instead of creating 

a visible or physical barrier, this fence had two main 

parts. A wire was buried around the perimeter of the 

backyard. Then a device was mounted on Rusty’s collar 

to give him a slight shock when he got close to the wire. 
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To animal lovers that may sound barbaric, but the 

companies that sell these systems insist that it delivers 

an appropriate stimulus level. That mild jolt was not 

enough to stop Rusty, however. It just seemed to 

energize him all the more. 

It seems to me that the Third Commandment has been 

turned into an invisible fence. It prohibits taking the 

Lord’s name in vain, but most people are not sure 

where that boundary lays. It has been buried under 

conflicting interpretations that dull any jolt of 

conviction. Instead, this confusion energizes those who 

are determined to be disobedient. They approach the 

Third Commandment as the weak point in the 

perimeter, the easiest way to assert their defiance 

against God. 

We need to dig through those interpretations to 

uncover the meaning of the commandment. We need 

to see the limitation it sets, the revelation of God that it 

gives, and the application it has for us as New 

Testament believers. As we do, we will come to 

understand that the Third Commandment is another 

boundary that we need. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  V a i n  N a m e - T a k i n g  

I love to watch magic acts, but I don’t believe in magic 

as such. Performers use distraction and sleight of hand 

to fool us. They create the illusion that something 

supernatural has happened. Some of them are honest 

that it is just a trick, but others pretend to have mystical 

powers. They wave a wand and utter magic words. 

Exodus 7-9 mentions that magicians were part of 

Pharaoh’s court in Egypt. When Moses performed 

genuine miracles, they attempted to copy them. They 

were able to keep up the illusion through the first two 

plagues. But their tricks could not mimic the other 
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plagues. They were confronted with the true power of 

God.  

So, there should be a clear distinction between a 

superstitious belief in magic and faith in the mighty 

works of God, but people tend to mix the two. The Law 

prohibited sorcery on penalty of death (Ex 22:18). But 

with their background in Egypt, I suspect that the 

people of Israel were still tempted to think in magical 

terms. Rather than letting God redefine their 

worldview, many of them probably viewed him as the 

supreme source of mystical power. 

The Third Commandment addressed this disconnect. 

Exodus 20:7 tells us that the Lord said, “You shall not 

take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the 

LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name 

in vain.” 

What does it mean to take God’s name? Some say that 

it relates to speaking, taking God’s name upon your 

lips. The Hebrew word translated LORD is four letters 

that correspond in English with YHWH. It is often 

called the Divine Tetragrammaton. Originally Hebrew 

scribes wrote down only consonants, no vowels. The 

pronunciation was just passed down orally. 
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But over the centuries a Jewish tradition developed 

based upon the Third Commandment that people 

should not pronounce that name. When they came to 

the Tetragrammaton, they would instead say Adonai, a 

more generic word that means Lord. So, later when 

Hebrew scribes began to add marks to indicate vowel 

sounds, they used the vowels from the word Adonai 

with those four letters YHWH. The translators of the 

King James Bible mashed up the two and came up with 

Jehovah, but the correct pronunciation is probably 

Yahweh. Some conservative Jews today will not even 

say Adonai when they read the Tetragrammaton. They 

simply say HaShem, the Name. 

On the positive side, this tradition keeps conservative 

Jews from speaking of God irreverently as so many 

people do today. We should all show reverence when 

speaking about the Lord. But if God did not want his 

people to say his name at all, why did he reveal it to 

them? Why is it used so often through the pages of 

Scripture? This Jewish response to the Third 

Commandment seems to be based upon a magical 

worldview that ascribes mystical power to words and 
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names. That superstitious way of thinking is not 

consistent with a biblical worldview. 

Other commandments in the Old Testament Law 

forbid saying God’s name in ways that are obviously 

wrong. They clarify this boundary for Israel as a 

theocratic society. In the Book of the Covenant, Exodus 

22:28 tells us that the Lord said, "You shall not revile 

God, nor curse a ruler of your people.” In fact, Leviticus 

24 tells the story of a young man who cursed God when 

he got into a fight with someone. Verse 16 tells us that 

the Lord said, 

Whoever blasphemes the name of the LORD 

shall surely be put to death. All the 

congregation shall stone him. The sojourner 

as well as the native, when he blasphemes the 

Name, shall be put to death. 

In Leviticus 19:12, the Lord identified another 

offensive use of his name. He said, “You shall not swear 

by my name falsely, and so profane the name of your 

God: I am the LORD.” So, he did not prohibit them 

from invoking his name when they made a promise or 

swore an oath. But if they never intended to keep that 
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commitment, then using his name cheapened it. It 

showed that they had no respect for him at all. 

So, the Third Commandment certainly prohibited 

them from taking God’s name upon their lips in ways 

that were obviously disrespectful. But is it just about 

saying his name? The commandment itself is not that 

specific. In fact, when you search the Old Testament for 

other references to taking a name, you find Exodus 

28:12. It tells us that the high priest was supposed to 

wear onyx stones on his shoulders inscribed with the 

names of the twelve tribes of Israel. It uses the same 

Hebrew words as the Third Commandment to say that 

he would bear their names before the Lord as their 

representative. 

So, I think that taking the name of the Lord is like 

having his name written on you. Because of his 

covenant relationship with Israel, they would represent 

him as a kingdom of priests to the rest of the world. He 

was linking his reputation to their behavior, and he 

wanted them to take that responsibility seriously.  

His name is more than a word, it is the summation of 

his character. If his people behaved in an ungodly way, 
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then their identification with him would be vain. It 

would seem as if he was not worthy of true devotion. 

On the other hand, in Deuteronomy 28:9-10, Moses 

told the people, 

The LORD will establish you as a people holy 

to himself, as he has sworn to you, if you keep 

the commandments of the LORD your God 

and walk in his ways. And all the peoples of 

the earth shall see that you are called by the 

name of the LORD, and they shall be afraid 

of you. 

When you bear the Lord’s name, any sinful deed that 

you commit reflects negatively on him. For instance, 

Proverbs 30:9 says that stealing profanes the name of 

the Lord. Leviticus 22 tells us that for Israel’s priests, 

the failure to respect the rules regarding sacrificial 

offerings would profane God’s name.  

So, the Third Commandment extends far beyond how 

we speak. The Prophet Micah puts it in positive terms 

in Micah 4:5 when he says, “For all the peoples walk 

each in the name of its god, but we will walk in the 

name of the LORD our God forever and ever.” 

The Third Commandment is a call for this kind of 

commitment. It does not turn the name of God into 
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some mystical incantation that backfires when 

misused. Instead, it limits God’s people from saying or 

doing anything that discredits his name.  
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  J u d g e  

Our society places a high value on personal privacy, so 

the presence of so many security cameras in public 

places makes some people uncomfortable. They are 

even more disturbed by the data gathered through 

smartphones. They track your location and record 

what you search for on the internet. While we may not 

want other people to have access to all that 

information, we must accept that the Lord knows far 

more about us. He is aware of what we do, what we say, 

and even what we think. 
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The gods of false religions do not claim such awareness. 

In those belief systems, the gods are fickle and 

unpredictable. But the God of the Bible gives his people 

his Law that addresses every part of life, and he 

watches to see how they respond. Will they take his 

name in vain? If so, then he will respond. The Third 

Commandment reveals that the Lord is Judge by 

saying “for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who 

takes his name in vain.” 

The Lord evaluates people’s lives and determines 

whether they are guilty. He is both Lawgiver and 

Judge. If we were making up a god, he would only judge 

our enemies. But this commandment is addressed to 

his own covenant people, those who bear his name and 

receive his Law. They are the ones whose lives he 

examines. Under the Mosaic Covenant, successive 

generations of the people of Israel were born into that 

responsibility. It was not necessarily a personal choice, 

but the Third Commandment made it personal. Were 

they living in a way that has discredited his name? 

The Third Commandment is not the first revelation 

that the Lord is Judge. Genesis 16:5 tells us that when 

Sarah took offense at Abraham’s relationship with 
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Hagar, she said, “May the LORD judge between you 

and me!” In Genesis 18:25, when the Lord interacted 

with Abraham about his plan to destroy Sodom and 

Gomorrah, Abraham said, “Shall not the Judge of all 

the earth do what is just?” The story of Job may come 

from the same time period or even earlier. Job 10:14 

tells us that he spoke to God and acknowledged, “If I 

sin, you watch me and do not acquit me of my iniquity.” 

Our Judge is always watching, but who follows his 

commands consistently? What hope is there for anyone 

to live up to his perfect standard? The Lord answered 

that question as he proclaimed his name to Moses. 

Exodus 34:6-7 says, 

The LORD passed before him and 

proclaimed, "The LORD, the LORD, a God 

merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 

keeping steadfast love for thousands, 

forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 

but who will by no means clear the guilty, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 

children and the children's children, to the 

third and the fourth generation." 

On one hand, God is perfectly just in that he does not 

clear the guilty. On the other hand, he is merciful and 
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gracious in that he is willing to forgive iniquity and 

transgression and sin. How can both statements be 

true? His justice does not allow him to simply ignore 

sin.  

For there to be forgiveness, there must be atonement. 

The penalty of justice must be paid. This is the reality 

expressed in the Old Testament sacrificial system. A 

sacrificial animal must die as a substitute, so that a 

person’s sin can be forgiven. Of course, the New 

Testament points out that animals were never 

sufficient substitutes for people. That is why God sent 

his Son. Romans 5:8-9 says, 

but God shows his love for us in that while we 

were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since, 

therefore, we have now been justified by his 

blood, much more shall we be saved by him 

from the wrath of God. 

The price has been paid in full once for all. But God 

does not grant forgiveness as if it is some disinterested 

financial transaction. He looks for humility and 

brokenness. 2 Chronicles 7:14 tells us that he told King 

Solomon, 
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If my people who are called by my name 

humble themselves, and pray and seek my 

face and turn from their wicked ways, then I 

will hear from heaven and will forgive their 

sin and heal their land. 

Elsewhere this humility of heart is described as calling 

upon the name of the Lord. It is first mentioned in 

Genesis 4:26 regarding Adam’s son Seth. As the 

Prophet Joel spoke of the ultimate judgment on the day 

of the Lord, he promised that everyone who calls on the 

name of the Lord will be saved (Joel 2:32). The Apostle 

Paul reiterated the same promise in Romans 10:13. 

So, anyone who bears God’s name vainly stands guilty 

before the Judge of all the earth. He will not ignore that 

sin. But in his grace and mercy, he has sent his Son to 

provide atonement. We must humble ourselves and 

call upon the name of the Lord seeking forgiveness. 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

E x a l t a t i o n  

In one sense, name-taking is common today. We bear 

them on our T-shirts. We identify ourselves with 

companies like Nike or Under Armour. Thankfully, we 

do not have to pass fitness standards to do so. There 

are no Ten Commandments of Nike. They just want us 

to promote their brand, regardless of how fast or strong 

you are. But we do not get anything from them, other 

than a shirt. We pay for it ourselves, more than some 

other plain T-shirt, yet we wear it proudly and show it 

off to our friends. 
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Taking the Lord’s name is far more serious than 

wearing a T-shirt. It is about entering into a 

relationship with the one true God, a relationship in 

which you are responsible to represent him. That 

responsibility does not apply exclusively to Old 

Testament Israel. It extends now to all who identify 

themselves as Christians. In fact, the New Testament 

joins together the name of God and the name of Christ. 

It is difficult to select one word to sum up New 

Testament teaching about this responsibility, but I 

think the term exaltation captures it. 

As we just saw, this relationship begins with humbly 

calling upon the name of the Lord. Today that response 

is linked with believing in the name of Christ. As Peter 

defended the gospel before the Jewish leaders soon 

after the Ascension of Christ, Acts 4:12 tells us that he 

argued that there is no other name given among men 

by which we must be saved.  

By the time John wrote his first epistle, he was even 

more definitive. In 1 John 3:23, he says, “And this is his 

commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son 

Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has 

commanded us.” 
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Belief takes place internally, but it must be expressed 

publicly. In the New Testament, God’s name is no 

longer linked to a family or a country. Believers must 

clearly identify themselves with their crucified and 

risen Lord. They must announce that they have 

personally died to the old life and begun anew.  So, 

Matthew 28:19 tells us that after his resurrection Jesus 

told his followers, “Go therefore and make disciples of 

all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

The name of God encompasses the entire Trinity. Some 

passages in Acts speak of being baptized in the name of 

the Lord Jesus Christ, but the idea is the same (2:38; 

8:12; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5). The persons of the Trinity 

work in perfect harmony.  

Baptism is a declaration that you are joining the family 

of God and taking his name. So, we bear his name as 

individuals and even more so when we come together. 

Matthew 18:20 tells us that Jesus said, “For where two 

or three are gathered in my name, there am I among 

them.” 
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Our union with Christ is what allows us to draw near to 

God. Several New Testament passages speak of praying 

in his name. (Jn 14:13-14; 15:16; 16:23-24). He grants 

us access to the Father and also sets the direction for 

our prayers. To pray in his name is to pray according to 

his will, seeking the things that he wants. Jesus 

modeled that kind of prayer in the Sermon on the 

Mount. Matthew 6:9-10 tells us that he said, “Pray then 

like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your 

name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth 

as it is in heaven.’” 

So, we pray in his name for his name to be hallowed. 

This is not a statement, but a request. God deserves to 

be exalted. His name must be proclaimed so that more 

people might know it, believe in it, and live for it. Luke 

24:46-47 tells us that Jesus appeared to his followers 

the night after he rose from the dead, 

and said to them, “Thus it is written, that the 

Christ should suffer and on the third day rise 

from the dead and that repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in 

his name to all nations, beginning from 

Jerusalem.” 
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Bearing the name of God entails a responsibility, a 

mission, but we face opposition. Jesus said that false 

teachers would come in his name to mislead people (Mt 

24:5). We must know the Scripture and exercise 

discernment. We may also face opposition in the form 

of rejection and hatred. It might even come from those 

closest to us. Matthew 10:21-22 tells us that Jesus said, 

Brother will deliver brother over to death, 

and the father his child, and children will rise 

against parents and have them put to death, 

and you will be hated by all for my name's 

sake. But the one who endures to the end will 

be saved. 

We must not bear his name in vain. We must stay 

faithful. Perhaps the worst opposition we face is from 

our own flesh. It tempts us to forget our identification 

with the Lord, and to live for our own names according 

to our own will. So, we must keep reminding ourselves 

of this connection with the Lord. In Colossians 3:17, 

Paul calls believers to live a name-exalting life by 

saying, “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do 

everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks 

to God the Father through him.” 
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I have never been a fan of Christian T-shirts or bumper 

stickers, but we must live as if his name is written upon 

us for everyone to see. Exalt his name in everything you 

do! 

C o n c l u s i o n  

So, the Third Commandment is not as simple as most 

people think. In limiting God’s people from vain name-

taking, it leads us to see that everyone who knows him 

has a responsibility to properly represent him. It 

reveals that the Lord is the all-seeing, all-knowing 

Judge. Thankfully, he is also merciful and willing to 

forgive through the atoning work of Christ. So, as New 

Testament believers we bear the name of the Lord as 

Israel did. We must seek to exalt his name through our 

prayers, our proclamation of the gospel, and through 

everything we do. 

Do you have this relationship with the Lord? It begins 

when you call upon his name. Trust in his grace and 

mercy. Believe in Christ as your substitute, who died 

and rose again on your behalf. If you want to learn 

more about Jesus and the name of God, John 17 would 
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be a good chapter to read. It records his prayer on the 

night before his crucifixion. 

If you are a believer, how are you doing at representing 

the Lord? Are you exalting his name? Is there some 

behavior or attitude in your life that detracts from that 

mission? Is there some change that you need to make 

to lift up his name in a better way? 

Hallowed be his name! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Why do you think there are so many different 

understandings of the third commandment? 

 

 

2. What encouragement can be draw from the idea 

of being identified with God’s name? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to better exalt God’s 

name? 
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6  

F R E E D O M  T O  R E S T  

T H E  F O U R T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

When I prepare to go somewhere on vacation, I put a 

lot of thought into packing. I approach it like a puzzle, 

fitting as much as I can into the available space. But 

that means that I must also decide what to leave 

behind. Others take a different approach. They don’t 

hold back. They pile up so much stuff that it becomes a 

huge burden to lug around. Their time of rest ends up 

being nothing but work!  
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It is one thing to weigh yourself down, but it is 

altogether different if someone else is loading you up. 

Jesus used this picture to describe the legalism of the 

Jewish Pharisees. Matthew 23:4 tells us that he said, 

They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and 

lay them on people's shoulders, but they 

themselves are not willing to move them with 

their finger. 

They wanted their fellow Jews to obey God’s Law, so 

they developed detailed guidelines about things like 

oaths, tithing, and even handwashing. They treated 

those traditional applications of the Law as 

authoritative. As a result, the heart of God’s commands 

was obscured. Rather than loving God, they focused on 

rule keeping. This led them to look down on those who 

did not follow their stipulations and to use guilt and 

shame to pressure them to conform. 

They were incensed that Jesus did not follow their 

traditions, particularly regarding the Sabbath. It is said 

that they had thirty-nine clarifications of what 

qualified as work. Lifting anything equal to or heavier 

than a dried fig was deemed sinful. It was also 
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considered a violation to travel more than a thousand 

yards. 

Jesus, on the other hand, performed miraculous 

healings on the Sabbath. He and his disciples even 

walked through fields plucking heads of grain to eat. 

When the Pharisees protested, Mark 2:27-28 tells us, 

And he said to them, "The Sabbath was made 

for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son 

of Man is lord even of the Sabbath." 

So, as we consider the Fourth Commandment, we must 

bear in mind Jesus’ actions and teaching. The impulse 

to load people up with guilt over man-made rules 

carried over into the Church, particularly regarding the 

Sabbath. Many Christians cannot resist the temptation 

to dictate how it should be observed and to judge those 

who do not follow their standards. Others react by 

completely ignoring the command. As we examine the 

limitation that it sets, the revelation of God that it gives, 

and its application for New Testament believers, I 

think we will come to love the Fourth Commandment 

because it gives us the freedom to rest. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  W o r k  o n  t h e  S a b b a t h  

When I was in sixth grade, my parents made a decision 

that they probably came to regret. They allowed me to 

start learning to play percussion. Banging and tapping 

became a normal part of life at our house. Other 

musical instruments vary in pitch to create melodies, 

but drums do not. To many people they generate 

nothing more than noise, but percussionists use 

patterns of sound and silence to make music. They 

create rhythms that can energize people. 
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With the Fourth Commandment, the Lord established 

a rhythm for the people of Israel. Exodus 20:8-10 tells 

us that he said, 

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, 

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD 

your God. On it you shall not do any work, 

you, or your son, or your daughter, your male 

servant, or your female servant, or your 

livestock, or the sojourner who is within your 

gates. 

The word Sabbath comes from the Hebrew word for 

rest. The Lord had already begun instilling this rhythm 

of work and rest into their lives in the wilderness before 

they arrived at Sinai. Exodus 16 tells us that the Lord 

rained bread from heaven for them. Each day they were 

to go out and gather their daily portion, but on the sixth 

day they were supposed to gather double. No 

additional manna would be given on the seventh day 

because the Lord wanted them to remain in place and 

rest.  

They were to continue this pattern throughout their 

lives, and it extended to every level of society. Children, 

servants, and even animals were given the opportunity 
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to rest, because the Lord is concerned for the well-

being of all his creatures. Later in Exodus 23:12 he 

explains his intent by saying, 

Six days you shall do your work, but on the 

seventh day you shall rest; that your ox and 

your donkey may have rest, and the son of 

your servant woman, and the alien, may be 

refreshed. 

This same rhythm with its gracious concern for life and 

well-being was also supposed to shape Israel’s 

approach to agriculture once they entered the land. In 

harvesting their crops, they were required to leave 

some behind so that needy people could gather food for 

themselves (Deut 24:19-22). But they were also 

supposed to observe a Sabbath year for the benefit of 

the land and the people. Exodus 23:10-11 tells us that 

God told them,  

For six years you shall sow your land and 

gather in its yield, but the seventh year you 

shall let it rest and lie fallow, that the poor of 

your people may eat; and what they leave the 

beasts of the field may eat. You shall do 

likewise with your vineyard, and with your 

olive orchard. 
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Some people criticize the Old Testament Law for 

allowing slavery, but it was a normal part of life in the 

ancient world that needed to be addressed. It was not 

based upon race as in American history. The people of 

Israel were all fugitives from slavery in Egypt. But 

circumstances might arise that would make it difficult 

to survive even with the provisions just mentioned. In 

such cases, a person could commit to serving another 

for a period of time. The Sabbath commandment 

guides masters to treat their slaves with kindness and 

justice. But such arrangements were supposed to be 

temporary. Exodus 21:1-2 tells us that the Lord told 

Moses,  

Now these are the rules that you shall set 

before them. When you buy a Hebrew slave, 

he shall serve six years, and in the seventh he 

shall go out free, for nothing. 

