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EXODUS 20:1–17
THE TEN COMMANDMENTS

And God spake all these words, saying,

I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.

Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth:

Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me;

And showing mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments.

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain.

Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.

Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work:

But the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lord thy God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates:

For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: wherefore the Lord blessed the sabbath day, and hallowed it.

Honour thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee.

Thou shalt not kill.

Thou shalt not commit adultery.

Thou shalt not steal.

Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour.

Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor any thing that is thy neighbour’s.
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INTRODUCTION
10 IS A POWERFUL NUMBER


“To whatever side you turn, you are forced to acknowledge your own ignorance and the boundless power of the Creator.”

—voltaire, Letters on England



In the 2006–07 television season there was a quiz program called “The Power of Ten” in which contestants were asked to guess the percentage of people who agreed or disagreed with a particular statement. They were rewarded in increments of $10,000 for each right answer, with the potential of winning $10,000 to the tenth power, or $1,000,000.

I thought about the title of that program, and then I thought about how often we are asked to rate something “on a scale of one to ten,” with ten representing perfection. Ten is a powerful number, and God’s commandments provide us with all the power we need not just to survive but to succeed in every aspect of life.

Some people think about the commandments in terms of “thou shalt nots”—in other words, things that are