So, the Sabbath rhythm was never intended to be 

burdensome. The written Law itself does not contain 

the nit-picking sorts of rules that the Pharisees 

stressed. Only two details are addressed. Exodus 35:3 

says, “You shall kindle no fire in all your dwelling 

places on the Sabbath day." Then Numbers 15 records 

an incident where a man profaned the Sabbath by 



F r e e d o m  t o  R e s t  ( T h e  F o u r t h  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

133 

gathering sticks. By limiting work on the Sabbath, the 

Fourth Commandment grants the freedom to rest.  
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  P r o v i d e r  

There is probably no better example of honest hard 

work than farming, particularly in ancient times. A 

field does not get plowed, sowed, tended, or harvested 

on its own. The farmer must faithfully invest time and 

labor throughout the year. On the other hand, there is 

probably also no job that is more dependent upon 

circumstances outside of a person’s control. Bad 

weather at the wrong time can destroy the crop, so the 

farmer must seize the moment.  

But the Fourth Commandment calls him to take a day 

off every week. Keeping the Sabbath in an agrarian 
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society was a huge test of faith. True rest requires trust 

in God. So, along with the commandment the Lord 

reveals himself to be our provider.  

The Ten Commandments are recorded in Exodus 20 

and then restated a generation later in Deuteronomy 5. 

Both passages include a rationale for the Fourth 

Commandment, but they highlight different aspects of 

how God provides. In Exodus 20:11, the Lord links the 

Sabbath to his work of creation. He says, 

For in six days the LORD made heaven and 

earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and 

rested on the seventh day. Therefore the 

LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it 

holy. 

The traditional view is that the Lord led Moses to write 

the book of Genesis sometime during Israel’s time in 

the wilderness. If that understanding is correct, then 

the people of Israel may have heard this declaration of 

God’s work of creation before they heard Genesis 1. As 

the Lord spoke audibly to the entire nation from Mount 

Sinai, he revealed himself to be the Creator of 

everything. He made the vast expanse of the universe 

with all its galaxies. He formed our planet and supplied 
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it with air, water, and light. He designed every plant 

and every animal. He also created the first human 

beings to enjoy all the good things that he had made. 

He did it all in six days and then established a day of 

rest. 

Of course, this understanding of our origin is radically 

different from what many people in our society believe. 

They observe the expansion of the universe and 

calculate that it came into existence billions of years 

ago, but they cannot say how. They study the geologic 

record and propose evolutionary schemes to explain 

the emergence and development of life, but their 

theories suffer from major gaps. 

From a creationist perspective, two basic ideas help 

explain these details. First, Genesis 1 and 2 indicate 

that God created things with the appearance of age. 

Since plants, people, and animals came into existence 

in a fully mature state, the same could probably be said 

about the universe. The second idea is the dramatic 

global flood recorded in Genesis 7. The conditions 

created by that one-of-a-kind cataclysm could cause 

the rapid deposition of various layers and the 

entrapment of plants and animals within them. So, the 
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problem is not scientific observation per se but the 

unscientific insistence that there could be no 

supernatural explanation for our existence. 

The sad consequence of denying the Lord’s work of 

creation is that it makes true rest impossible. If your 

survival depends solely on your ability to provide for 

yourself, how can you ever genuinely relax? Rather 

than being able to rely upon an all-powerful Creator, 

you are subject to a chaotic universe that could come 

unglued as easily as it came into existence. Life 

becomes about getting everything you can before your 

existence is snuffed out. You might be able to numb 

yourself to that fear, but you will never be truly free to 

rest. 

So, Sabbath rest is based upon God’s physical provision 

as our Creator, but it is also linked to his spiritual 

provision as our Savior. When Moses restates the 

Fourth Commandment in Deuteronomy 5, he presents 

this additional rationale in verse 15: 

You shall remember that you were a slave in 

the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God 

brought you out from there with a mighty 

hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the 
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LORD your God commanded you to keep the 

Sabbath day. 

Moses was speaking to a new generation. Aside from 

Moses, Joshua, and Caleb, the people who experienced 

the Exodus first-hand had all died. His listeners on that 

day were born as free people in the wilderness, but he 

did not want them to forget what made that freedom 

possible. The Lord used his mighty hand and 

outstretched arm to bring about the Ten Plagues and 

the parting of the Red Sea.  They were free from slavery 

because of God’s intervention. 

The weekly Sabbath was a time to remember God’s 

saving work. But the Lord wanted them to remember 

in other ways. He established longer rest times, 

festivals to celebrate his provision for them through 

creation and salvation. In Exodus 23:14-19 he 

commanded, 

Three times in the year you shall keep a feast 

to me. You shall keep the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread. As I commanded you, 

you shall eat unleavened bread for seven 

days at the appointed time in the month of 

Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt. None 

shall appear before me empty-handed. You 
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shall keep the Feast of Harvest, of the 

firstfruits of your labor, of what you sow in 

the field. You shall keep the Feast of 

Ingathering at the end of the year, when you 

gather in from the field the fruit of your 

labor. Three times in the year shall all your 

males appear before the Lord GOD. You shall 

not offer the blood of my sacrifice with 

anything leavened, or let the fat of my feast 

remain until the morning. The best of the 

firstfruits of your ground you shall bring into 

the house of the LORD your God. You shall 

not boil a young goat in its mother's milk. 

The feasts reminded them that everything they had 

came from the Lord. They could live without fear of 

other nations because God rescued their parents from 

Egypt. They could give him the firstfruits of their crops, 

trusting that he would continue to provide. He was 

worthy of their full devotion. In Exodus 22:29-31 the 

Lord said, 

You shall not delay to offer from the fullness 

of your harvest and from the outflow of your 

presses. The firstborn of your sons you shall 

give to me. You shall do the same with your 

oxen and with your sheep: seven days it shall 

be with its mother; on the eighth day you 

shall give it to me. You shall be consecrated 
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to me. Therefore you shall not eat any flesh 

that is torn by beasts in the field; you shall 

throw it to the dogs. 

So, the Fourth Commandment reveals God to be our 

faithful provider. He created the world with good 

things for us to enjoy. He also intervened in history to 

save the people of Israel. He deserves trust and 

consecration from his people. That leads us to the 

application of the Fourth Commandment. 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

H o l i n e s s  

Most Christian conversations about holiness end up 

focusing on activity. We associate spiritual growth with 

attending worship services and participating in Bible 

studies or small groups. I have read several sermons on 

the Fourth Commandment that called for careful 

preparation to get the most out of Sunday church 

gatherings. Such efforts are good, and Paul does speak 

of disciplining yourself for the purpose of godliness (1 

Tim 4:7). But the freedom to rest can get lost in all of 

that. Sometimes the best thing we can do is sit and be 

still.  
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The Fourth Commandment leads us to see the 

connection between holiness and rest. To be holy is to 

be set apart for the Lord. The commandment begins 

and ends by talking about setting apart that day. Look 

again at Exodus 20:8-11. The Lord says, 

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, 

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD 

your God. On it you shall not do any work, 

you, or your son, or your daughter, your male 

servant, or your female servant, or your 

livestock, or the sojourner who is within your 

gates. For in six days the LORD made heaven 

and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and 

rested on the seventh day. Therefore the 

LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it 

holy. 

One of the surprising aspects of this holy day of rest is 

that it gives people the opportunity to be like God. The 

Lord is the Holy One, set apart from all creation. But 

Leviticus 19:2 tells us that he told the people of Israel, 

“You shall be holy for I, the LORD your God am holy.” 

Since he worked six days and rested, part of being like 

him is working six days and resting.  
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Observing the day was an essential part of their 

relationship with the Lord. Exodus 31:13 tells us that 

he told Moses, 

You are to speak to the people of Israel and 

say, “Above all you shall keep my Sabbaths, 

for this is a sign between me and you 

throughout your generations, that you may 

know that I, the LORD, sanctify you.” 

They did not make themselves holy through their 

obedience. The Lord sanctified them. He set them 

apart by choosing them and establishing his covenant 

with them. Resting on the Sabbath acknowledged this 

relationship. So, when someone profaned the Sabbath, 

it was a serious offense. They were disregarding the 

Lord and his covenant. So, as Exodus 31 continues, the 

Lord instructs the people of Israel to punish Sabbath 

breaking with the death penalty. 

But what does all this mean for New Testament 

believers? The Lord never intended the church to 

operate as a nation enforcing his law as Israel did, and 

even Israel only did so within its own borders. Since the 

Sabbath was part of God’s covenant with his chosen 
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people, there are no grounds for impressing it upon the 

unbelieving world. 

Seventh Day Adventists argue that the Sabbath should 

still be kept by believers. But this view ignores that the 

Church is not under the Old Covenant and that the 

Fourth Commandment is never reiterated in the New 

Testament. Since some New Testament passages 

indicate that the church gathered on the first day of the 

week, many Christians argue that Sunday became the 

Christian Sabbath. But the New Testament never 

identifies it as such. Furthermore, the Old Testament 

does not describe the Sabbath as a day of worship, at 

least not in the way that we think about gathering for 

worship. Gathering with other believers is important, 

but we can look elsewhere in Scripture to support that 

without distorting the Fourth Commandment. 

The New Testament understanding of the Sabbath is 

that Jesus has fulfilled its goal. Matthew 11:28-30 tells 

us that he said, 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 
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your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light. 

No matter how hard we try, we cannot live up to God’s 

standard of holiness. His Law burdens us by exposing 

our sinfulness, and the man-made rules of legalism 

only make the burden heavier. But Jesus frees us from 

the penalty for our sins so that we can have true rest in 

him. He perfectly obeyed God and offered his life to 

atone for our sins. Paul expressed this good news in 

Colossians 1:21-22 by saying, 

And you, who once were alienated and 

hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now 

reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, 

in order to present you holy and blameless 

and above reproach before him. 

So, we do not work to receive the holiness of Christ. We 

are justified by faith.  We trust in his saving work. So, 

the fourth chapter of the letter to the Hebrews presents 

saving faith as entering into God’s true Sabbath rest. 

Hebrews 4:9-10 says, 

So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the 

people of God, for whoever has entered God's 

rest has also rested from his works as God 

did from his. 
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Without this foundational understanding, the pursuit 

of holiness in the Christian life becomes burdensome. 

We think of it as attempting to earn God’s acceptance. 

We should seek to live a holy life, but we do so as a 

response to the all-sufficient saving work of Christ. We 

must always rest in him, and as we do, gratitude will 

compel us to walk in obedience.  

For those who have entered that rest, the observance of 

the Sabbath as a day becomes a matter of personal 

conviction. There is certainly wisdom in setting aside a 

day every week to rest, remembering and enjoying all 

that God has provided as our Creator and Savior. We 

need rest in the rhythm of our lives, but we do not need 

to bear the burden of anyone else’s Sabbath rules. In 

Colossians 2:16-17, Paul said, 

Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in 

questions of food and drink, or with regard to 

a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These 

are a shadow of the things to come, but the 

substance belongs to Christ. 

So, in Christ we have the freedom to rest. He reconciles 

us to God and makes us holy, enabling us to obey him 

from a place of joy and gratitude rather than guilt. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

The Fourth Commandment was a blessing from God. It 

established the gracious limitation of no work on the 

Sabbath day for everyone in Israel. It revealed the Lord 

to be the Creator and Savior who can be fully trusted to 

provide for his people. It called people to become holy 

like the Lord, a requirement that can only be fulfilled 

through the saving work of Jesus that gives us true rest.  

Have you come to him for rest? His yoke is easy, and 

his burden is light. You do not need to be weighed down 

with guilt or shame. If you have never done so, I 

encourage you to place your trust in him. He will grant 

you forgiveness and peace with God. If you want to 

learn more about this rest, I encourage you to spend 

some time reading the fourth chapter of Hebrews. 

If you believe in him, are you truly resting? Has your 

life become so busy that he is pushed out? Do you need 

to change your use of time? Are you trusting God to 

provide both physically and spiritually? Claim the 

freedom that he gives. 

May God fill us with his peace! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How has this study changed your view of the 

Sabbath? 

 

 

 

2. How does a proper view of God help us rest? 

 

 

 

3. What changes could you make to your schedule 

to cultivate this kind of rest? 
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7  

F A M I L Y  S P O T L I G H T  

T H E  F I F T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

When actors step into the spotlight on stage, they try to 

become the characters whom they are portraying. 

When they do it well, we forget that it is a performance. 

We begin to feel as if we know them—their habits, 

motives, and aspirations. But their behavior off stage 

may not be at all like that of the character. It was 

nothing more than a show. 
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We are all tempted to relate to the Fifth Commandment 

like a stage spotlight. It tells us to honor your father and 

your mother, so we feel the pressure to perform for the 

watching public, particularly at church. Parents want 

to project the appearance of patience, wisdom, and 

control. Young children are coached to say and do the 

right things. In some situations, we might even bribe 

them with the promise of ice cream or a new toy. You 

just try to hold the show together until you are off-

stage. Even when your children are grown, you might 

feel that you must still keep up the act. 

The Fifth Commandment is like a spotlight but not for 

the stage. It is like the bright light in one of those old 

detective movie interrogation rooms. The heat of its 

intense glare makes the perpetrator sweat until he or 

she finally makes a full confession. But it also shines 

like a beacon from a lighthouse, piercing the darkness 

and showing us the way to safe harbor. As we examine 

the limitation it sets, the revelation of God it gives, and 

its application for New Testament believers, I think we 

will come to understand why it is another boundary 

that we need. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  D i s h o n o r  t o  P a r e n t s  

Before the Lord spoke the Ten Commandments, he 

instructed Moses to set limits around Mount Sinai to 

keep the people at a safe distance away. As we have 

seen, the commandments themselves also establish 

boundaries. But they mark off the behavioral limits for 

the people of Israel to stay within. To go outside of 

them would violate their covenant relationship with 

the Lord. So, nine of the ten are stated as prohibitions: 

You shall not… But the Fifth Commandment is 

different.  
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To maintain our interpretive scheme, we can say that 

the limitation is to show no dishonor to your parents. 

But the command is not stated as a boundary. It is 

positive. It stands like a gateway, setting people on the 

trail that leads to the summit. It shows that God did not 

want them to stay out on the edges of their relationship 

with him. The Fifth Commandment points toward the 

heart of covenant obedience. Exodus 20:12 tells us that 

the Lord said, 

Honor your father and your mother, that 

your days may be long in the land that the 

LORD your God is giving you. 

The Hebrew word for honor is rooted in the idea of 

something being heavy. The same word is used to speak 

of giving glory to God. So, this command serves as a 

fitting transition from the commands that focus on 

loving God to the commands that focus on loving your 

neighbor. To honor your father and mother is to 

respect their weightiness, their importance. The 

command addresses attitudes and motives. But what 

does it mean in practical terms? 

The Book of the Covenant in Exodus 20-23 only 

contains two additional stipulations. Rather than 
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maintaining the positive focus of the Fifth 

Commandment, they define clear limits in negative 

terms. Exodus 21:15 and 17 tell us that the Lord said, 

Whoever strikes his father or his mother 

shall be put to death… Whoever curses his 

father or his mother shall be put to death. 

These commands do not mean that parents could 

arbitrarily kill their offspring. It is not a justification for 

child abuse. The Old Testament Law served as the legal 

code for Israel as a nation. Deuteronomy 21:18-21 

explains how such a situation would play out.  

If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son 

who will not obey the voice of his father or 

the voice of his mother, and, though they 

discipline him, will not listen to them, then 

his father and his mother shall take hold of 

him and bring him out to the elders of his city 

at the gate of the place where he lives, and 

they shall say to the elders of his city, 'This 

our son is stubborn and rebellious; he will 

not obey our voice; he is a glutton and a 

drunkard.' Then all the men of the city shall 

stone him to death with stones. So you shall 

purge the evil from your midst, and all Israel 

shall hear, and fear. 
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The family was to be the bedrock of Israel’s theocratic 

government. The Lord wanted parents to bear 

responsibility for raising their children to be faithful, 

law-abiding citizens. Deuteronomy 6:7 calls parents to 

diligently teach their children God’s commands, 

talking about them when they sit in the house and walk 

by the way, when they lie down and rise. The mention 

of gluttony and drunkenness in Deuteronomy 21:20 

indicates that the son in this scenario is grown. The 

parents were not held responsible for his sinful choices, 

but they were called to initiate these proceedings and 

to bring charges against him. What a heartbreaking 

situation! 

These limitations seem extreme, so you might assume 

that honoring parents is an easy command to keep. But 

the testimony of Scripture suggests otherwise. 

Consider the parent-child relationships described in 

the book of Genesis. When Noah got drunk after the 

flood and behaved shamefully, his son Ham showed 

disrespect toward him and ended up cursed (Gen 9:18-

29). After the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, the 

daughters of Lot feared that all the men on earth had 

been destroyed, so they got their father drunk and slept 
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with him so that they could become pregnant (Gen 

19:30-38). When Isaac became blind in his old age, his 

son Jacob deceived him into giving him the blessing 

that he was going to bestow upon Jacob’s brother, Esau 

(Gen 27). Jacob’s wife, Rachel, stole her father’s idols 

and lied to cover it up (Gen 31). When Jacob showed 

favoritism toward his son, Joseph, his other ten sons 

sold Joseph into slavery and misled their father to 

believe that he had been killed by a wild beast (Gen 37). 

The parent-child stories do not get any better in the 

accounts of Israel’s judges and kings who came along 

in the generations after the Law was revealed. 

These Old Testament stories demonstrate that parents 

sometimes say and do things that are not honorable. 

But the sinful behavior of parents never excuses 

children from obeying this command. If you think that 

you could have obeyed perfectly, if your parents had 

behaved differently, you are wrong. If you think that 

you can ensure your child’s obedience by being either 

more stern or more loving, you are wrong. 

The Fifth Commandment shows us the spirit of true 

obedience, but it charts a path that is too steep for 

fallen, sinful people to climb. We stumble backward 
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time and again. You may not curse your parents or 

strike them, but who has not disregarded, criticized, or 

mocked their parents at some point? Who honors them 

perfectly? We all find ourselves outside the limitation 

of showing no dishonor to parents, but there is more to 

the commandment that gives us hope. 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  F a t h e r  

I don’t really know what it is like to be part of a wealthy 

family. My parents worked hard to provide. We never 

had an abundance, but we always had enough. Still, 

you cannot help but wonder. We all love stories about 

poor orphans who are adopted into a family with great 

wealth. Think of little orphan Annie and Daddy 

Warbucks. 

The Fifth Commandment points us to that kind of 

story. It reveals that the Lord is Father. It does not use 

that term, but it speaks of the promised land as an 
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inheritance that he would give to the people of Israel. 

Look again at Exodus 20:12. The Lord said, 

Honor your father and your mother, that 

your days may be long in the land that the 

LORD your God is giving you. 

The land was a family matter. When the Lord 

established his covenant with their ancestor Abraham, 

Genesis 12:7 tells us that he promised to give it to his 

offspring unconditionally. The land would be an 

inheritance passed down from generation to 

generation. Now the Lord did not reveal himself to 

Abraham as Father. But later when he called Moses, 

Exodus 4:22-23 tells us that God said, 

Then you shall say to Pharaoh, “Thus says the 

LORD, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to 

you, ‘Let my son go that he may serve me." If 

you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill 

your firstborn son.’” 

So, God thought of the people of Israel as his children. 

The promise that he made to Abraham to give them the 

land was unconditional, but the Fifth Commandment 

adds a stipulation. They would only enjoy long-life in 

the land, if they honored their parents. Moses 
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highlighted this focus when he restated the command 

in Deuteronomy 5:16. He said, 

Honor your father and your mother, as the 

LORD your God commanded you, that your 

days may be long, and that it may go well 

with you in the land that the LORD your God 

is giving you. 

We must understand that this commandment was not 

meant to provide general moral guidance for a nicer 

world. Long-life and well-being are not simply natural 

consequences of well-behaved children. They are 

aspects of the ultimate state of blessing that God 

offered to his covenant people. Leviticus 26 and 

Deuteronomy 28 describe it as including abundant 

crops, the elimination of harmful beasts, national 

peace, and worldwide prominence for Israel. These 

conditions will mark the full realization of God’s 

covenant, the kingdom for which Old Testament 

believers hoped. 

But that state of blessing was contingent upon Israel’s 

obedience. If they failed to obey, they would face God’s 

fatherly discipline. In Deuteronomy 8:5, Moses told 

them, “Know then in your heart that, as a man 
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disciplines his son, the LORD your God disciplines 

you.” Leviticus 26:33 tells us that the Lord warned 

them that they would be cursed. The land would be 

devastated, and they would be scattered among the 

nations. Indeed, that was what happened to the people 

of Israel many centuries later at the hands of the 

Assyrians and the Babylonians. 

So, what hope is there to experience God’s blessing 

when people keep failing to honor their parents? In 

Galatians 4:4-5, Paul tells us, 

But when the fullness of time had come, God 

sent forth his Son, born of woman, born 

under the law, to redeem those who were 

under the law, so that we might receive 

adoption as sons. 

God’s Son came into the world and obeyed the Law. He 

perfectly honored his earthly mother and father, and he 

perfectly honored his heavenly Father, fulfilling the 

requirement of the Fifth Commandment. Through his 

death he paid the price for sin, to redeem his people 

from the curse that they incurred through their 

disobedience. Those who receive him, who believe in 

his name, gain the right to become children of God (Jn 
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1:12). They are adopted as sons so that they will receive 

the inheritance. In Galatians 4:6-7, Paul continues by 

saying, 

And because you are sons, God has sent the 

Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 

"Abba! Father!" So you are no longer a slave, 

but a son, and if a son, then an heir through 

God. 

So, God does not relate to everyone in the world as his 

child. Everyone will not experience the blessing of an 

eternal inheritance in the true promised land. The Lord 

does not want anyone to perish, but his fatherhood and 

this life of ultimate blessing is reserved for those who 

receive adoption through faith in Christ. Regardless of 

whether you are a Jew or a Gentile, when you believe, 

the Holy Spirit enters your life and unites you with 

Christ. His obedience is credited to your account, and 

all your sins are forgiven. Only then can you look to the 

Lord and cry, “Abba! Father!” 

So, the gospel of Christ is tightly linked with the Fifth 

Commandment. It shows us that the only way for its 

requirement to be met and for its promise to be 
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experienced is the grace of our heavenly Father in 

sending His Son.  
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

H u m i l i t y  

When my daughters were young, they both had little 

porcelain tea sets that they loved to play with. They 

would fill them with water and pretend to have tea 

parties, but they were not always careful. They would 

break a piece, and I would have to glue it back together. 

Then they would break another piece, and I would fix 

that one. But each time, little shards got lost. Though 

the cups were repaired, they became more fragile and 

a little leaky. They needed to be handled with care. 

As we consider the application of the Fifth 

Commandment, we need to keep in mind that we are 
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all broken people, fallen sinners from birth. When God 

saves us, he begins to glue us back together. When we 

reach glory, he will make us perfectly whole without 

any cracks. But until then we are fragile and a little 

leaky. So, we need humility as we relate to authority 

figures in our lives and as we exert authority over the 

lives of others.  

We find this balance in Paul’s teaching on child-parent 

relationships in Ephesians 6:1-4. He quotes the Fifth 

Commandment in verses 2-3 as the basis for his 

instruction, but he gives more specific guidance for 

children in verse 1. He says, “Children, obey your 

parents in the Lord, for this is right.” 

The phrase “in the Lord” is an important qualification. 

It shows that the proper motivation for obedience is to 

please the Lord. Paul states this explicitly in the parallel 

passage in Colossians 3:20. If parents fail to 

understand a situation, if they make unreasonable 

demands or act in dishonorable ways, God still wants 

children to submit to them. Luke 2:51 tells us that this 

was how Jesus responded to his parents when he was 

twelve years old and his parents failed to understand 

his reason for staying behind in the Temple.  
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The phrase “in the Lord” also highlights the Lord’s 

authority over parents. If they tell their child to do 

something contrary to God’s commands, they are not 

to be obeyed. The child must respectfully resist. 

Matthew 10 records that Jesus warned his disciples 

that they might encounter hatred and persecution from 

family members—siblings, parents, or children (vv. 21-

22). Verse 37 tells us that he said,  

Whoever loves father or mother more than 

me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves 

son or daughter more than me is not worthy 

of me. 

So, believing children must exercise humility before 

the Lord, but believing parents must also do so. In 

Ephesians 6:4, Paul says, 

Fathers, do not provoke your children to 

anger, but bring them up in the discipline 

and instruction of the Lord. 

Parental authority is not absolute. Paul calls believing 

parents to be gracious, understanding, and 

compassionate. Some demands can unnecessarily 

provoke a child. Parents need the godly wisdom 

described in Proverbs that says the right things in the 
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right way at the right time. Furthermore, believing 

parents must seek to bring their children up in the 

discipline and instruction of the Lord. The goal is not 

simply to manage a child’s behavior or to get them to 

conform to the expectations of family or society. It is to 

shape their beliefs and point them toward saving faith, 

a personal relationship with the Lord.  

Of course, the problem with all of this is the presence 

of sin. There are no perfect parents, and no perfect 

children. Even devout believers still have cracks. So, 

authority must be exercised and followed with 

humility. Mistakes will be made, and sins will be 

committed. We must all be willing to confess our 

failures and extend forgiveness. 

This same humility should characterize the way 

believers approach authority in other spheres of life: 

work, government, and church. Leaders are fallen, 

sinful people. So, we should not exalt any of them as 

infallible. On the other hand, if we disagree with them, 

the Lord still wants us to show them respect. It is wrong 

for believers to engage in the spiteful and 

condescending rhetoric that is so common in our 
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society. As long as it does not violate God’s commands, 

we must submit to our leaders. 

We must remember the grace that the Lord has 

extended to us.  Paul makes this connection in Titus 

3:1-5 by saying, 

Remind them to be submissive to rulers and 

authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for 

every good work, to speak evil of no one, to 

avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show 

perfect courtesy toward all people. For we 

ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led 

astray, slaves to various passions and 

pleasures, passing our days in malice and 

envy, hated by others and hating one 

another. But when the goodness and loving 

kindness of God our Savior appeared, he 

saved us, not because of works done by us in 

righteousness, but according to his own 

mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit. 

The mercy and grace of our heavenly Father must 

shape our relationship to all earthly authority. The 

Fifth Commandment should lead us to genuine 

humility. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

So, the Fifth Commandment is another boundary that 

we desperately need. Its limitation of no dishonor to 

parents shines the spotlight on our inability to keep 

God’s commandments. But its revelation of the Lord as 

Father points toward the coming of God’s Son who 

made it possible for us to be adopted as children of God 

who will receive an eternal inheritance in his kingdom. 

While we wait for that time, we must exercise humility 

toward the Lord and toward one another in parent-

child relationships and every other relationship with 

authority. 

Have you become a child of God? No one is born into 

that relationship. You must be born again. You must 

receive Jesus, the Son of God, as your Lord and Savior. 

That is the only way to draw near to God as your 

heavenly Father and to receive an inheritance in 

eternity. If you want to learn more about God’s fatherly 

love, I encourage you to read Luke 15 where Jesus tells 

the story of the prodigal son. 

If you are a believer, do you need to change your 

attitude toward authority? Do you show honor and 
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respect to your parents and other authority figures? Do 

you display humility and grace? When you exercise 

authority, do you do so with compassion and 

understanding? Do you need to seek forgiveness from 

the Lord or from someone that you have wronged? 

Don’t ignore those situations or rationalize them away. 

Give glory to God and his saving grace by humbly 

confessing your sin. 

May our heavenly Father be exalted! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How has this study changed your view of 

authority? 

 

 

2. What could you do to show more respect for 

authority? 

 

 

3. What could you do to exercise authority in a way 

that better reflects the character of God? 
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8  

T H E  L I F E L I N E  

T H E  S I X T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

I am not a big football fan, but I am still impressed 

when I see a team execute a great play. Linemen are 

rushing the quarterback, but he stays focused and 

throws a long pass down field. The receiver is closely 

guarded, but he knows where the ball is heading and 

keeps running. He leaps to make the catch and 

somehow manages to drag one toe on the ground 
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before going out of bounds in the corner of the 

endzone. Touchdown! 

I think a lot of people envision their relationship with 

God’s commands that way. They may be clearly out of 

bounds on nine of the Ten Commandments, but the 

Sixth is their one place to shine. They may get close to 

the edge. But since they managed to avoid committing 

murder, in their minds it’s a touchdown. They claim to 

be a good person.  

As we have seen, the Ten Commandments do not work 

that way. The Lord gave them to the people of Israel to 

mark the perimeter of life under his covenant. A 

transgression at any point would violate their 

relationship with him. Furthermore, each limitation 

revealed aspects of God’s character to draw them closer 

to him. 

So, we continue our study of the commandments and 

their New Testament application by looking at the 

Sixth Commandment. It seems simple enough on its 

own. In Hebrew it is only two words. But as we trace its 

connections to other biblical passages, we will find it to 
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be a lifeline connecting us to the transforming power of 

the gospel. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  M u r d e r  

When you construct a building, it’s important to know 

where the property line lies. If you encroach upon your 

neighbor’s land, they might make you tear it down. But 

the legal descriptions of those borders can be extremely 

difficult to decipher, so most people hire a surveyor to 

interpret them. They come out and mark the exact 

boundary to keep any mistakes from happening.  

The Sixth Commandment does not use complicated 

terms. Exodus 20:13 tells us that the Lord said, “You 

shall not murder.” 
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We should not need an expert to interpret that 

boundary. But misunderstandings arise because 

people ignore its context as part of the Old Testament 

Law. The King James translation of the verse adds to 

the confusion because it uses a less specific term. It 

says, “Thou shalt not kill.” So, to construct a proper 

understanding we must identify the true limitation set 

by the command. 

The Book of the Covenant that follows the Ten 

Commandments in Exodus provides helpful insight. 

First, it shows that capital punishment was not a 

violation of the command. Many people claim that all 

killing is wrong, regardless of the circumstances. But as 

the Lord established Israel’s theocratic government, 

Exodus 21:12 tells us that he ordered them, “Whoever 

strikes a man so that he dies shall be put to death.” 

So, if the leaders of Israel failed to execute a murderer 

when there were at least two reliable witnesses, they 

would be disobeying God’s clear instruction. Numbers 

35:30-34 says that the land would be defiled. 

But the Lord added a qualification in Exodus 21. He 

made a distinction between premeditated murder and 
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a person being killed in an accident or a spontaneous 

conflict. Verses 13-14 tells us that he said, 

But if he did not lie in wait for him, but God 

let him fall into his hand, then I will appoint 

for you a place to which he may flee. But if a 

man willfully attacks another to kill him by 

cunning, you shall take him from my altar, 

that he may die. 

No refuge or ransom was to be allowed for the life of a 

murderer. But the person who was guilty of 

manslaughter was allowed to flee. The Lord instructed 

the people to identify six cities in the land as places of 

refuge (Num 35:9-15; Deut 19:1-10). The manslayer 

was to go and remain there until the death of the high 

priest. If he went outside the city limits before that 

time, he could be executed. 

Next the Book of the Covenant addressed cases where 

a death was caused by someone’s negligence. Exodus 

21:28-29 tells us that the Lord said, 

When an ox gores a man or a woman to 

death, the ox shall be stoned, and its flesh 

shall not be eaten, but the owner of the ox 

shall not be liable. But if the ox has been 

accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner 
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has been warned but has not kept it in, and it 

kills a man or a woman, the ox shall be 

stoned, and its owner also shall be put to 

death. 

So, a man would not be held personally responsible if 

his animal caused an accidental death, though he 

would lose the animal. But if he knew that the animal 

was dangerous and did nothing to prevent it, then his 

inactivity was worse than manslaughter. He deserved 

to be executed, but in this case the Lord allowed him to 

pay a ransom instead, a sum of money set by the 

victim’s family and affirmed by local authorities. In 

Exodus 21:30, the Lord said, “If a ransom is imposed 

on him, then he shall give for the redemption of his life 

whatever is imposed on him.” 

Finally, the Book of the Covenant explains that under 

certain circumstances killing in self-defense was not 

considered to be murder. Exodus 22:2-3 tells us that 

the Lord said, 

If a thief is found breaking in and is struck so 

that he dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for 

him, but if the sun has risen on him, there 

shall be bloodguilt for him. He shall surely 
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pay. If he has nothing, then he shall be sold 

for his theft. 

In the dark a property owner would not know whether 

a thief was carrying a weapon. His life could be in 

danger, so he would not be held guilty for responding 

with lethal force. But in the daytime when it was clear 

that the thief was not a physical threat, lethal force was 

not justified. Instead, the Lord required the thief to 

make restitution. We will come back to this idea when 

we examine the Eighth Commandment. 

Though it is not mentioned in Exodus, we should note 

that killing in warfare was also not considered to be a 

violation of the Sixth Commandment. As the people 

prepared to enter the promised land, the army of Israel 

was given clear instructions that the inhabitants of the 

land were to be put to death. In Deuteronomy 20:16-

18, Moses tells the people, 

But in the cities of these peoples that the 

LORD your God is giving you for an 

inheritance, you shall save alive nothing that 

breathes, but you shall devote them to 

complete destruction, the Hittites and the 

Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, 

the Hivites and the Jebusites, as the LORD 
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your God has commanded, that they may not 

teach you to do according to all their 

abominable practices that they have done for 

their gods, and so you sin against the LORD 

your God. 

When they engaged in combat with other people 

outside the land, they were instructed to be more 

merciful, sparing women and children and allowing 

men to flee. But for the nations within the land, the 

Lord chose to use Israel to carry out his judgment upon 

them. Eliminating them would be vital for Israel’s 

spiritual well-being.  

In fact, all the battles recorded in Old Testament 

history had spiritual implications. They were 

effectively clashes with the false gods of other nations. 

The Lord’s reputation was at stake. Think of David in 

his fight against Goliath. Mighty warriors who served 

the Lord are celebrated as heroes.  

So, these passages clarify the true limitation of the 

Sixth Commandment. It prohibited premeditated 

murder, but it did not rule out capital punishment, 

killing in self-defense, or killing in combat. Many 

people today think that this boundary should have 
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been tighter. But we have no right to pass judgment 

upon the Lord. In fact, as we continue, we will see that 

our supposed value of life is inconsistent. We all violate 

the heart of this commandment. 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  L i f e  

At times people have thought of God as a great engineer 

who designed life to function like a machine and then 

stepped away to let it run on its own. If that is your 

view, then it is not too difficult to remove him from the 

equation. Why not say that everything just evolved on 

its own? And if that is your view, then what gives 

human life value above animals or plants? What gives 

it any value at all? Is it just that we agree that it should 

be so?  And what about people who disagree and treat 

human life as expendable? Should they just submit to 

the opinion of the majority? 
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The Sixth Commandment requires us to value human 

life because the Lord values it. He is not some distant 

engineer. He created all life and actively sustains it. He 

exalted human beings above plant and animal life. He 

gives us the capacity to know him and reflect his 

character. True life is found in our connection with 

him. In a sense, he is life itself, so murder is a direct 

attack on him. 

The revelation of this truth dates back long before 

Moses and the Exodus. The Lord declared it to Noah 

after the Flood had subsided. Genesis 9:5-6 tells us that 

he said, 

And for your lifeblood I will require a 

reckoning: from every beast I will require it 

and from man. From his fellow man I will 

require a reckoning for the life of man. 

Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man 

shall his blood be shed, for God made man in 

his own image. 

There had already been incidents of murder before the 

Flood. Genesis 4 says that Cain killed his brother Abel, 

and one of his descendants, Lamech, killed others. So, 

in Genesis 9, the Lord was not giving Noah’s 

descendants permission to exact personal revenge. He 
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was establishing a foundational principle for 

government to deter murder. 

So, the image of God in every human being is what 

makes them valuable. It is not just the powerful or the 

wealthy who matter. The Book of the Covenant makes 

this clear in several of its stipulations. We see it first in 

its rules regarding slavery. Exodus 21:16 requires 

capital punishment for kidnapping people and selling 

them into slavery. It says, “Whoever steals a man and 

sells him, and anyone found in possession of him, shall 

be put to death.” 

As we saw previously in our consideration of the Fourth 

Commandment, the Law allowed for the possibility 

that people might need to sell themselves into slavery 

for a limited time to pay off their debts. To some 

degree, slaves were regarded as property, but the Book 

of the Covenant afforded them protections that 

affirmed their value as human beings. Exodus 21:20-21 

tells us that the Lord said, 

When a man strikes his slave, male or female, 

with a rod and the slave dies under his hand, 

he shall be avenged. But if the slave survives 

a day or two, he is not to be avenged, for the 

slave is his money. 
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The Lord did not specify how the slave was to be 

avenged, but it is clear that the owner was to be 

punished. This still seems to allow the cruel treatment 

of slaves. But when it says, “the slave is his money,” it 

highlights the stupidity of an owner behaving this way. 

When a slave was injured and unable to work, the 

owner was hurting his own bottom line. Exodus 21:26-

27 provides additional protection. It tells us that the 

Lord said,  

When a man strikes the eye of his slave, male 

or female, and destroys it, he shall let the 

slave go free because of his eye. If he knocks 

out the tooth of his slave, male or female, he 

shall let the slave go free because of his tooth. 

Slaves are also mentioned in the case of a goring ox. In 

that situation, the instruction focuses more on the loss 

to the owner. Exodus 21:32 says, 

If the ox gores a slave, male or female, the 

owner shall give to their master thirty 

shekels of silver, and the ox shall be stoned. 

The Book of the Covenant also includes commands that 

value the life of children. We take that idea for granted 

in our society today, but it is not held universally, 
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particularly in times past. Exodus 21:22-25 tells us that 

the Lord said, 

When men strive together and hit a pregnant 

woman, so that her children come out, but 

there is no harm, the one who hit her shall 

surely be fined, as the woman's husband 

shall impose on him, and he shall pay as the 

judges determine. But if there is harm, then 

you shall pay life for life, eye for eye, tooth for 

tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for 

burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe. 

Some argue that this passage is only concerned about 

the life of the mother. They claim that in those days a 

premature birth would result in the death of the child. 

But that seems to be an unwarranted assumption. The 

phrase “no harm” seems to apply to both mother and 

child. These memorable lines about life for life, eye for 

eye, and so on make the most sense in regard to harm 

done to the newborn child. The punishment was to be 

in just proportion to the injury. 

Children are also mentioned in the ox goring scenario. 

Remember that the negligent owner was to be put to 

death or ransomed. So, Exodus 21:31 tells us, “If it 
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gores a man's son or daughter, he shall be dealt with 

according to this same rule.” 

One final passage from the Book of the Covenant 

reveals the value that the Lord places upon everyone 

made in his image. Exodus 22:21-24 says, 

You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress 

him, for you were sojourners in the land of 

Egypt. You shall not mistreat any widow or 

fatherless child. If you do mistreat them, and 

they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, 

and my wrath will burn, and I will kill you 

with the sword, and your wives shall become 

widows and your children fatherless. 

So, the Lord cares for the weakest and most vulnerable 

people in society. But is it just murder that concerns 

him? Here he speaks of mistreating people. Is that just 

physical? Could it also include verbal and emotional 

abuse? Jesus expressed the heart of the Sixth 

Commandment in his Sermon on the Mount. Matthew 

5:21-22 tells us that he said, 

You have heard that it was said to those of 

old, 'You shall not murder; and whoever 

murders will be liable to judgment.' But I say 

to you that everyone who is angry with his 

brother will be liable to judgment; whoever 
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insults his brother will be liable to the 

council; and whoever says, 'You fool!' will be 

liable to the hell of fire. 

The Lord wants us to value life in how we speak to 

people and relate to them. There is no capital 

punishment for anger and name calling, but the 

penalty mentioned here is worse. Jesus alludes to 

eternal punishment. From this perspective, we all 

stand condemned. Who has not violated this perfect 

standard?  

We need to be ransomed like the negligent ox owner, 

but the cost of our redemption is far beyond what 

money can pay. We need a city of refuge to which we 

can flee, a lifeline to pull us to safety. Jesus is the way, 

the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6). He came to give his life 

as a ransom (Mk 10:45). Though he is the Son of God, 

Judas betrayed him for thirty pieces of silver, the value 

Exodus 21:32 specified as compensation for the life of 

a slave.  

In fact, the Sixth Commandment is tightly interwoven 

with the account of his saving work on the cross. Peter 

brought out the connections as he confronted the 

Jewish leaders. Acts 3:14-15 tells us that he said, 
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But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, 

and asked for a murderer to be granted to 

you, and you killed the Author of life, whom 

God raised from the dead. To this we are 

witnesses. 

Jesus is the Author of Life. He created all things (Col 

1:16). But when he became human, the beings he 

created freed a murderer and took his life. But through 

his death and resurrection, he opened the way for us to 

receive eternal life. That is not just the continuation of 

life as we know it.  It is the restoration of what was lost 

when Adam and Eve sinned, life in the presence of God, 

life free from suffering and sin, life the way that God 

meant it to be. We must understand that the Lord is 

life.  
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

L o v e  Y o u r  N e i g h b o r  

Apart from the Lord our lives are empty. But when we 

believe in Jesus, life is poured into us. It should 

overflow from us. Since God has shown love and grace 

to us, we should be as far away from murder as 

possible. We should love our neighbor. 

Even before Christ came, this expectation was clearly 

expressed in the Old Testament Law. Leviticus 19:17-

18 tells us that the Lord said, 

You shall not hate your brother in your heart, 

but you shall reason frankly with your 

neighbor, lest you incur sin because of him. 
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You shall not take vengeance or bear a 

grudge against the sons of your own people, 

but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: 

I am the LORD. 

God did not want his people to get as close as they could 

to murder without crossing the line. It is wrong to 

harbor hatred and vengeance in your heart. The Lord 

called them to show love to their neighbors and not just 

their countrymen. In Leviticus 19:34 the Lord also 

called them to love strangers, people from other lands 

who came to live among them. 

Jesus probed even deeper in his Sermon on the Mount. 

We have already considered what he had to say about 

anger and name calling, but then Matthew 5:38-45, 

tells us that he said,  

You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for 

an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to 

you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if 

anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to 

him the other also. And if anyone would sue 

you and take your tunic, let him have your 

cloak as well. And if anyone forces you to go 

one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the 

one who begs from you, and do not refuse the 

one who would borrow from you. You have 
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heard that it was said, 'You shall love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say to 

you, Love your enemies and pray for those 

who persecute you, so that you may be sons 

of your Father who is in heaven. For he 

makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 

good, and sends rain on the just and on the 

unjust. 

The “eye for an eye” passage from Exodus 21 was never 

intended to justify personal vengeance, but people tend 

to distort its meaning. Jesus corrected this 

misinterpretation and called his followers to reflect a 

humble trust in God even when exploited by people.  

His love should be so strong within us that we would 

pray for enemies who antagonize us. When we behave 

that way, the love and life of God shines through. We 

fulfill our purpose as those made in his image. 

The life of God within us should always produce a love 

like God’s. In 1 John 3:14-18, the Apostle John said, 

We know that we have passed out of death 

into life, because we love the brothers. 

Whoever does not love abides in death. 

Everyone who hates his brother is a 

murderer, and you know that no murderer 

has eternal life abiding in him. By this we 



T h e  L i f e l i n e  ( T h e  S i x t h  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

191 

know love, that he laid down his life for us, 

and we ought to lay down our lives for the 

brothers. But if anyone has the world's goods 

and sees his brother in need, yet closes his 

heart against him, how does God's love abide 

in him? Little children, let us not love in word 

or talk but in deed and in truth. 

Have you passed out of death into life? Are you still 

holding onto hate? We must die to that. The life and 

love of God must overflow from us in practical concern 

for everyone around us. Love your neighbor as 

yourself! 

C o n c l u s i o n  

We need the Sixth Commandment. The limitation of no 

murder may seem simple enough, but it reflects the 

revelation that the Lord is life. Every human being 

should be treated with care and compassion because 

they are made in his image. Even though we have 

neglected this truth, God sent his Son to ransom us 

from the penalty of our sins. He pours his life into us, 

so that we will reflect the love of God. 

Have you received life in Christ? If not, I urge you to 

repent of your sins and believe in him. Trust him as 
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your ransom to free you from eternal punishment and 

grant you eternal life in the presence of God. If you are 

still seeking to understand more about Jesus, you 

might want to read Acts 3 where Peter talked about his 

death. 

If you are a believer, is the life and love of God changing 

you? Are you still holding onto hatred and anger? Do 

you verbally assault those who are made in the image 

of God? Repent. Change the way that you look at 

people. Think about how much the Lord values them. 

Show them the love and mercy that you have received 

in Christ. 

May the love of God fill our lives! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How did this study change your understanding 

of God’s justice? 

2. What could you do to show greater respect for 

life? 

3. What steps could you take to be a better 

neighbor? 
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9  

H O L Y  S E X U A L I T Y  

T H E  S E V E N T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

The old saying is that the grass is always greener on the 

other side, and it can certainly seem that way. When 

you walk around your own yard, you see all the weeds 

and bare spots. It takes constant effort to keep them 

from taking over. But when you look over the fence at 

your neighbor’s lawn, it often seems greener. Maybe it 

is, maybe it isn’t. You can’t really tell from a distance. 

If they recently mowed, the weeds and bare spots are 
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all hidden. But it is still tempting to think that their 

yard is better. 

If we are not careful, we can succumb to the same way 

of thinking about marriage. Every relationship has 

challenges and frustrations. It takes constant effort to 

keep them from taking over. But when you look at other 

people, whether single or married, many of them seem 

so much happier. Maybe they are, maybe they aren’t. 

You can’t really tell from a distance, but such thoughts 

place you on a path that can lead toward the violation 

of the Seventh Commandment. Exodus 20:14 tells us 

that the Lord said, “You shall not commit adultery.” 

We need this boundary because it shows us that human 

sexuality must be understood from the standpoint of a 

covenant relationship with God. Author and Bible 

professor Christopher Yuan says that the Bible calls 

believers to “holy sexuality.” He has written an 

excellent book by that title to address false ideas about 

sexuality in the world and in the church in light of his 

own experience coming to Christ from a life of 

homosexual behavior. Our study will follow a different 

course than his, but it is best summed up by the same 

title. As we consider the limitation set by the Seventh 
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Commandment, the revelation it gives us about God, 

and its application in the New Testament, we will 

develop a clearer understanding of holy sexuality.  
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  A d u l t e r y  

The theologian J. I. Packer is known for his classic book 

on the attributes of God titled Knowing God. But in one 

of his other books, he recalled hearing the Seventh 

Commandment as a child (Keeping the Ten 

Commandments, 59). He did not know what the word 

“adultery” meant, so he assumed that it must have 

something to do with being an adult. Was the Lord 

prohibiting people from growing up? 

There is no etymological connection between the words 

adult and adultery, but our society does seem to 

connect the two. They speak of adult entertainment. 
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They label television shows with nudity and explicit 

sexual activity as mature. They treat adulterous 

behavior as a normal and acceptable part of adulthood. 

But such conduct is anything but mature or adult. It 

demonstrates an avoidance of mature commitment 

and a refusal to exercise the restraint and self-control 

that should characterize adulthood. 

It may seem as if our society's sexual morality marks a 

low point in world history. But as Ecclesiastes says 

there is nothing new under the sun. With the Seventh 

Commandment, the Lord drew the line at adultery, 

having sex with someone who is married to another. 

But he also warned the people of Israel about other 

sexual behaviors that we might consider to be more 

extreme than adultery. In Leviticus 18, he prohibited 

incestuous family relationships, homosexual activity, 

and bestiality. Of those sins the Book of the Covenant 

only mentions the last. Exodus 22:19 tells us that the 

Lord said, “Whoever lies with an animal shall be put to 

death.” 

Apparently, such behaviors were common among the 

nations in the land that the Lord had promised to the 

people of Israel (Deut 22:23). In our study of the Sixth 
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Commandment, I noted that he commanded them to 

destroy those nations as an act of judgment. The Lord 

demonstrated his consistency in holding Israel to the 

same standard. In their theocratic government, these 

sexual sins were all subject to capital punishment, 

including adultery. Leviticus 20:10 tells us that the 

Lord said, “If a man commits adultery with the wife of 

his neighbor, both the adulterer and the adulteress 

shall surely be put to death.” 

The church is not called to judge the world or to 

advocate such punishments in our society. Instead, 

God wants us to proclaim to everyone the good news of 

salvation in Christ. Nevertheless, we should still 

understand why the Lord required such a severe 

penalty. He designed sex to be enjoyed between one 

man and one woman who are married to one another.  

Their physical union represents the exclusive nature of 

their relationship. After the Lord created Eve for Adam, 

Genesis 2:24-25 says, 

Therefore a man shall leave his father and his 

mother and hold fast to his wife, and they 

shall become one flesh. And the man and his 

wife were both naked and were not ashamed. 
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So, sex is more than a physical act. It is a blessing from 

God that has moral, spiritual, and relational 

significance. The Lord communicated this in the Book 

of the Covenant by addressing a case of sex between a 

man and woman who are not married. Exodus 22:16-

17 tells us that he said, 

If a man seduces a virgin who is not 

betrothed and lies with her, he shall give the 

bride-price for her and make her his wife. If 

her father utterly refuses to give her to him, 

he shall pay money equal to the bride-price 

for virgins. 

Sex is supposed to be part of a committed relationship. 

Since this couple experienced the physical part of a one 

flesh relationship, they were supposed to marry. In 

those days, the custom was for a man to give money to 

a woman’s father as part of the wedding arrangements. 

Even if the father refused to allow the marriage, the 

money still had to be paid. If not, it would be as if the 

man had stolen something from the woman’s father. 

The Apostle Paul used a similar line of reasoning to 

convince believers in Corinth that it was wrong to have 

sex with a prostitute. It was not just a physical act. In 1 

Corinthians 6:16, he said, “Or do you not know that he 
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who is joined to a prostitute becomes one body with 

her? For, as it is written, ‘The two will become one 

flesh.’” 

So, if God is so insistent that sex is part of a one flesh 

relationship, then why does the Old Testament record 

so many cases of polygamy? Why didn’t he prohibit it? 

We don’t know for certain, but polygamy is never 

portrayed in a positive light. Abraham married his 

wife’s servant due to a lack of faith in God’s promise to 

give him a son. Jacob was tricked into marrying two 

sisters Leah and Rachel. Both situations produced 

heart-wrenching conflicts. In Deuteronomy 17:17 the 

Lord warned that when Israel had a king, he should not 

have many wives because his heart would be turned 

away. Many years later that was exactly what happened 

to King Solomon.  

Perhaps the Lord allowed polygamy because in that 

culture it was almost impossible for a woman to 

provide for herself. Widows like Ruth faced severe 

hardship. She was rescued through a practice called 

Levirate marriage. Deuteronomy 25:5-10 explains that 

if a man died before having children, his wife was to 

marry his brother or some other kinsman to raise up 
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someone from the family line to receive the dead man’s 

inheritance. So, in the case of Ruth, Boaz was her 

husband’s relative. In some cases, this practice could 

have resulted in a man having two wives, but that was 

never ideal. 

God’s design is for sex to be an expression of an 

exclusive one flesh relationship between a man and a 

woman who are committed to one another in marriage. 

But if that is the physical limitation of the command, 

then what about the spirit of it? Is it possible to stay in 

bounds physically while violating it in your heart? 

Matthew 5:27-28 tells us that in his Sermon on the 

Mount, Jesus said, 

You have heard that it was said, 'You shall 

not commit adultery.' But I say to you that 

everyone who looks at a woman with lustful 

intent has already committed adultery with 

her in his heart. 

Jesus’ statement highlights the problem with viewing 

pornography. It is designed to provoke lustful 

thoughts. But the same could also be said of many 

other less explicit entertainments in our culture that we 

consider more acceptable. Anything that cultivates 
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discontent with your current relational status and 

sparks desire for someone other than your spouse leads 

you toward violating the Seventh Commandment. So, 

Matthew 5:29-30 tells us that Jesus continued by 

saying, 

If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out 

and throw it away. For it is better that you 

lose one of your members than that your 

whole body be thrown into hell. And if your 

right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and 

throw it away. For it is better that you lose 

one of your members than that your whole 

body go into hell. 

Most people recognize that Jesus was not speaking in 

literal terms. Losing an eye or a hand will not help in 

the battle against lustful thoughts. Some say that his 

point is that we should do whatever we can to avoid 

temptation, and there is certainly wisdom in that. The 

book of Proverbs offers similar practical advice. But the 

root of our problem is not our culture with its enticing 

entertainments and immodest fashions.  Even if our 

world was modest in every way, our sinful hearts would 

still lead us astray. We cannot resist in our own 

strength. I think Jesus’ point was that the limitation set 
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by the Seventh Commandment forces us all to see that 

we need a new heart. As we continue, we will see that 

the commandment also points us toward the hope of 

salvation. 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  F a i t h f u l   

Our Creator seems to like patterns.  For centuries 

mathematicians, scientists and artists have observed a 

golden ratio throughout nature. It has even been called 

the divine proportion. It is found in the dimensions of 

the human body. It is also evident in the spiral design 

that we see in the shells of snails, the swirling of 

hurricanes, and the arrangements of stars in distant 

galaxies. 

The Seventh Commandment reveals a different 

pattern. The Lord designed marriage to reflect the way 

that he relates to his people. He wants a man and a 
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woman to be faithfully committed to each other in a 

covenant relationship to impress upon us that he 

himself is unfailingly faithful to his people. 

The first indication of this pattern is in the account of 

creation. The Lord certainly had the freedom to make 

human beings however he chose, but the text asserts 

that he created two genders. This was not an arbitrary 

choice, but an intentional revelation of his nature. 

Genesis 1:27 tells us, “So God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God he created him; male and 

female he created them.” 

Gender is not an evolutionary accident. To display his 

image in human beings, the Lord thought it best to 

create both male and female. He also wanted the 

people of Israel to maintain a clear distinction between 

the sexes. Deuteronomy 22:5 tells us that he 

commanded them, “A woman shall not wear a man's 

garment, nor shall a man put on a woman's cloak, for 

whoever does these things is an abomination to the 

LORD your God.” 

So, when God created the first man and woman, he 

brought them together in marriage. As we saw earlier, 
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he said that they were to become one flesh. They were 

to be united physically and emotionally. They were 

supposed to be committed to one another, and we find 

several places in the Old Testament prophets where the 

Lord uses that relationship to describe his faithfulness 

to Israel and their unfaithfulness to him. 

In Ezekiel 16, the Lord describes Israel as an 

abandoned child that he rescued and nourished back to 

health. Then in verse 8 he says, 

When I passed by you again and saw you, 

behold, you were at the age for love, and I 

spread the corner of my garment over you 

and covered your nakedness; I made my vow 

to you and entered into a covenant with you, 

declares the Lord GOD, and you became 

mine. 

This wedding happened as God established his 

covenant with Israel during the time of Moses. As 

Ezekiel 16 continues, the Lord speaks of providing a life 

of luxury for her, the best clothing, jewelry, and food. 

But then she trusted in her own beauty and pursued the 

false gods of other nations. Israel committed spiritual 

adultery, yet the Lord was still faithful. 
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The same storyline is presented in the Book of Hosea. 

The prophet was called to display the Lord’s faithful 

love in his own personal life. Hosea 1:2 tells us, 

When the LORD first spoke through Hosea, 

the LORD said to Hosea, "Go, take to yourself 

a wife of whoredom and have children of 

whoredom, for the land commits great 

whoredom by forsaking the LORD." 

Hosea married a woman named Gomer, and they had 

children. He remained faithful, but she did not. She left 

him for another man. But in Hosea 3:1 he says, 

And the LORD said to me, "Go again, love a 

woman who is loved by another man and is 

an adulteress, even as the LORD loves the 

children of Israel, though they turn to other 

gods and love cakes of raisins." 

He had to go buy back his wife and love her despite her 

unfaithfulness. He was demonstrating how God relates 

to his people. We are not told how their marriage fared 

after that, but the Lord revealed that Israel would 

ultimately have a change of heart. Hosea 2:19-20 tells 

us that he said, 

And I will betroth you to me forever. I will 

betroth you to me in righteousness and in 
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justice, in steadfast love and in mercy. I will 

betroth you to me in faithfulness. And you 

shall know the LORD. 

So, I think we can say that every marriage is an object 

lesson. As you witness or personally experience the 

challenges of married life, you are better able to grasp 

God’s faithfulness to his covenant with his people. He 

did not leave them or divorce them. That is why he does 

not want us to divorce. He allows it in some cases, but 

the severing of a one flesh relationship leaves both 

people scarred. In Matthew 5:31-32, Jesus said, 

It was also said, 'Whoever divorces his wife, 

let him give her a certificate of divorce.' But I 

say to you that everyone who divorces his 

wife, except on the ground of sexual 

immorality, makes her commit adultery, and 

whoever marries a divorced woman commits 

adultery. 

Whether you have been through a divorce or not, we all 

fall short of the heart of the faithfulness revealed in the 

Seventh Commandment. In a sense, we are all like 

Hosea’s wife. What hope is there for us? The Apostle 

Paul used the same pattern of marriage to express the 

gospel. In Ephesians 5:25-27, he wrote, 
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Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved 

the church and gave himself up for her, that 

he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by 

the washing of water with the word, so that 

he might present the church to himself in 

splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such 

thing, that she might be holy and without 

blemish. 

The church is the bride of Christ, and in his love, he 

gave his life to cleanse us. When you believe in him, you 

become part of this story. The stain of your sins are 

washed away. You are made holy, acceptable before the 

Lord. In 1 Corinthians 6:9-11, Paul declared this great 

truth by saying, 

Or do you not know that the unrighteous will 

not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 

deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor 

idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who 

practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the 

greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor 

swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

And such were some of you. But you were 

washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and by the Spirit of our God. 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

210 

No matter how sordid your past has been, you can be 

saved through faith in Christ. With the help of the Holy 

Spirit, you can put off the old ways and live for the 

Lord. Trust his faithful love. 

  



H o l y  S e x u a l i t y  ( T h e  S e v e n t h  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

211 

T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

S e r v a n t h o o d  

As Jesus told his parables, he said, “If anyone has ears 

to hear, let him hear” (Mk 4:23). That’s what they are 

designed for, but we still miss out on what’s important. 

Sometimes it’s because you fill them with other sounds. 

Sometimes you listen to the wrong voices, particularly 

the one coming from your own fallen heart. 

The Book of the Covenant describes an interesting 

scenario about ears, marriage, and servanthood that 

may help us apply the Seventh Commandment to our 

lives. As we learned in our study of the Sabbath 

commandment, Exodus 21:2 instructs anyone who 
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buys a Hebrew slave to release him after six years. 

Slavery was supposed to be temporary. But then verses 

3-4 tell us that the Lord said, 

If he comes in single, he shall go out single; if 

he comes in married, then his wife shall go 

out with him. If his master gives him a wife 

and she bears him sons or daughters, the wife 

and her children shall be her master's, and he 

shall go out alone. 

At first glance, this seems to minimize marriage. How 

could the Lord allow some slave owner to split up a 

couple? But if we skip down in the chapter, we find a 

helpful explanation. Verses 7-11 tell us that the Lord 

said, 

When a man sells his daughter as a slave, she 

shall not go out as the male slaves do. If she 

does not please her master, who has 

designated her for himself, then he shall let 

her be redeemed. He shall have no right to 

sell her to a foreign people, since he has 

broken faith with her. If he designates her for 

his son, he shall deal with her as with a 

daughter. If he takes another wife to himself, 

he shall not diminish her food, her clothing, 

or her marital rights. And if he does not do 

these three things for her, she shall go out for 

nothing, without payment of money. 



H o l y  S e x u a l i t y  ( T h e  S e v e n t h  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

213 

The owner of a female slave was responsible to ensure 

her well-being. He could not sell her to foreign people 

who presumably worshiped other gods. He could 

arrange for her to marry his son, but if so, he had to 

treat her like part of the family. He could marry her 

himself, but if circumstances led him to marry another 

wife, he could not treat the woman who had been a 

slave unjustly. If he did, he would have to free her.  

So, if this master simply let the female slave go off with 

another slave who had just been set free, he would be 

shirking his responsibility before the Lord. But what 

about their marriage? Verses 5-6 tell us that the Lord 

said, 

But if the slave plainly says, 'I love my 

master, my wife, and my children; I will not 

go out free,' then his master shall bring him 

to God, and he shall bring him to the door or 

the doorpost. And his master shall bore his 

ear through with an awl, and he shall be his 

slave forever. 

We are not told the significance of piercing the man’s 

ear. Perhaps it symbolized his willingness to keep 

listening to his master. His master had given him a wife 

and then supported his family. How could he just walk 
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away if he genuinely loved his wife and children? So, in 

this ceremony he pledged himself to continue to serve, 

remaining part of the household under his master’s 

care. 

Every man should show a similar commitment to 

servanthood and personal sacrifice for his wife. That 

was Paul’s point in Ephesians 5.  As we read a moment 

ago, the believing husband should love his wife as 

Christ loved the church. Paul continues in verses 28-30 

by saying, 

In the same way husbands should love their 

wives as their own bodies. He who loves his 

wife loves himself. For no one ever hated his 

own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, 

just as Christ does the church, because we are 

members of his body. 

This loving servant mindset is the opposite of an 

adulterous heart. Adultery and all other sexual sins are 

motivated by selfish desires. As I mentioned earlier, the 

world’s entire perspective on sex is driven by freely 

indulging your impulses. The world’s focus on self-love 

and self-care can easily become an excuse for sinful 

behavior. But holy sexuality is based upon an attitude 

of servanthood.  
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In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul explains this principle for those 

who are married and for those who are not. The city of 

Corinth was known for its lax morality. Ritual 

prostitution was common at the temples to the Roman 

deities.  Some Christians sought to justify sexual 

immorality. As we saw earlier, Paul refuted that view in 

chapter 6. But other Christians went to the other 

extreme, arguing that to be spiritual married people 

should stay celibate. Paul refutes that way of thinking 

in 1 Corinthians 7:2-4, by saying, 

But because of the temptation to sexual 

immorality, each man should have his own 

wife and each woman her own husband. The 

husband should give to his wife her conjugal 

rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. 

For the wife does not have authority over her 

own body, but the husband does. Likewise 

the husband does not have authority over his 

own body, but the wife does. 

So, holy sexuality is not about satisfying your own 

desires. If you are married, then sex is about serving 

your spouse. A wife can bless her husband, by helping 

him resist temptation. A husband can bless his wife in 

the same way. For this to happen, they need to listen to 

one another. As a couple shows this kind of mutual 
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concern, they are better able to listen to the Lord and 

resist temptation. 

A servant mindset is also the key to holy sexuality for 

someone who is single. Since sex is part of marriage, 

those who are single must abstain from sexual activity. 

In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul goes on to speak of singleness 

as a gift. I don’t think he means that singleness is a 

special calling or a special ability to be content. In verse 

9, he tells singles who are not content to pursue 

marriage. The gift of singleness is simply the freedom 

from the responsibilities of married life that allows a 

person to focus on serving God. In verses 32-35, Paul 

says 

I want you to be free from anxieties. The 

unmarried man is anxious about the things 

of the Lord, how to please the Lord. But the 

married man is anxious about worldly 

things, how to please his wife, and his 

interests are divided. And the unmarried or 

betrothed woman is anxious about the things 

of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit. 

But the married woman is anxious about 

worldly things, how to please her husband. I 

say this for your own benefit, not to lay any 

restraint upon you, but to promote good 
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order and to secure your undivided devotion 

to the Lord. 

We must all be devoted to the Lord. He must have our 

ears. He is our Master, so whether married or single we 

must conduct ourselves in ways that honor him. For 

the single, that means abstaining from sexual activity 

as a faithful servant of God. For the married person, it 

means humbly serving your spouse so that you are both 

better able to serve the Lord. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

The Seventh Commandment calls us all to holy 

sexuality. The limitation of no adultery teaches us that 

sex is a good gift from God to be enjoyed between one 

man and one woman who are married. Behavior or 

thoughts outside of that design are wrong. This pattern 

reveals the Lord’s faithfulness to his people in both the 

Old Testament and the New. Christ died to make us 

holy. So, in response we should focus on serving him, 

and if you are married, on serving your spouse. 

Do you have that kind of relationship with the Lord? If 

not, I encourage you to turn to him today. No matter 

what your life has been like in the past, you can be 
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cleansed of your sins in Christ. Seek him. Trust his 

promises. The Lord is faithful. If you want to learn 

more about his saving grace and his pattern of holy 

sexuality, I encourage you to set aside some time to 

read Ephesians 5. 

If you are a believer, have you accepted God’s standard 

of holiness and purity? Do you need to change your 

thinking about sexuality? Trust his design and his plan 

for our lives. He knows what is best. If you are married, 

are you serving your spouse or just coexisting? I 

encourage you to invest in your marriage. 

May we glorify God with our bodies! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How did this study change your understanding 

of sexuality? 

2. How did this study change your understanding 

of marriage? 

3. What practical steps could you take to apply 

what you have learned? 
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1 0  

M I N E ,  Y O U R S ,  H I S  

T H E  E I G H T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

As young children begin to talk, it does not take long 

for them to learn the word, “mine.” Put them together 

with other kids and a limited number of toys, and you 

are bound to hear it come out.  They claim ownership 

of a toy car, a ball, a doll, or a set of blocks, but that 

does not stop other children from trying to take them. 

We don’t teach them to behave this way. We train our 

children to share, but we find that is an uphill battle. 
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Even in those nursery disputes we begin to grapple 

with some very big questions. Is there something 

inherently wrong with ownership? If not, then how 

much is enough? How much is too much? How should 

we acquire things? How should we respond to those 

who do not have enough? What should be done if 

someone takes what is mine? Who has the right to 

decide all these matters? 

These issues are central to political disputes today, but 

they have also been debated for millennia. So, it should 

not surprise us that the Lord addressed them as he 

revealed his Law to the people of Israel to establish 

them as a theocratic nation. In fact, as he applied the 

Ten Commandments to specific situations in the Book 

of the Covenant (Exodus 20:22-23:33) he devoted 

more space to this subject than any other. Yet his 

message is summed up in the simplest terms in the 

Eighth Commandment. Exodus 20:15 tells us that he 

said, “You shall not steal.” 

To unpack this command, we will look first at the 

limitations defined in the Book of the Covenant. Then 

we will consider what the command reveals about the 

character of God and how it applies for believers today 
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in light of New Testament teaching. By the time we are 

through, you might need to change your understanding 

of what is mine, what is yours, and what is God’s. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  S t e a l i n g  

In 2001, I visited one of the countries that had been 

part of the Soviet Union. As we traveled to different 

villages, we saw abandoned farms and factories. They 

had all been previously owned and operated by the 

government, not individuals or companies. People 

generally did not have the freedom to start a business 

or even to pursue a career of their own choosing. They 

were assigned a job and forced to work for minimal 

pay. 

But when the Soviet Union dissolved in 1991, people 

stopped working. No one took initiative or 



M i n e ,  Y o u r s ,  H i s  ( T h e  E i g h t h  C o m m a n d m e n t )  

 

223 

responsibility. The farms and factories were 

abandoned and fell into disrepair. No one had the 

money to maintain them. Though the area possessed 

great natural resources, people were left in poverty. 

So, ownership and responsibility are important ideas 

for society, so important that the Lord chose to address 

them in the Ten Commandments. By setting the 

limitation of no stealing, the Eighth Commandment 

prohibits far more than simple theft. The various 

stipulations that the Lord gave the people of Israel in 

the Book of the Covenant to apply this commandment 

established a clear foundation for property ownership 

and personal responsibility within Israel. My goal in 

this study is to cover every verse in this part of Exodus, 

but there are a lot of them related to the Eighth 

Commandment. So, we will need to go through them 

quickly. 

The passage most directly linked to the commandment 

explains the penalties for stealing. Some ancient 

cultures would simply execute thieves. But the Lord 

only required capital punishment for stealing a person, 

kidnapping. We considered this instruction from 

Exodus 21:16 in our study of the Sixth Commandment. 
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Exodus 22:1-4, however, describes the penalty for 

stealing livestock. The Lord said, 

If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and kills it 

or sells it, he shall repay five oxen for an ox, 

and four sheep for a sheep. If a thief is found 

breaking in and is struck so that he dies, 

there shall be no bloodguilt for him, but if the 

sun has risen on him, there shall be 

bloodguilt for him. He shall surely pay. If he 

has nothing, then he shall be sold for his 

theft. If the stolen beast is found alive in his 

possession, whether it is an ox or a donkey or 

a sheep, he shall pay double. 

Those guilty of stealing were responsible to restore 

what was taken and to provide additional 

compensation. As we learned in our study of the Sixth 

Commandment, the victim could respond with lethal 

force in the dark of night, but not during the day. If the 

thief still had the animal in his possession, he was 

required to return it and to give the victim another of 

the same animal, two for one. But if the stolen animal 

was dead or gone, the thief was to restore oxen at a rate 

of five to one and sheep at a rate of four to one. If he 

was unable to pay, then he was to be sold into slavery 

to pay off his debt. Rather than simply being locked 
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away in some sort of prison, he would be put to work 

under the oversight of a master. 

This principle of restitution also applied to other 

situations that were not technically stealing. When 

men got into a fight where someone was seriously hurt, 

the man who caused the injury was responsible to 

compensate the victim for the time that he was unable 

to work. Exodus 21:18-19 tells us that the Lord said, 

When men quarrel and one strikes the other 

with a stone or with his fist and the man does 

not die but takes to his bed, then if the man 

rises again and walks outdoors with his staff, 

he who struck him shall be clear; only he 

shall pay for the loss of his time, and shall 

have him thoroughly healed. 

Restitution was required in cases of negligence that 

resulted in the death of an animal. Exodus 21:33-36 

says, 

When a man opens a pit, or when a man digs 

a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or a 

donkey falls into it, the owner of the pit shall 

make restoration. He shall give money to its 

owner, and the dead beast shall be his. When 

one man's ox butts another's, so that it dies, 

then they shall sell the live ox and share its 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

226 

price, and the dead beast also they shall 

share. Or if it is known that the ox has been 

accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner 

has not kept it in, he shall repay ox for ox, and 

the dead beast shall be his. 

Exodus 22:5-6 tells us that people were held 

responsible for any actions that damaged a neighbor’s 

crops. The Lord said, 

If a man causes a field or vineyard to be 

grazed over, or lets his beast loose and it 

feeds in another man's field, he shall make 

restitution from the best in his own field and 

in his own vineyard. If fire breaks out and 

catches in thorns so that the stacked grain or 

the standing grain or the field is consumed, 

he who started the fire shall make full 

restitution. 

Finally, in Exodus 22:7-15, the Lord addressed 

situations where there was a breach of trust between 

two people. 

If a man gives to his neighbor money or 

goods to keep safe, and it is stolen from the 

man's house, then, if the thief is found, he 

shall pay double. If the thief is not found, the 

owner of the house shall come near to God to 

show whether or not he has put his hand to 
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his neighbor's property. For every breach of 

trust, whether it is for an ox, for a donkey, for 

a sheep, for a cloak, or for any kind of lost 

thing, of which one says, 'This is it,' the case 

of both parties shall come before God. The 

one whom God condemns shall pay double to 

his neighbor. If a man gives to his neighbor a 

donkey or an ox or a sheep or any beast to 

keep safe, and it dies or is injured or is driven 

away, without anyone seeing it, an oath by 

the LORD shall be between them both to see 

whether or not he has put his hand to his 

neighbor's property. The owner shall accept 

the oath, and he shall not make restitution. 

But if it is stolen from him, he shall make 

restitution to its owner. If it is torn by beasts, 

let him bring it as evidence. He shall not 

make restitution for what has been torn. If a 

man borrows anything of his neighbor, and it 

is injured or dies, the owner not being with 

it, he shall make full restitution. If the owner 

was with it, he shall not make restitution; if 

it was hired, it came for its hiring fee. 

These are not the most spiritually edifying passages in 

the Bible. Nevertheless, they impress upon us the 

importance that the Lord placed upon property 

ownership and personal responsibility for the people of 

Israel. By setting the limitation of no stealing, the 
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Eighth Commandment called them to a high standard 

of respect for property. But why was this so important 

to the Lord? What does this reveal about him? 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  O w n e r  

What gives someone ownership rights over something? 

People say that possession is nine-tenths of the law, but 

there are other factors to consider. When someone 

creates a product, a work of art, or even an idea, it is 

considered to be theirs. That rationale helps us 

understand that the Lord is the ultimate owner of 

everything that exists.  

David made this argument in Psalm 24:1-2. He said, 

The earth is the LORD's and the fullness 

thereof, the world and those who dwell 
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therein, for he has founded it upon the seas 

and established it upon the rivers. 

Since God spoke creation into existence and shaped it 

according to his design, it is his work of art. He owns it 

all. We buy and sell land, but ultimately it all belongs 

to him. Our ownership is temporary.  He reminded the 

people of Israel of this point in Leviticus 25:23, by 

saying, “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the 

land is mine. For you are strangers and sojourners with 

me.” 

During the plague of hail in Egypt, Moses declared that 

the Lord’s ownership of the earth is demonstrated by 

his control of the weather. Exodus 9:29 tells us, 

Moses said to him, ‘As soon as I have gone 

out of the city, I will stretch out my hands to 

the LORD. The thunder will cease, and there 

will be no more hail, so that you may know 

that the earth is the LORD's.’ 

Every animal belongs to him. In Psalm 50:10-11, he 

says, 

For every beast of the forest is mine, the 

cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds 

of the hills, and all that moves in the field is 

mine. 
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Most important of all, we must see that every human 

being belongs to him, and some doubly so. When God 

saves someone, he is purchasing what already belongs 

to him. The Lord expressed this truth to the people of 

Israel in Exodus 19:4-5 by saying, 

You yourselves have seen what I did to the 

Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' 

wings and brought you to myself. Now 

therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice 

and keep my covenant, you shall be my 

treasured possession among all peoples, for 

all the earth is mine; 

Even though everything belongs to the Lord, he allows 

us as human beings to experience ownership because 

we are made in his image. Genesis 1:26 expresses this 

concept in the word dominion. It tells us, 

Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our 

image, after our likeness. And let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 

birds of the heavens and over the livestock 

and over all the earth and over every creeping 

thing that creeps on the earth.’ 

This experience of ownership and the responsibility 

that comes with it, gives us the opportunity to reflect 

the character of God. We have already seen the Lord’s 
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special concern for sojourners, widows, and orphans. 

He is also particularly concerned about those who are 

poor. Every Israelite who entered the promised land 

was given an inheritance of land, but the circumstances 

of life in this fallen world could leave someone 

destitute. They might be lazy or make poor choices, but 

they could also experience sickness, drought, or attack 

from other nations. 

So, in the Book of the Covenant, the Lord addressed 

practical issues in lending to someone who is poor. 

Exodus 22:25-27 tells us that he said, 

If you lend money to any of my people with 

you who is poor, you shall not be like a 

moneylender to him, and you shall not exact 

interest from him. If ever you take your 

neighbor's cloak in pledge, you shall return it 

to him before the sun goes down, for that is 

his only covering, and it is his cloak for his 

body; in what else shall he sleep? And if he 

cries to me, I will hear, for I am 

compassionate. 

The Owner of all things allows all who are made in his 

image to experience ownership, but he wants us to 

reflect his compassion for people. He will hold us 

accountable for how we manage the resources that he 
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gives us. We are servants, stewards. Jesus used this 

analogy on several occasions. In his Parable of the 

Talents, for instance, he spoke of a master entrusting 

various sums to different servants and then calling 

them to give an account of what they had earned (Matt 

25:14-30). Those who did well were rewarded. The one 

who buried his master’s money was cast out. Jesus was 

illustrating the judgment that will take place when he 

returns to establish his kingdom on earth. So, these 

rewards and punishments relate to eternity. 

He addressed the same topic in his Sermon on the 

Mount. He called people to use money in a way that will 

carry over into eternal blessing. Matthew 6:19-21 tells 

us that he said, 

Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on 

earth, where moth and rust destroy and 

where thieves break in and steal, but lay up 

for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 

neither moth nor rust destroys and where 

thieves do not break in and steal. For where 

your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

So, how do we live as good stewards? How do we store 

up treasure in heaven? What is the heart of the Eighth 

Commandment? 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

G e n e r o s i t y  

We picture treasure as something locked up in a chest, 

hoarded and hidden away, possibly buried in some 

secret location. At least that is how it is described in 

pirate tales. In modern terms, we might associate 

wealth with bank vaults, but that’s not even accurate. 

Modern money is simply a number in a computer.  We 

also see it in land, homes, cars, and other possessions. 

As we just read, these earthly things can lose their value 

or be stolen. Yet we must confess that for most of us, 

these are the things we treasure. We may not even have 

many of them, but they are still what we want. We are 
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not faithful stewards, and our heavenly treasure is 

minimal at best. In fact, when we ignore the Lord, we 

are stealing the glory and praise that he deserves. But 

Jesus came to change our spiritual financial standing. 

In 2 Corinthians 8:9, Paul said, 

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 

sake he became poor, so that you by his 

poverty might become rich. 

Salvation is often described as a financial exchange. 

Through his incarnation, Jesus embraced the poverty 

of life in a fallen world. Through his perfect obedience, 

he earned a spiritual fortune. But through his 

undeserved death on the cross alongside two thieves, 

he paid the debt that we incurred through our sins. 

When we believe in him, the fortune of his 

righteousness is credited to our account. We are only 

saved through his abundant generosity. 

So, as recipients of his grace, we must respond by 

showing generosity to others. That’s how we store up 

treasure in heaven, and that was also the response Paul 

was seeking in 2 Corinthians. He was encouraging the 

believers in Corinth to help meet the needs of 
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struggling believers in Jerusalem. In verses 7 and 8 of 

chapter 9, he said, 

Each one must give as he has decided in his 

heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, 

for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is 

able to make all grace abound to you, so that 

having all sufficiency in all things at all times, 

you may abound in every good work. 

Salvation should lead us to do good works that meet 

urgent needs. We should do so trusting that God will 

provide what we need. At times, he can provide in 

miraculous ways, but I don’t think that this is 

necessarily what Paul had in mind. God’s normal way 

of providing for us is through the work that we do. Paul 

makes this point in Ephesians 4:28. There he tied the 

call to generosity back to the Eighth Commandment by 

saying, “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him 

labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that 

he may have something to share with anyone in need.” 

So, as believers, we must have a fundamentally 

different outlook on money and possessions. The 

pursuit of it must not consume our lives. We must see 

it from the standpoint of eternity. We should use it to 

reflect God’s saving grace and the transformation that 
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it has produced in our lives. In 1 Timothy 6:17-19, Paul 

said, 

As for the rich in this present age, charge 

them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes 

on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who 

richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 

They are to do good, to be rich in good works, 

to be generous and ready to share, thus 

storing up treasure for themselves as a good 

foundation for the future, so that they may 

take hold of that which is truly life. 

Where is your treasure? Are you living for eternity? 

How are you using the wealth of this world? Do we 

reflect the loving and gracious generosity of Christ? 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

The Eighth Commandment points us down a very 

different path from the world around us. The limitation 

of no stealing establishes the ideas of ownership and 

personal responsibility. At the same time, it leads us to 

see the Lord as the owner of all things and ourselves as 

stewards of his resources. Our failure in that 

responsibility has left us spiritually poor and destitute, 

but Christ generously offers us the riches of salvation. 

In response, we should now live for him, working hard 

and earning resources to meet needs for his glory. 

Do you see yourself as a servant of the Lord? Have you 

acknowledged your failure to honor him? If not, would 

you do so today? Would you receive the gift of 

salvation, and begin to serve the Lord? As you consider 

that choice, I encourage you to keep learning from 

God’s Word. Matthew 6 would be a great place to read 

more about the spiritual view of wealth. 

If you’re a believer, do you need to change your view of 

ownership? Do you consider everything you have as 

belonging to the Lord? Are you being a good steward? 

Are you doing good works and seeking to meet needs? 
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What could you do differently this week to store up 

treasure in heaven in response to what Christ has done 

for us? 

May we abound in good works for the glory of God! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does God’s law differ from our society’s 

ideas about ownership and theft? 

 

 

2. How does your thinking about ownership and 

possessions need to change? 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to better store up 

treasure in heaven? 
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1 1  

N O T H I N G  B U T  T H E  T R U T H  

T H E  N I N T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

Soon after my wife and I were married, we volunteered 

to teach a Sunday school class for three-year-olds. We 

were only twenty years old at the time. We attended a 

large church, so we sometimes had as many as thirty 

children. As they were arriving, many of them 

gravitated toward a large box of Lego bricks. As I 

introduced the Eighth Commandment that addresses 

stealing, I remembered the conflicts that arose between 
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them over those blocks. But I also noticed something 

else at the Lego table that might help us as we consider 

the Ninth Commandment. 

Those three-year-olds were incredibly imaginative. 

They would assemble a handful of bricks in odd shapes. 

No one else could tell what they were building. But 

after a few minutes, they would begin to play with their 

creations, and we would ask them what they were. They 

imagined them to be dogs, cats, horses, cars, planes, 

spaceships, and guns. One boy was always making 

guns. 

Imagination is good. We encourage children to think 

that way. Creativity is part of being made in the image 

of God. But sometimes imagination can go too far. We 

can misuse it to intentionally distort or deny what is 

true. So, the Lord addressed this issue by setting a clear 

boundary for the people of Israel in the Ninth 

Commandment. Exodus 20:16 tells us that he said, 

“You shall not bear false witness against your 

neighbor.” 

The Lord wants nothing but the truth. To understand 

why we need this boundary, we will follow the same 
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outline that we have used with the other 

commandments. We will consider the limitation that 

the command sets as explained by the Book of the 

Covenant (Ex 20:22-23:33) and the rest of the Mosaic 

Law. Next, we will see what the command reveals about 

the Lord. Finally, we will explore the application of the 

command for us as New Testament believers. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  F a l s e  W i t n e s s  

Our knowledge of what happens in courtrooms is 

shaped by what we hear in the news, read in books, and 

see in movies. Journalists and storytellers want to draw 

us in and keep our attention. They portray the legal 

world as dramatic and exciting with evil villains, 

brilliant attorneys, and courageous witnesses. When 

you strip away their spin, much of what happens in real 

court cases is mostly boring and procedural. But unless 

you are called to serve on a jury, most of us never 

experience that. So, if the courtroom is so far removed 
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from normal life, why did the Lord make it the focus of 

the Ninth Commandment? 

As we have seen with the other commandments, the 

Lord set firm boundaries to help the people of Israel 

understand true obedience. In this case, the specific 

limitation is to not bear false witness in a legal 

proceeding.  But the Book of the Covenant, the Law, 

and other Old Testament passages help us see the heart 

of this prohibition. 

The first nine verses of Exodus 23 elaborate upon the 

Ninth Commandment. Verses 1-3 tell us that the Lord 

said, 

You shall not spread a false report. You shall 

not join hands with a wicked man to be a 

malicious witness. You shall not fall in with 

the many to do evil, nor shall you bear 

witness in a lawsuit, siding with the many, so 

as to pervert justice, nor shall you be partial 

to a poor man in his lawsuit. 

Here the Lord exposed the motives someone might 

have for giving false testimony in court. They might do 

it out of malice or hatred, working with an 

unscrupulous friend to frame someone that they both 

disliked. They might do it because of peer pressure or 
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popular opinion, saying what the mob wants to hear. 

They might even do it to help a poor man bring false 

charges against someone with wealth.  

Skipping down to verses 6-8, we find that the Lord also 

addressed the opposite scenario. He said, 

You shall not pervert the justice due to your 

poor in his lawsuit. Keep far from a false 

charge, and do not kill the innocent and 

righteous, for I will not acquit the wicked. 

And you shall take no bribe, for a bribe blinds 

the clear-sighted and subverts the cause of 

those who are in the right. 

The Lord wanted justice to be upheld in ancient Israel. 

The poor man should not be favored, but neither 

should he be exploited. The wealthy should not have 

any advantage. They should not be able to bribe their 

way through a trial to get the outcome that they want. 

Other commands in the Mosaic Law develop these 

ideas further. Leviticus 5:1 says that when someone 

witnessed a crime it was a sin to not testify. Numbers 

35:30 and Deuteronomy 17:6 indicate that to 

determine guilt there must be at least two or three 

witnesses. Deuteronomy 19:19 declares that if a false 
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witness was discovered, he was supposed to suffer the 

same penalty as the wrongly accused man would have 

suffered. 

But we skipped over some verses in Exodus 23.  

Sandwiched between these stipulations regarding false 

witnesses we find a scenario outside the legal sphere. 

Verses 4-5 tell us that the Lord said, 

If you meet your enemy's ox or his donkey 

going astray, you shall bring it back to him. If 

you see the donkey of one who hates you 

lying down under its burden, you shall 

refrain from leaving him with it; you shall 

rescue it with him. 

Justice and fairness must spread beyond the 

courtroom. When an Israelite witnessed someone in 

need of help, the Lord wanted him to respond. It was 

not supposed to matter whether he was rich or poor, 

friend or enemy. God wanted his people to love their 

neighbor as themselves. 

The Lord also required this same justice in other 

situations. The prohibition of bearing false witness 

applied to business transactions. In Leviticus 19:11, the 

Lord said, “You shall not steal; you shall not deal 
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falsely; you shall not lie to one another.” In verse 15 of 

that chapter, the Lord spoke of the court, but then gave 

another broader application in verse 16. He said, 

You shall do no injustice in court. You shall 

not be partial to the poor or defer to the great, 

but in righteousness shall you judge your 

neighbor. You shall not go around as a 

slanderer among your people, and you shall 

not stand up against the life of your 

neighbor: I am the LORD. 

So, by setting the limitation of no false witness, the 

Ninth Commandment pointed the people of Israel 

toward truthfulness. This idea is later emphasized in 

the book of Proverbs. At least a dozen verses assert the 

wisdom of speaking truth instead of telling lies. The 

strongest statement may be Proverbs 12:22 which says 

that lying lips are an abomination to the Lord. What 

does this tell us about the Lord? 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  W i t n e s s  

One of my favorite Bible verses says, “The eyes of the 

Lord run to and fro throughout the whole earth.” Those 

words, spoken by a man called Hanani the seer, are 

recorded in 2 Chronicles 16:9. It’s a strange metaphor, 

isn’t it? God is a spirit. He does not have literal eyes. 

What was Hanani’s point? He was speaking to Asa, the 

king of Judah. He said, “The eyes of the Lord run to and 

fro throughout the whole earth, to give strong support 

to those whose heart is blameless toward him.” In other 

words, the Lord is always watching, looking, searching 

the hearts of men. He is the ultimate witness. 
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The Lord is the authoritative source of truth. As the 

Creator, he alone witnessed how the universe began. 

He alone can tell us how human beings came into 

existence. He alone can tell us who we are and why we 

exist. 

People sometimes appeal to God as witness to express 

their honesty. The Apostle Paul spoke this way in four 

of his letters as he described his heart for his hearers 

(Rom 1:9; 2 Cor 1:23; Phil 1:8; 1 Th 2:5). Paul was 

sincere, but that is not always the case when people 

speak this way. The first mention of God being invoked 

as witness was when Laban and Jacob made a covenant 

with one another in Genesis 31. Neither man was 

known for being honest. God’s witness of their lives 

had not kept them truthful before. 

Now going back to Hanani’s statement about the eyes 

of the Lord, it sounds encouraging. It declares the 

potential for strong support from the Lord. But when 

we read his full statement, we find that he was 

confronting King Asa. 2 Chronicles 16:9 tells us that he 

said,  

For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro 

throughout the whole earth, to give strong 
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support to those whose heart is blameless 

toward him. You have done foolishly in this, 

for from now on you will have wars. 

Consider all that the Lord sees, not only actions but 

thoughts and intents. Asa did not measure up, and 

neither does anyone else. When the Prophet Micah 

confronted his generation and warned of God’s coming 

wrath, Micah 1:2 tells us that he said,  

Hear, you peoples, all of you; pay attention, 

O earth, and all that is in it, and let the Lord 

GOD be a witness against you, the Lord from 

his holy temple. 

Who can stand before the piercing gaze of an all-

knowing God? Job considered this question during his 

time of intense suffering. Though he aspired to be 

blameless, his friends accused him of sin. So, he 

appealed to God as witness in a different way. Job 

16:19-21 tells us that he said, 

Even now, behold, my witness is in heaven, 

and he who testifies for me is on high. My 

friends scorn me; my eye pours out tears to 

God, that he would argue the case of a man 

with God, as a son of man does with his 

neighbor. 
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How can God argue his case before God? He certainly 

cannot point to any righteousness inherent in us! We 

have broken his law, stepped outside the boundaries. 

We may not have given false testimony in court, but 

who has not distorted the truth at some point in some 

way? What could possibly satisfy the charges against 

us? The Apostle John tells us in 1 John 2:1-2. There he 

wrote, 

My little children, I am writing these things 

to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone 

does sin, we have an advocate with the 

Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the 

propitiation for our sins, and not for ours 

only but also for the sins of the whole world. 

Jesus is our representative on high. He is God the Son 

who took on flesh and lived a perfectly righteous life. 

He alone can stand before our heavenly Father. He 

advocates for us by pointing to his own sacrificial death 

on our behalf. He is the propitiation. He bears witness 

that he has satisfied the wrath of God against our sins.  

During his ministry on earth, he also described his 

mission as being a witness in another sense. After the 

Jewish council sought false witnesses to establish 

charges against him (Matt 26:59-61), they delivered 
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him to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate. John 18:37 

tells us, 

Then Pilate said to him, "So you are a king?" 

Jesus answered, "You say that I am a king. 

For this purpose I was born and for this 

purpose I have come into the world--to bear 

witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the 

truth listens to my voice." 

Jesus is the faithful witness (Rev 1:5). He is the way, 

the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6). He opens our eyes to 

understand and believe the truth of the gospel so that 

we can be saved. He then sends the Holy Spirit into our 

lives to also serve as a witness to us. In Romans 8:16-

17 Paul said, 

The Spirit himself bears witness with our 

spirit that we are children of God, and if 

children, then heirs--heirs of God and fellow 

heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with 

him in order that we may also be glorified 

with him. 

So, the Triune God is the perfect witness. The Father 

knows all things. No sin escapes his notice. But he sent 

his Son to bear witness to his saving grace and to 

provide the atonement for our sins. The Son then bears 

witness for us in heaven as our advocate, and he sends 
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the Spirit to bear witness within believers of the truth 

of salvation. 

How should we respond? 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

T r u t h f u l n e s s  

When I was in college, I worked for a painter. It was a 

messy job. I lugged around dusty canvas drop cloths. I 

crawled around on dirty floors masking before we 

painted and cleaning up after. I would get paint drips 

all over myself. So, I wore the same old clothes every 

day. I occasionally tried to wash them so that they 

didn’t smell too bad, but they never really got clean 

again. Eventually, they just needed to be thrown out. 

Sin has a similar effect on our lives. It seeps into our 

habits, pollutes our ways of thinking and speaking, and 

stains our relationships. If you come to faith in Christ, 
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he makes you instantly righteous and clean before the 

eyes of God, but you are still living in the same old filthy 

clothes. So, in Ephesians 4:22-24, Paul tells Christians, 

to put off your old self, which belongs to your 

former manner of life and is corrupt through 

deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the 

spirit of your minds, and to put on the new 

self, created after the likeness of God in true 

righteousness and holiness. 

Unfortunately, this spiritual transformation is not as 

simple as throwing away your dirty clothes. You repent, 

confess your sins, and commit to live righteously. But 

as we begin to change, we are assaulted by new 

temptations, and we don’t recognize how deeply 

ingrained those old ways of thinking are. So, this 

process is lifelong. As God reveals more sin in our lives, 

we must keep putting off the old and putting on the 

new. 

Truthfulness is central to this spiritual renewal. In 

Ephesians 4:25, Paul says, 

Therefore, having put away falsehood, let 

each one of you speak the truth with his 

neighbor, for we are members one of 

another. 
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In other words, Christians should live out the heart of 

the Ninth Commandment. We should not deceive 

people with lies. We should not engage in slander or 

spread gossip. We should not exaggerate or use 

flattery. We must speak nothing but the truth, 

particularly with fellow believers. 

This commitment is not just important for your 

personal spiritual life. It is also essential for the 

spiritual growth of the church. In Ephesians 4:15-16, 

Paul explains, 

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to 

grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is 

working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

We find a vital balance here. The church should be 

encouraging and affirming, but apart from truth such 

cheerleading is powerless at best. In the worst cases, it 

can end up openly contradicting God’s word. His truth 

is the food that nourishes the body of Christ, but we 

cannot approach it in ways that are just academic. We 

must speak the truth of his word to one another in love 
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for the body to grow. Furthermore, this responsibility 

is not reserved for pastors and teachers alone. Every 

member of Christ’s body must participate. 

We must also speak God’s truth to those outside the 

church. Acts 1:8 tells us that after his resurrection as he 

was about to ascend into heaven, Jesus told his 

followers,  

But you will receive power when the Holy 

Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the end of the earth." 

In the strictest sense, this statement applied to the 

apostles. They were the ones who had witnessed 

Christ’s teaching, miracles, death, and resurrection.  

But the mission of spreading the gospel to the ends of 

the earth continues. Every believer must serve as a 

faithful witness to the saving truth of Christ. We must 

speak it with our lips and display it in our lives. In 1 

Peter 3:15-16, Peter told believers,  

but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as 

holy, always being prepared to make a 

defense to anyone who asks you for a reason 

for the hope that is in you; yet do it with 

gentleness and respect, having a good 
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conscience, so that, when you are slandered, 

those who revile your good behavior in Christ 

may be put to shame. 

Those who are lost and blinded by sin generally do not 

want to hear our testimony. Some will slander and 

revile us. But to be faithful witnesses, we must treat 

them with gentleness and respect. We must reflect the 

love of Christ. We must take every opportunity that we 

can find to patiently explain the source of our hope.  

Is that what you are known for? Is that what people 

who know us hear from us? Do they see you as an 

ambassador of Jesus and his gospel?  Do they find 

grace and hope in you? Or do they sense anger, 

judgment, and condescension? Do they encounter 

disinterested silence? If we give them the wrong 

impression of Christ and his church, then we are, in a 

sense, bearing false witnesses.  

Speak God’s truth in love! 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

The Ninth Commandment is one more boundary that 

we need. By setting the limitation of no false witness, 

the Lord directed his people to honesty, fairness, and 

truth in every part of life. The commandment reveals 

him to be the ultimate witness. He sees all our sin, but 

in his grace, he sent his Son to save us and to represent 

us in heaven now as our Advocate while the Spirit 

testifies to our hearts. So, we must respond by being 

truthful, not just honest in a generic sense, but living 

and speaking in a way that testifies to the truth of the 

gospel. 

Have you accepted God’s truth? Do you believe in the 

gospel? If not, I invite you to place your faith in Christ 

today. Put aside your old life and begin to put on the 

new. If you would like to learn more about the truth of 

Christ and the freedom it gives, I encourage you to read 

the eighth chapter of the Gospel of John. 

If you are a believer, is your life marked by 

truthfulness? Have you been dishonest in some way? If 

so, I encourage you to humbly repent. Confess your sin 

to the Lord and to anyone that you have deceived. Are 
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you speaking God’s truth to fellow believers and to 

those in the world?  Are you displaying his love and 

grace? Let’s be faithful witnesses for the Lord. 

May the truth of God overflow in our lives! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What arguments does our society use to justify 

lying? How would you refute them? 

 

 

2. In what situations have you been tempted to lie? 

What truths from God’s word will help you 

overcome that temptation in the future? 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to be a more faithful 

witness for the Lord?
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1 2  

F I N D I N G  S A T I S F A C T I O N  

T H E  T E N T H  C O M M A N D M E N T  

Advertising is everywhere in our society, and 

companies use all sorts of strategies to entice us. 

Sometimes they simply state what is good about their 

products, but that approach typically fails to get our 

attention. So, they present short stories that are 

dramatic or funny. They feature attractive models or 

popular celebrities. They promise health, wealth, fun, 

excitement, popularity, or relaxation. Satisfaction is 
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guaranteed if you just buy the right soap, toilet paper, 

or potato chips. 

We know that their claims are ridiculously 

exaggerated, yet they tap into a deep dissatisfaction 

within us. Unfortunately, we cannot blame advertisers 

for our feelings of discontent. They take advantage of 

them, but they do not create them. Those thoughts flow 

from within our hearts. So, what will it take to truly 

satisfy us? That is the question that we must ask 

ourselves as we consider the Tenth Commandment, the 

prohibition of coveting. 

I have called the Ten Commandments, “The 

Boundaries We Need.” To some degree, most people in 

our society find them generally reasonable. They think 

idols are weird. They don’t get the prohibition of taking 

the Lord’s name in vain, but they like the ideas of 

taking a day to rest and honoring parents. They would 

prefer that people not murder, steal, or lie. They do 

accept adultery, however, as long as it is not their 

spouse committing it. But in their pursuit of personal 

satisfaction, they completely reverse the Tenth 

Commandment. Relentless personal advancement and 
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financial gain are celebrated. Coveting is what gets a lot 

of people out of bed in the morning. 

So, grasping the Tenth Commandment may be 

particularly difficult for us. I do not think we realize 

how much society has shaped our outlook. As with the 

previous commandments, we will explore it by 

considering the limitation it sets, the revelation of God 

that it gives, and the way it applies to New Testament 

believers. 
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T h e  L i m i t a t i o n  

N o  C o v e t i n g  

Cutting down a tree is not too difficult if you have a 

good chainsaw. The hard part is removing the stump. 

Its roots may reach deep and spread wide. They are 

hidden beneath the soil, but they support and nourish 

the tree. So, even when the visible trunk and branches 

are removed, those roots can cause it to sprout again. 

If we picture the first nine commandments as the 

visible part of the tree, then the Tenth Commandment 

is the root. In it, the Lord set the limitation of no 

coveting. We may cut off the various branches of sin, 
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but if we don’t deal with this heart issue, it will keep 

growing back. Exodus 20:17 tells us that the Lord said, 

You shall not covet your neighbor's house; 

you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or 

his male servant, or his female servant, or his 

ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your 

neighbor's. 

The first nine commandments address concrete 

actions as explained in the stipulations from the Book 

of the Covenant (Exodus 20:22-23:19). Throughout 

this study, we have covered every verse in that passage, 

and there is no mention of coveting. To covet is to 

desire something that does not belong to you. It is a sin 

that takes place in the heart, preparing the way for 

other sins. We have already considered the internal 

aspects of the first nine commandments, but those 

connections are reinforced by the list of objects here in 

the Tenth Commandment. 

When the Lord spoke of not coveting a house, he may 

have meant a physical building. At the time, the people 

of Israel were living in tents in the wilderness, but he 

was preparing them to live in the land. Deuteronomy 

5:21 tells us that when Moses reiterated the Tenth 
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Commandment a generation later, he spoke of house 

and field. But the word “house” might also include the 

idea of a household, a family. If so, then this could tie 

back into the Fifth Commandment about honoring 

your father and mother. Sometimes disrespect for 

parents is rooted in wishing you were part of a different 

family, one with more wealth, more lenient rules, or 

even more love. 

Next the Lord spoke of not coveting your neighbor’s 

wife. That desire could lead someone to break the 

Seventh Commandment’s prohibition of adultery. But 

it might also prompt someone to lie and commit 

murder, as in the story of David and Bathsheba 

recorded in 2 Samuel 11. From the roof of his palace, 

David happened to catch a glimpse of Bathsheba as she 

was bathing. He coveted what was not his. That was his 

first sin. Then he had her brought to the palace and 

they committed adultery. 

Bathsheba became pregnant, so David tried to cover it 

up by bringing her husband, Uriah, home from the 

battlefield. If Uriah slept with her, no one would guess 

that the child was someone else’s. Such deceptive acts 
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are contrary to the spirit of the Ninth Commandment 

that prohibits bearing false witness. 

But faithful Uriah refused to enjoy time at home with 

his wife while his fellow soldiers were still fighting out 

in the field. So, David sent him back with a letter to his 

commander. Unbeknownst to Uriah, David ordered 

that he be sent to the front. Then other troops were to 

draw back, leaving Uriah exposed to enemy attack. By 

orchestrating Uriah’s death, David was guilty of 

murder. He broke the Sixth Commandment, but it all 

started with desire. 

When the Tenth Commandment spoke of not coveting 

male and female slaves, it could have been cutting off 

adulterous behavior. But as we have seen previously, 

the Law sometimes regards slaves as personal 

property. So, coveting them and other objects of desire, 

like oxen and donkeys, could prompt someone to steal, 

disobeying the Eighth Commandment. To acquire 

more possessions, people might keep working rather 

than taking a day of rest as the Fourth Commandment 

required. In their frustration at not getting everything 

they want, they might even blaspheme the name of the 

Lord, turning to false gods and worshiping idols, thus 
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breaking the first three commandments. In fact, Paul 

equates coveting with idolatry in Colossians 3:5.  

Covetousness also played a role in Adam and Eve’s sin 

in the Garden of Eden. The Hebrew word for coveting 

is used in Genesis 2:9. There, however, it speaks of 

desire in a good sense.  The word can mean desirable, 

pleasing, or pleasant. So, the ESV translates the verse 

by saying, 

And out of the ground the LORD God made 

to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the 

sight and good for food. The tree of life was 

in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. 

The Lord created desirable trees with good food. He is 

not stingy. He blessed Adam and Eve by allowing them 

to eat from all of them. The only exception was the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil. But the serpent came 

to Eve and began to question that restriction. Though 

the Lord had said that they would die if they disobeyed, 

the serpent denied that penalty. He promised her that 

eating the forbidden fruit would make them like God. 

Then Genesis 3:6 says, 
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So when the woman saw that the tree was 

good for food, and that it was a delight to the 

eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to 

make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, 

and she also gave some to her husband who 

was with her, and he ate. 

This verse shows us the steps that Eve took in 

committing this sin. She first chose to ignore God’s 

Word and to make her own independent assessment of 

what was good. Next, she began to desire the forbidden 

fruit. Specifically, she coveted the wisdom that the 

serpent promised would come from it. Then she acted 

upon her desire, taking the fruit and eating it. To make 

matters worse, she invited her husband to follow her 

disobedience. 

Since that time covetousness has become a defining 

characteristic of our fallen world. In 1 John 2:15-16, the 

Apostle John wrote, 

Do not love the world or the things in the 

world. If anyone loves the world, the love of 

the Father is not in him. For all that is in the 

world--the desires of the flesh and the 

desires of the eyes and pride of life--is not 

from the Father but is from the world. 
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So, in the first nine commandments the Lord set clear 

boundaries limiting specific actions. But this tenth 

limitation internalizes all of them. You shall not covet. 

But why? What does this commandment reveal about 

the Lord? 
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T h e  R e v e l a t i o n  

T h e  L o r d  i s  S a t i s f a c t i o n  

I remember one summer when I was very young that I 

spent a lot of time digging holes in the backyard and 

playing in the mud. I must have been five or six years 

old. It was a strange phase, because that is one of the 

last things that I would ever want to spend my time 

doing now. 

C. S. Lewis used that imagery of a child playing in the 

mud that way to make a powerful point about our 

desires. He said, 

It would seem that our Lord finds our desires 

not too strong, but too weak. We are half-
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hearted creatures, fooling about with drink 

and sex and ambition when infinite joy is 

offered us, like an ignorant child who wants 

to go on making mud pies in a slum because 

he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer 

of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily 

pleased.” (The Weight of Glory and Other 

Addresses [HarperOne, 2001], 26). 

We covet things because we think that they will satisfy 

us. Some people realize that the world will not satisfy 

them, so they try to stifle their desires. This is the 

mindset in Buddhism and Stoicism, but it is not what 

the Lord wants. The point of the Tenth Commandment 

is that our desires are misdirected. Houses, 

relationships, sex, power over people, oxen, donkeys, 

or whatever the modern equivalent is (maybe the latest 

SUV?), food, clothing, prestige—none of those things 

will ever truly satisfy us. God offers us something far 

better—himself! The Lord reveals himself to be the 

satisfaction that we seek. 

Throughout this study, I have argued that the Ten 

Commandments are far more than moral principles. 

They were given as boundaries to define a relationship 

with God. In Deuteronomy 6:5, Moses summed up the 
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Law by saying, “You shall love the LORD your God with 

all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might.” People distort this command by turning it into 

a burdensome series of tasks. But this relationship with 

God is the highest possible blessing. We should seek to 

draw near to him. 

The Psalms include several powerful statements to 

cultivate this desire in us. In Psalm 90:13-14, Moses 

himself wrote, 

Return, O LORD! How long? Have pity on 

your servants! Satisfy us in the morning with 

your steadfast love, that we may rejoice and 

be glad all our days. 

David expressed his desire for the Lord in Psalm 27:4 

by saying, 

One thing have I asked of the LORD, that will 

I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of 

the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon 

the beauty of the LORD and to inquire in his 

temple. 

The best-known statement may come from the sons of 

Korah in Psalm 42:1-2. They wrote, 
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As a deer pants for flowing streams, so pants 

my soul for you, O God. My soul thirsts for 

God, for the living God. When shall I come 

and appear before God? 

If we are honest, we must confess that we do not desire 

God this way. As Lewis said, we are half-hearted 

creatures, ignorant and too easily pleased. We do not 

hunger and thirst for God because we don’t really 

believe that he will satisfy us. Instead, we seek to fill 

ourselves with the world’s junk food—the lust of the 

eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the boastful pride of life. 

We have all transgressed the Tenth Commandment. 

But Jesus came to change our desires. John’s Gospel 

highlights this aspect of his ministry. Chapter 4 records 

his conversation with a Samaritan woman that he met 

alongside a well. She had sought satisfaction in 

relationships. She had been married to five different 

men and was living with another. But John 4:13-14 tells 

us, 

Jesus said to her, "Everyone who drinks of 

this water will be thirsty again, but whoever 

drinks of the water that I will give him will 

never be thirsty again. The water that I will 
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give him will become in him a spring of water 

welling up to eternal life." 

 

John 7:37-39 tells us that he used the same imagery 

later in Jerusalem during the Feast of Booths. He 

invited thirsty people to come to him and drink. He 

promised that they would overflow with living water, 

and John says that he was speaking of the Holy Spirit. 

In other words, we need the internal transformation 

that only the Spirit can bring. We are unable to change 

our desires in our own strength. So, the baptism and 

continual indwelling of the Holy Spirit is part of the 

good news. Without Him we have no hope of eternal 

life, and that is where our true thirst will be quenched, 

in the presence of God forever. 

What will be satisfying about eternity with God? I can 

think of no better description than Revelation 21:3-4. 

John says, 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne 

saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of God is 

with man. He will dwell with them, and they 

will be his people, and God himself will be 

with them as their God. He will wipe away 

every tear from their eyes, and death shall be 
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no more, neither shall there be mourning, 

nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former 

things have passed away." 

In the presence of God, we will experience true 

comfort, joy, and peace. There will be no more 

temptation, suffering, or disappointment. Our deepest 

thirst will finally be quenched, and our hunger will be 

satisfied. So, what should we do until then? 
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T h e  A p p l i c a t i o n  

H o p e  

When you set out on a trip to some special destination, 

you cannot help but be excited. The road may be long. 

You might pass through stretches that are boring. But 

you keep going and you accept the difficulties because 

you know that you are headed to an enjoyable place. 

This perspective helps us respond to the Tenth 

Commandment. 

The people of Israel were on a journey. The Lord was 

leading them to the promised land, a place where they 

could find satisfaction in him. But obedience was 

required to experience the fulfillment of his promises. 
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Entering the land physically was just the beginning. 

They faced intense temptations there, and it quickly 

became apparent that they were unable to obey as God 

required. So, the Old Testament prophets looked ahead 

to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as an essential step 

toward the realization of their hope. 

Since Jesus came, everyone who believes in him 

embarks on the same journey. Through faith in Christ 

our sins are forgiven, and we become heirs of God’s 

promises. He also sends the Holy Spirit into our lives. 

He confirms our salvation and begins to transform us. 

So, we have hope that we will one day experience true 

satisfaction living forever in the presence of God. That 

hope should change how we live. It should shape our 

desires. In 1 Peter 2:11, Peter said, “Beloved, I urge you 

as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of 

the flesh, which wage war against your soul.” 

Our eternal hope must shape how we interact with the 

material world. In studying the Eighth Commandment, 

we read Matthew 6:19-21 where Jesus called his 

followers to store up treasure in heaven. Later in that 

chapter, he spoke of the worries that often consume us, 
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and called believers to focus on our destination. 

Matthew 6:31-33 tells us that he said, 

Therefore do not be anxious, saying, 'What 

shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 

'What shall we wear?' For the Gentiles seek 

after all these things, and your heavenly 

Father knows that you need them all. But 

seek first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be 

added to you. 

We need food, drink, and clothing, but they should not 

be our focus in life. We must cultivate a desire for the 

coming of God’s kingdom. We should pray for Jesus to 

return and reign over the earth. His rule is the only way 

that this world will change for the better.  He alone can 

bring true justice and peace. So, we must live as citizens 

of that kingdom, obeying our king and spreading his 

message of hope.  As we do so, we can trust that he will 

provide, and we can receive those goods with grateful 

hearts.  

The Apostle Paul modeled this attitude of trust and 

gratitude. One of his reasons for writing his letter to the 

Philippians was that they had sent financial support to 

him. In Philippians 4:10-13, he told them, 
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I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at 

length you have revived your concern for me. 

You were indeed concerned for me, but you 

had no opportunity. Not that I am speaking 

of being in need, for I have learned in 

whatever situation I am to be content. I know 

how to be brought low, and I know how to 

abound. In any and every circumstance, I 

have learned the secret of facing plenty and 

hunger, abundance and need. I can do all 

things through him who strengthens me. 

People often quote verse 13 without paying attention to 

its context. When Paul spoke of doing all things 

through Christ’s strength, he was speaking about being 

content. When he was in need, he resisted the 

temptation to covet what others had. When he had 

plenty, he enjoyed it as a gift from God’s hand.  

While Paul practiced contentment with material 

things, he was relentless in seeking the Lord. Back in 

Philippians 3:13-14 he said, 

Brothers, I do not consider that I have made 

it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what 

lies behind and straining forward to what lies 

ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 

prize of the upward call of God in Christ 

Jesus. 
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He focused his desires on seeking Christ and his 

kingdom. He was looking forward to eternity in God’s 

presence, and that enabled him to maintain the right 

perspective about material things. So, he called the 

Philippians and all Christians to follow his example.  

Those who ignore his words risk going down a very 

different path. In Philippians 3:18-21, he wrote, 

For many, of whom I have often told you and 

now tell you even with tears, walk as enemies 

of the cross of Christ. Their end is 

destruction, their god is their belly, and they 

glory in their shame, with minds set on 

earthly things. But our citizenship is in 

heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the 

Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our 

lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the 

power that enables him even to subject all 

things to himself. 

Which path are you on? Is your mind set on earthly 

things or is your hope fixed upon the Savior? Are you 

seeking the kingdom and his righteousness while 

trusting the Lord to provide what you need? Are you 

growing in contentment while pressing toward the 

goal? This is how we live with hope. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

The Tenth Commandment is another boundary that we 

need. By setting the limitation of no coveting, the Lord 

steers us away from things that will never truly satisfy. 

He reveals himself to be the satisfaction that we seek. 

He quenches our thirst and satisfies our hunger. So, we 

should live with a powerful sense of hope, anticipating 

Christ’s return and being grateful and content along 

the way. 

Are you seeking the Lord? If not, I encourage you to 

start today. Join us on this path to eternal life. Believe 

in Jesus and receive his forgiveness for your sins. Ask 

him to send the Holy Spirit into your life. If you want 

to learn more about contentment and desire, I 

encourage you to set aside some time to read 

Philippians 3 and 4.  

If you are a believer, do you need to refocus your heart 

on seeking God’s kingdom? We are easily caught up in 

the pursuit of earthly things. When that happens, we 

become discontent and ungrateful. So, seek the 

kingdom and practice gratitude. 

May Christ strengthen us! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What things are you tempted to covet? Why do 

you find those things so desirable? 

 

 

 

2. How will the arrival of God’s kingdom fulfill 

your desires? Consider Revelation 21 and 22 

 

 

 

3. What practical steps could you take this week to 

cultivate gratitude to the Lord? 
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1 3  

B L E S S I N G S  O F  O B E D I E N C E  

E X O D U S  2 3 : 2 0 - 3 3  

If you are driving along and a law enforcement vehicle 

comes up behind you and turns on its lights, you know 

that someone is in trouble. The officer could be on the 

way to an accident or a crime scene. But it could be that 

the officer wants to talk to you. They never pull people 

over to tell them how good their driving is. You might 

have been speeding, or perhaps you failed to come to a 

complete stop at the last stop sign. The officer might 
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simply give you a warning. But it is more likely that you 

will be charged with violating the law and will be fined 

as punishment. 

So, in our society, our relationship to the law is 

generally negative. If you are caught breaking the rules, 

you are punished. There is no reward for obedience. 

Our legal code uses fear to deter people from doing 

things that harm or endanger others. But when we 

consider the Old Testament Law that the Lord gave to 

Israel, we find an entirely different mindset. 

As we have studied the Ten Commandments and the 

Book of the Covenant, we have seen that God required 

punishments for certain violations. Those who 

committed murder were to be executed, as were those 

who cursed their parents, kidnapped someone, or 

sacrificed to a false god. Those who stole something 

were to restore what they had taken and to provide 

extra. 

But we have also seen that by setting these limitations, 

the Lord was revealing his character. He was defining 

how his people should relate to him. His intent was to 
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bless, not to punish. So, this purpose confirms again 

that these are boundaries that we need. 

The conclusion to the Book of the Covenant is recorded 

in Exodus 23:20-33. In it, the Lord promised the 

people of Israel three blessings if they obeyed his Law. 

As we work our way through these verses, we can look 

to Old Testament history to see how they responded 

and what happened as a result. But we must also ask 

what application these promises have for us as New 

Testament believers. 
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B l e s s i n g  1  

P r o t e c t i o n  

In our world, only the wealthy and powerful have 

guards to protect them. Wherever the President of the 

United States goes, he is surrounded by Secret Service 

officers. They plot his course, arrange his 

transportation, and prepare for any trouble that he 

might encounter. But those arrangements are all at the 

direction of the President and his staff. The Secret 

Service does not decide where and when he should 

travel. 

The Lord promised the people of Israel a very different 

kind of protection. He would protect their entire 
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nation, not just its leaders. But they were not in charge. 

They would need to obey their guardian. Exodus 

23:20-22 tells us that the Lord said, 

Behold, I send an angel before you to guard 

you on the way and to bring you to the place 

that I have prepared. Pay careful attention to 

him and obey his voice; do not rebel against 

him, for he will not pardon your 

transgression, for my name is in him. But if 

you carefully obey his voice and do all that I 

say, then I will be an enemy to your enemies 

and an adversary to your adversaries. 

This is the third mention of an angel in the book of 

Exodus, and all three seem to refer to the same being. 

He first appeared in a burning bush, calling Moses to 

return to Egypt and to rescue his people from their 

slavery to Pharaoh (3:2). When the people of Israel 

departed from Egypt, he was identified with the pillar 

of cloud that led them out and then protected them 

from Pharaoh and his army through the night as the 

waters of the Red Sea were parted (14:19). Now this 

angel of the Lord would continue to guide them 

through the wilderness into the promised land. 
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The Hebrew word for angel could simply refer to any 

messenger. But these passages make it clear that this 

being is not human. In fact, his authority transcends 

that of other angelic beings described in the Bible. He 

does not merely deliver a message from God. The name 

of the Lord is in him. His voice is equated with the voice 

of the Lord. He even seems to be able to forgive sin, 

though the Lord says that he will not do so. So, from a 

New Testament perspective, this angel of the Lord 

seems to be the Son of God. 

He would so identify with the people of Israel that their 

enemies would be his enemies and their adversaries, 

his adversaries. This statement harkens back to part of 

the Lord’s original covenant promise to Abraham in 

Genesis 12:3. He said, “I will bless those who bless you, 

and him who dishonors you I will curse.” There could 

be no greater security than having God on your side. 

But to experience this sort of alliance, the people of 

Israel would need to obey. So, how did they do? Exodus 

32 tells us that within forty days they were worshiping 

a golden calf. Moses confronted their sin and called 

them to repentance. A year later they set out from 

Sinai, but within a few days they began to complain 
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about their food, and the Lord brought a plague upon 

them (Num 11). 

As they drew near to the promised land, they sent out 

spies to check out the area. They were so afraid of its 

inhabitants that they refused to trust the Lord to give 

them victory (Num 14). The Lord sentenced them to 

spend forty years in the wilderness, but they then tried 

to enter the land without the Lord and were defeated. 

That generation ended up dying off in the wilderness. 

The next generation followed the angel into the land, 

but they had their own troubles that we will consider in 

a moment. 

As New Testament believers, we find ourselves in a 

very different situation from the people of Israel. They 

were a nation, gathered together, traveling to a physical 

destination. The Church is composed of people drawn 

from every nation, tribe, and tongue, scattered around 

the world, waiting for Christ to return and reign. Yet 

Jesus made a promise of protection similar to the one 

recorded in Exodus 23:20. John 14:1-3 tells us that he 

told his disciples, 

Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in 

God; believe also in me. In my Father's house 
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are many rooms. If it were not so, would I 

have told you that I go to prepare a place for 

you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, 

I will come again and will take you to myself, 

that where I am you may be also. 

So, like Israel we are heading toward a destination 

prepared by God. In fact, Jesus goes on to say in verse 

6 that he himself is the way to that place. To draw near 

to God, we need to be cleansed of our sins through faith 

in his sacrificial death. True forgiveness is now 

available through Christ. In response, we should walk 

in grateful obedience. Thankfully, Jesus does not leave 

us on our own to work that out. He promised to send 

the Holy Spirit. John 14:15-17 tells us that he said, 

If you love me, you will keep my 

commandments. And I will ask the Father, 

and he will give you another Helper, to be 

with you forever, even the Spirit of truth, 

whom the world cannot receive, because it 

neither sees him nor knows him. You know 

him, for he dwells with you and will be in you. 

The indwelling Spirit provides even better protection 

than Israel’s angel. No matter where we are, he is 

always present within every believer. As Paul explains 

in Galatians 5, he works within us to lead us away from 
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fleshly deeds and toward a fruitful life. In Ephesians 

1:14, Paul also says that the Spirit seals us and serves as 

a guarantee of our eternal inheritance. So, with the 

Spirit’s help we can increasingly walk in obedience and 

experience the blessed assurance that comes from his 

protection. 
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B l e s s i n g  2  

P r o v i s i o n  

Jesus said that we should ask God to, “Give us this day 

our daily bread” (Matt 6:11). But I suspect that most of 

us do not approach life with that level of dependence. 

Your refrigerator and pantry are probably full of food. 

If you begin to run low, you head to the supermarket 

and find the shelves stocked with an incredible variety 

of good things to eat. Of course, you must pay money 

to purchase those things, but we tend to think of money 

as something we earn through our jobs. 

So, if we are not careful, we can forget all the ways that 

God is at work in that process. He created the earth and 
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all the edible things on it. He controls the weather and 

causes plants to grow. He sustains the farmers and 

every worker in the supply chain. He sustains you and 

gives you the strength to earn a living. But we are 

tempted to ignore him and trust in ourselves. 

When the people of Israel entered the promised land, 

they would also be inclined to ignore God. But in their 

case, they were tempted to place their trust in the false 

gods worshiped by the nations there, gods of storms 

and fertility. They needed to remember that the Lord is 

the provider. Exodus 23:23-24 tells us that he told 

them, 

When my angel goes before you and brings 

you to the Amorites and the Hittites and the 

Perizzites and the Canaanites, the Hivites 

and the Jebusites, and I blot them out, you 

shall not bow down to their gods nor serve 

them, nor do as they do, but you shall utterly 

overthrow them and break their pillars in 

pieces. 

The Lord planned to blot out these nations because of 

their wickedness (Deut 9:4-5). He was passing 

judgment upon them. He had already done so to the 

cities of Sodom and Gomorrah around 500 years 
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earlier during the time of Abraham (Gen 19). But he 

chose to wait to finish judging the rest until Abraham’s 

descendants had multiplied into a great nation. We will 

see more about that in a moment. 

So, the Lord commanded the people of Israel to 

eliminate these false religions. The pillars he 

mentioned may have been places of worship or 

memorials of some sort. They were all supposed to be 

destroyed. The entire land was to be devoted to the 

worship of the one true God. He wanted them to 

remove anything that might tempt them to trust 

someone other than him. 

If they obeyed the Lord, he promised to provide for 

them abundantly. Exodus 23:25-26 tells us that he 

said, 

You shall serve the LORD your God, and he 

will bless your bread and your water, and I 

will take sickness away from among you. 

None shall miscarry or be barren in your 

land; I will fulfill the number of your days. 

The blessing that God promised them extended far 

beyond providing for their basic needs. Their water and 

bread would be blessed. Sickness would be taken away. 
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Mothers would bear healthy children. Their lives would 

be long. They would prosper.  

But the people of Israel failed to obey. They did not 

eliminate idolatry from the land. They turned to false 

gods repeatedly. So, the Lord used times of drought, 

famine, and sickness to discipline them and lead them 

to repentance. But they never experienced this blessing 

in full. 

Now when Jesus came, he gave people glimpses of this 

blessing through his miracles. He multiplied the loaves 

and fishes. He healed blindness, deafness, leprosy, and 

physical deformities. He even raised the dead. But he 

did not provide food for all who were hungry, heal all 

who were sick, or raise everyone who died. 

Some Christians have claimed that if you have enough 

faith and obey the Lord, you can personally experience 

the kind of health and prosperity promised in the Old 

Testament. But that assertion is false. Those promises 

were not given to people individually. They were for the 

nation as a whole. Furthermore, famine, sickness, and 

infertility are all part of life.  We all encounter suffering 

of one sort or another, because we live in a fallen world. 

In Romans 8:20-23, Paul explained, 
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For the creation was subjected to futility, not 

willingly, but because of him who subjected 

it, in hope that the creation itself will be set 

free from its bondage to corruption and 

obtain the freedom of the glory of the 

children of God. For we know that the whole 

creation has been groaning together in the 

pains of childbirth until now. And not only 

the creation, but we ourselves, who have the 

firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we 

wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 

redemption of our bodies. 

So, for the promise of Exodus 23:25-26 to be ultimately 

fulfilled, the physical world must be set free from the 

curse that has plagued it since the fall of man. But that 

cannot happen until the children of God are glorified 

and their bodies are redeemed. Only then will we be 

able to fully obey God.  

The Old Testament Law pointed in this direction. It 

called Israel to be a holy nation, but the Law was not 

enough. They needed the atoning work of Christ and 

the internal work of the Holy Spirit.  

As New Testament believers, we have the firstfruits of 

the Spirit. We are better able to obey, yet we continue 

to fall into sin. So, we await the day when this 
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transforming work of the Spirit will be complete, and 

we will experience God’s provision of life in its fullest 

sense. In the meantime, we must walk by faith, trusting 

God to use the suffering of this life to prepare us for the 

prosperity of eternity. 
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B l e s s i n g  3  

P o s s e s s i o n  

I cannot tell the difference between hornets, 

yellowjackets, and wasps, but they all seem to be 

capable of inflicting pain. I do not worry too much 

about that, but my children all did when they were 

young. Seeing any flying insect would set everyone on 

edge. Their ability to sting seems to be part of God’s 

curse upon our fallen world. 

But in Exodus 23, the Lord speaks of using hornets to 

bless the people of Israel by helping them take 

possession of the promised land. Verses 27-30 tell us 

that the Lord said, 
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I will send my terror before you and will 

throw into confusion all the people against 

whom you shall come, and I will make all 

your enemies turn their backs to you. And I 

will send hornets before you, which shall 

drive out the Hivites, the Canaanites, and the 

Hittites from before you. I will not drive 

them out from before you in one year, lest the 

land become desolate and the wild beasts 

multiply against you. Little by little I will 

drive them out from before you, until you 

have increased and possess the land. 

The Lord knew that it would take time for Israel to take 

control of the land. So, rather than wiping out the 

inhabitants overnight as he did with Sodom and 

Gomorrah, he wanted the people of Israel to gradually 

work their way throughout the land. The Lord would 

ensure their victory, but they would need to trust his 

plan each step of the way. This strategy would test their 

faith and would keep the land from being overrun by 

wild beasts. 

In Exodus 23:31, the Lord marked out the boundaries 

for them by saying, 

And I will set your border from the Red Sea 

to the Sea of the Philistines, and from the 

wilderness to the Euphrates, for I will give 
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the inhabitants of the land into your hand, 

and you shall drive them out before you. 

In Numbers 34, the Lord revealed a more exact 

description of this perimeter. As compared with 

current borders in the Middle East, this plot of land 

would encompass modern day Israel, part of Egypt, 

Lebanon, and most of Syria. He did not give his people 

a quiet, out of the way territory to possess. Control of 

this area has always been contested by different 

nations. With desert to the east and the Mediterranean 

Sea to the west, this piece of land stands as the bridge 

between Africa, Europe, and Asia. It is the center of the 

whole earth, the crossroads of the world. 

But for this promise to be fulfilled, Israel needed to 

obey the Lord. Exodus 23:32-33 tells us that the Lord 

said, 

You shall make no covenant with them and 

their gods. They shall not dwell in your land, 

lest they make you sin against me; for if you 

serve their gods, it will surely be a snare to 

you. 

So, how did they do? By the time of Solomon, five 

hundred years later, Israel came close to these 
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boundaries. But they never had full control because 

they never drove out the nations from the land. They 

compromised, made covenants with them, and allowed 

the false religions of the land to continue. This promise 

has never really been fulfilled. 

But the Prophet Zechariah foresaw a time when a great 

battle would take place around Israel’s capital city, 

Jerusalem. He said that the Lord himself would fight 

against the nations and conquer them. Zechariah 14:16 

tells us, 

Then everyone who survives of all the 

nations that have come against Jerusalem 

shall go up year after year to worship the 

King, the LORD of hosts, and to keep the 

Feast of Booths. 

This seems to be the same battle described in 

Revelation 19. In verses 15-16, John describes the 

return of Jesus Christ by saying,  

From his mouth comes a sharp sword with 

which to strike down the nations, and he will 

rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the 

winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the 

Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has 

a name written, King of kings and Lord of 

lords. 
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Jesus’ return will initiate his millennial reign described 

in Revelation 20 and will lead ultimately to the new 

heaven and earth described in Revelation 21 and 22. He 

will take possession of the land that was promised to 

Israel, and he will purge false religion from the world. 

Through his perfect obedience and mighty power, he 

will finally fulfill all the promises that were given to 

Israel. 

So, what do these future events mean for New 

Testament believers? By the grace of God, we become 

heirs of the kingdom through faith in Christ. We can 

trust him to fight those future battles when he returns. 

The church is never called to claim territory or fight 

physical battles. Our battle is spiritual.  

First, we fight to overcome sin in our lives. In 1 

Thessalonians 2:11-12, Paul said, 

For you know how, like a father with his 

children, we exhorted each one of you and 

encouraged you and charged you to walk in a 

manner worthy of God, who calls you into his 

own kingdom and glory. 
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Then we proclaim the good news that sinners like us 

can receive an inheritance in the kingdom through 

faith in Christ. Matthew 24:14 tells us that Jesus said, 

And this gospel of the kingdom will be 

proclaimed throughout the whole world as a 

testimony to all nations, and then the end 

will come. 

We must keep seeking the kingdom. Bring every part of 

your life under Christ’s rule and show others the way. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

So, the Lord promised Israel that if they obeyed, they 

would experience the blessings of protection, 

provision, and possession of the land. They failed. They 

were sinners as we all are. 

But when Jesus came, he fulfilled God’s righteous 

demands. Those who believe in him come under his 

protection as the Spirit indwells us. We experience his 

provision as he grants us the hope of eternal life and 

sustains through the difficulties of life now. One day he 

will grant us an inheritance to possess in his kingdom. 

Are you a follower of Jesus? Do you relate to him as 

your king? If not, I invite you to bow before him today. 
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Receive him as your Lord and Savior. If you want to 

learn more about these blessings, I encourage you to 

set aside some time to read Romans 8. 

If you are already following Christ, do you need to 

change your approach toward obedience? Do you see it 

as a restriction and a burden or as a response to the 

promises of God’s blessing? Walk worthy of his 

kingdom and glory. As you face temptations and trials, 

trust his goodness and power. 

May we honor our King! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Have you approached obedience as a burden or 

a blessing? How so? 

 

2. Which of these blessings is most encouraging to 

you? Why? 

 

3. How would you explain Christian obedience to 

someone who has no knowledge of the Christian 

faith?
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1 4  

A  R E L A T I O N S H I P  W I T H  G O D  

E X O D U S  2 4 : 1 - 1 1  

When do you feel closest to God? A lot of people would 

point to times when they have been out in nature. They 

were struck by the vastness of the night sky, the beauty 

of a sunrise, the grandeur of a mountain range, or the 

peacefulness of a forest. Those awe-inspiring moments 

can seem very spiritual, but that is not necessarily the 

case. 
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If you walk with the Lord, then those encounters serve 

as an opportunity to praise your heavenly Father. But 

if those are the only times that you acknowledge him, 

then those experiences are like driving by the palatial 

estate of some billionaire. You may be impressed, but 

you do not know the person. It is not where you live, 

and you are not part of the family. You can come to 

know the Lord, however, but you must understand that 

a relationship with him is more than a passing 

experience. 

Thus far in our study of Exodus 19-24, we have seen 

that the Lord established the Ten Commandments as 

boundaries for the people of Israel to live within. 

Transgressing any of those limitations would break 

their covenant with him. So, closeness to God is not a 

matter of how you feel. A relationship with him 

requires obedience. 

On the other hand, some people mistakenly conclude 

that a relationship with God is nothing more than 

staying within those bounds and keeping the rules. 

They fail to see that the commandments and the Book 

of the Covenant reveal the character of God. The 

knowledge of who he is should shape everything that 
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we say and do and even how we think. When you have 

a relationship with him, he transforms you to reflect his 

character. 

So, how do you begin this sort of relationship? How do 

you grow and move forward? Exodus 24:1-11 tells us 

that the Lord guided Israel through a formal 

acceptance of the covenant. So, this passage serves as a 

fitting conclusion to our study. The ratification of the 

Mosaic Covenant demonstrates five things that we 

need for a relationship with God. As we work through 

these verses, we will also consider how these ideas 

apply for New Testament believers. 

  



A  R e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  G o d  ( E x o d u s  2 4 : 1 - 1 1 )  

 

309 

N e e d  1  

L e a d e r s  

Most of us like our independence. As the old Frank 

Sinatra song says, “I did it my way.” We claim the 

freedom to determine our own beliefs and to set our 

own path through life. That mindset keeps many 

people from submitting to God or accepting his 

commandments. Even if you acknowledge his 

authority, you might not be too eager to defer to fallible 

human leaders. But the Lord makes it clear that 

following leaders is part of your relationship with him. 
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After telling Moses all the stipulations of the Book of 

the Covenant, the Lord gave him these instructions 

recorded in Exodus 24:1-2. 

Then he said to Moses, "Come up to the 

LORD, you and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, 

and seventy of the elders of Israel, and 

worship from afar. Moses alone shall come 

near to the LORD, but the others shall not 

come near, and the people shall not come up 

with him." 

When the people of Israel first arrived at Sinai, the 

Lord instructed Moses to set limits around the 

mountain (Ex 19:12). Only Moses and Aaron were 

allowed to come up to the Lord (19:24). Everyone else 

was required to stay at the foot of the mountain. But 

here the Lord established a middle ground. Aaron, his 

two sons, and Israel’s elders were all allowed to come 

up part way while the rest of the people remained at the 

foot of the mountain. By granting these men this 

special privilege, the Lord demonstrated his 

recognition of them as the nation’s leaders. 

He would soon reveal that he had chosen Aaron and his 

sons to serve as priests (Ex 28:1). Once the Tabernacle 

was built, they would offer up the people’s sacrifices. 
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They alone could enter to burn incense. They served as 

intermediaries in the sacrificial system of worship. 

Leviticus tells us that they were also tasked with 

overseeing public health issues, deciding how to handle 

outbreaks of leprosy. 

The elders were first mentioned back in Exodus 3. The 

Lord wanted Moses to go to them and bring them with 

him as he spoke to Pharaoh. There is no indication as 

to how they were chosen or how they functioned at that 

point, but they apparently had a definite number and 

some sort of authority. Later in Deuteronomy, the Lord 

revealed that once Israel was in the land, the elders in 

a city would be responsible for ensuring that the law 

was enforced, even if it meant executing a murderer. 

So, the priests and the elders played important roles in 

Israel’s relationship with God, but do we find 

something similar in the New Testament? There are 

major differences. Israel’s relationship with God was 

part of their national identity, but New Testament 

believers individually enter into a personal 

relationship with God by faith. Furthermore, as the 

perfect high priest who offered the perfectly sufficient 
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sacrifice, Jesus made it possible for every believer to 

draw near to God.  

Nevertheless, the New Testament instructs believers to 

gather in local congregations with spiritual leaders. 

These individuals are to teach the Bible and live 

exemplary lives. Hebrews 13:7 says, 

Remember your leaders, those who spoke to 

you the word of God. Consider the outcome 

of their way of life, and imitate their faith. 

They are given authority and God holds them 

responsible. Verse 17 says, 

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for 

they are keeping watch over your souls, as 

those who will have to give an account. Let 

them do this with joy and not with groaning, 

for that would be of no advantage to you. 

Much more could be said about leadership in the 

church, but this much is clear. God doesn’t want you to 

approach your spiritual life as a free agent. Leaders are 

an important part of your relationship with him. 
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N e e d  2  

S c r i p t u r e  

The human brain is an amazing creation. It consists of 

86 billion neurons that form connections to store 

information. It generates 23 watts of electrical power 

that travels throughout the central nervous system to 

control the body. But we do not always use this 

remarkable organ in a responsible way. We focus on all 

sorts of insignificant things, stubbornly ignoring or 

quickly forgetting things that are genuinely important. 

The Lord recognized this problem. So, to help us in our 

relationship with him, he has given us Scripture, the 

written record of what he has revealed. This pattern 
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began with Moses and the writing of the Book of the 

Covenant. Exodus 24:3-4a tells us, 

Moses came and told the people all the words 

of the LORD and all the rules. And all the 

people answered with one voice and said, 

"All the words that the LORD has spoken we 

will do." And Moses wrote down all the words 

of the LORD. 

This simple statement refutes two false ideas about 

Scripture. First, some Jews throughout history have 

argued that in addition to the written Torah, there was 

an oral Torah, an authoritative tradition passed on but 

not written down. So, some claim that Exodus 20:22-

23:33 does not contain everything that the Lord said to 

Moses. From this viewpoint, the written word is never 

enough. You need tradition. 

Another false idea comes from theological liberalism. 

Since the 17th century many scholars have rejected the 

idea that Moses wrote the first five books of the Old 

Testament. They assert that these books are compiled 

from fragments written later in Israel’s history by 

various sources that each had their own political 

agenda. They have no manuscript evidence to verify 

this claim. Their viewpoint is based purely on their own 
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observations and speculations. So, from this 

perspective, Scripture carries no divine authority. 

But Exodus 24:4 contradicts both ideas. It states that 

Moses personally wrote what he heard from the Lord 

and that he wrote all that he heard from the Lord. Since 

what he wrote was from the Lord, his writing carries 

the authority of God. Since he wrote all that the Lord 

said, it would seem to include everything that God 

thought the people needed to know at that moment to 

have a relationship with him. It is sufficient.  

The authority and sufficiency of Scripture is reinforced 

throughout the Bible and applies to all of it. David 

recognized these ideas and expressed their importance 

in Psalm 19:7-9. He opened the psalm by 

acknowledging the revelation of God’s glory in 

creation. But regarding God’s word, he said, 

The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the 

soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, 

making wise the simple; the precepts of the 

LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the 

commandment of the LORD is pure, 

enlightening the eyes; the fear of the LORD 

is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the 

LORD are true, and righteous altogether. 
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The Apostle Paul addressed the authority and 

sufficiency of Scripture in 2 Timothy 3:16-17. He noted 

that Timothy had known from childhood the sacred 

writings that lead a person to salvation. Then he said, 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 

So, knowing and understanding the written word of 

God is essential to having a relationship with him. It 

shows us what is right and true. It gives us what we 

need to be saved and to walk with God. We must be 

people of the book. 

  



A  R e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  G o d  ( E x o d u s  2 4 : 1 - 1 1 )  

 

317 

N e e d  3  

A t o n e m e n t  

Sometimes in a movie, you find the same character 

showing up repeatedly in the background. In the Ten 

Commandments and the Book of the Covenant that 

role is played by the ox. It is mentioned twenty-five 

times! It was not supposed to work on the Sabbath 

(23:12). If one gored a person, its owner could be held 

liable for murder (21:29). If one was stolen and killed, 

the thief was required to compensate the owner at a 

rate of five to one (22:1). Even an enemy’s ox was 

supposed to be returned if it went astray (23:4). Of 

course, it was also wrong to covet your neighbor’s ox 
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(20:17). I could have titled this study “Lessons from the 

Ox.” 

The ox appears one more time to demonstrate a 

tremendously important idea. To have a relationship 

with God, we need atonement for our sins. Blood must 

be shed to satisfy his wrath. So, the ratification of the 

covenant included sacrifices. Exodus 24:4b-6 speaks of 

Moses and tells us, 

He rose early in the morning and built an 

altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve 

pillars, according to the twelve tribes of 

Israel. And he sent young men of the people 

of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and 

sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the 

LORD. And Moses took half of the blood and 

put it in basins, and half of the blood he 

threw against the altar. 

God’s instruction regarding Israel’s sacrificial system 

comes later, but the practice of offering up animals was 

already common. It is first mentioned in Genesis 8:20. 

After the Flood, Noah built an altar and made sacrifices 

to the Lord. The idea of the sacrifice as a substitute 

becomes clear when the Lord called Abraham to offer 

up his son, Isaac. Genesis 22 tells us that the Lord 
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provided a ram to take his place. Of course, the people 

of Israel witnessed the same principle in Egypt. Their 

firstborn sons were spared from the final plague 

because they sacrificed a lamb and spread its blood on 

their doorways. 

In Exodus 24, however, the sacrifices were not for an 

individual. They applied to the entire nation, 

demonstrating their need for atonement. The burnt 

offerings were entirely consumed in the fire. But the 

people would eat the meat from the peace offerings. We 

will return to that idea in a moment. 

From a New Testament perspective, we must 

understand that oxen could not truly atone for the sins 

that human beings commit. The author of Hebrews 

speaks of this event from Exodus and the whole 

sacrificial system.  He argued that those offerings could 

never make people perfect. In verse 4 of chapter 10, he 

said, “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and 

goats to take away sins.” Then down in verses 12-14 he 

said, 

But when Christ had offered for all time a 

single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the 

right hand of God, waiting from that time 



T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  W E  N E E D  

 

320 

until his enemies should be made a footstool 

for his feet. For by a single offering he has 

perfected for all time those who are being 

sanctified. 

So, the oxen sacrificed in Exodus 24 point forward to 

Christ. He suffered and died on the cross for our sins to 

reconcile us to God. Apart from him, we cannot have a 

relationship with God. We need the once for all 

atonement that he alone can provide. 
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N e e d  4  

C o m m i t m e n t  

Laundry never ends. As soon as you finish washing a 

load, another one begins to pile up. Most of the time it 

is not too difficult. You add some detergent and start 

the machine. But sometimes your clothes pick up stains 

that must be soaked or scrubbed. It takes time and 

effort, and those spots might not ever come out. 

Blood stains are some of the worst, so it seems ironic 

that the Bible speaks of blood as something that 

cleanses us from our sins. But in Exodus 24, Moses did 

something with blood that was sure to leave a stain. He 
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sprinkled it on people to symbolize their commitment. 

Verses 7-8 tell us, 

Then he took the Book of the Covenant and 

read it in the hearing of the people. And they 

said, "All that the LORD has spoken we will 

do, and we will be obedient." And Moses took 

the blood and threw it on the people and said, 

"Behold the blood of the covenant that the 

LORD has made with you in accordance with 

all these words." 

In offering sacrifices, it was common to sprinkle blood 

on the altar as Moses had just done. But throwing it on 

people was very unusual. The only similar occurrence 

was when Aaron and his sons were ordained as priests. 

Leviticus 8 tells us that a ram was sacrificed and then 

Moses put some of its blood on the lobes of their right 

ears, the thumbs of their right hands, and the big toes 

on their right feet. Then he sprinkled their clothes with 

it. This ceremony consecrated them to their priestly 

work, and in a sense the same was happening with 

Israel in Exodus 24. Those blood spatters symbolized 

the commitment that they were making to honor their 

covenant with the Lord through their obedience. 
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This ceremony at the foot of Mount Sinai should 

inform how we understand the account of the Last 

Supper that took place almost 1,500 years later. 

Matthew 26:27-28 speaks of Jesus and tells us, 

And he took a cup, and when he had given 

thanks he gave it to them, saying, "Drink of 

it, all of you, for this is my blood of the 

covenant, which is poured out for many for 

the forgiveness of sins.” 

Jesus was about to establish the new covenant by 

shedding his blood on the cross. As we saw a moment 

ago, he offered up his life as the perfect sacrifice that 

purchased true forgiveness. But on that night in the 

upper room, he was calling his followers to commit 

themselves to a new covenant relationship. They were 

drinking wine rather than being sprinkled with blood. 

They were also celebrating the Passover. But by using 

the phrase “blood of the covenant,” Jesus was pointing 

them back to what was recorded in Exodus 24. Perhaps 

that is why Paul later warned people about drinking the 

cup in an unworthy manner (1 Cor 11:27). 

The author of Hebrews developed this connection 

further by speaking of Christ’s blood being sprinkled 
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upon the hearts of believers. In verse 19-22 of chapter 

10, he says, 

Therefore, brothers, since we have 

confidence to enter the holy places by the 

blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that 

he opened for us through the curtain, that is, 

through his flesh, and since we have a great 

priest over the house of God, let us draw near 

with a true heart in full assurance of faith, 

with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil 

conscience and our bodies washed with pure 

water. 

The blood of Jesus cleanses us and gives us access to 

God. Those who believe have been sprinkled by his 

blood. But that sprinkling implies a commitment to 

obedience. So in verses 28-29, the author warns us, 

Anyone who has set aside the law of Moses 

dies without mercy on the evidence of two or 

three witnesses. How much worse 

punishment, do you think, will be deserved 

by the one who has trampled underfoot the 

Son of God, and has profaned the blood of 

the covenant by which he was sanctified, and 

has outraged the Spirit of grace? 

We must not take the blood of Christ lightly! The price 

that he paid to save us should lead us to approach this 
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relationship as a serious commitment. If you say that 

you believe but do not strive to obey, then you cheapen 

his sacrifice and grieve the Holy Spirit. We all stumble 

into sin, but when that happens, we must confess our 

sins and renew our commitment to obey the Lord. 
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N e e d  5  

A n t i c i p a t i o n  

Most big meals and celebrations in our culture are an 

end in and of themselves. Think of a wedding 

reception, for instance. Many people plan those out a 

year in advance. They might spend huge sums of 

money to have everything just right. But then the day 

arrives and in the blink of an eye it is over. It is not 

repeated every year to celebrate the couple’s 

anniversary. Many of the guests might not ever see 

each other again. 

We do repeat big meals on holidays, but those are 

typically about remembering and looking back.  
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Exodus 24:9-11 records a different sort of meal that was 

looking ahead.The people of Israel needed to live with 

anticipation as they related to the Lord. The passage 

tells us, 

Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, 

and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, 

and they saw the God of Israel. There was 

under his feet as it were a pavement of 

sapphire stone, like the very heaven for 

clearness. And he did not lay his hand on the 

chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld 

God, and ate and drank. 

What was on the menu that day? It was the ox. I suspect 

that it tasted like steak. We don’t know what else the 

men may have eaten, but earlier we read about two 

types of sacrifices that they made. Burnt offerings were 

completely burned up on the altar, but peace offerings 

were not. Leviticus 3 explains that in a peace offering 

the animal’s fat was burned on the altar, but the meat 

was eaten by the worshiper. It was like having a meal 

with God as an expression of a relationship with him. 

In Exodus 24, the leaders of Israel were even granted a 

vision of the Lord during their meal. The description is 

brief. They saw feet resting upon a translucent sky-blue 
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floor. The prophet Ezekiel described something similar 

in his two visions of the Lord on his throne (Ezek 1:26; 

10:1). When John described seeing God’s throne in 

heaven in Revelation, he compared it to other brilliant 

gemstones (Rev 4:3). But those were individual 

prophets. The theophany in Exodus 24 was 

experienced by seventy-four men at the same time. 

As incredible as this experience was for these men, it 

was not an end in and of itself. It demonstrated the goal 

of God’s covenant. It was a preview of what would 

happen when Israel obeyed the covenant and God 

fulfilled all his promises. This meal on the mountain 

was intended to whet their appetite for a far greater 

feast. Isaiah described it in Isaiah 25:6-9 by saying, 

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will 

make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a 

feast of well-aged wine, of rich food full of 

marrow, of aged wine well refined. And he 

will swallow up on this mountain the 

covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil 

that is spread over all nations. He will 

swallow up death forever; and the Lord GOD 

will wipe away tears from all faces, and the 

reproach of his people he will take away from 

all the earth, for the LORD has spoken. It will 

be said on that day, "Behold, this is our God; 
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we have waited for him, that he might save 

us. This is the LORD; we have waited for 

him; let us be glad and rejoice in his 

salvation." 

Jesus anticipated that great feast as he celebrated the 

Last Supper. After presenting the cup to them as the 

blood of the covenant, Matthew 26:29 tells us that he 

said, “I tell you I will not drink again of this fruit of the 

vine until that day when I drink it new with you in my 

Father's kingdom.” 

So, we need this sense of anticipation in our 

relationship with God. When we celebrate the Lord’s 

Supper, it reminds us of what Christ has done in the 

past, so that we will stay committed to him in the 

present. But it should also stir up in us this anticipation 

of experiencing the presence of God in his kingdom 

forever. That is the goal for which he has saved us. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

So, a genuine relationship with God cannot be found by 

simply looking at nature on your own. He has chosen 

to work through spiritual leaders. Today he does so in 

the context of local churches. You also need the 
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Scripture as your authoritative and sufficient source of 

truth. Most important of all, you need the atonement 

for your sins that was foreshadowed in Israel’s animal 

sacrifices and accomplished through the death of Jesus 

Christ. You must respond in faith, making a personal 

commitment to walk in obedience to the Lord. Finally, 

you need a sense of anticipation, looking forward to the 

time when we will enjoy the presence of God forever. 

Do you have this kind of relationship? If not, then I 

encourage you to begin today. Believe in the saving 

work of Christ. Make a commitment to follow him. 

Embrace the hope of the gospel. Begin to learn the 

Scripture. Commit yourself to a local church with 

faithful spiritual leaders. If you want to learn more 

about this sort of relationship, I encourage you to 

spend some time reading the New Testament letter to 

the Hebrews, particularly chapters 10 and 13.  

If you have a relationship with God, do you need to 

refocus on one of these needs? We are tempted to give 

up on the church, to ignore Scripture, to forget how 

much we need Christ’s atonement, to avoid 

commitment, and to be consumed with life here and 

now. Each of these five needs are foundational to 
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walking with God. Do you know someone who might 

need to hear about them? If so, ask them about their 

relationship with God and share with them what you 

have learned. 

May we grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord 

and Savior Jesus Christ! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How has this study contributed to your 

understanding of God’s Law? 

 

 

2. On which of these needs do you most need to 

focus? Why? How can you do so moving 

forward? 

 

 

3. How would you explain these needs to someone 

who does not have a relationship with God? 
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A P P E N D I X  

T H E  T E N  C O M M A N D M E N T S  I N  

T H E  B O O K  O F  T H E  C O V E N A N T  

The First Commandment (20:3) 

20:18-23; 22:18, 20; 23:13 

The Second Commandment (20:4-6) 

20:24-26 

The Third Commandment (20:7) 

22:28 

The Fourth Commandment (20:8-11) 

21:1-2; 22:29-31; 23:10-12, 14-19 

The Fifth Commandment (20:12) 

21:15, 17 

The Sixth Commandment (20:13) 

21:12-14, 16, 20-32; 22:2-3, 21-24 

The Seventh Commandment (20:14) 

21:3-11; 22:16-17, 19 

The Eighth Commandment (20:15) 

21:18-19, 33-36; 22:1, 4-15, 25-27 

The Ninth Commandment (20:16) 

23:1-9 

The Tenth Commandment (20:17) 
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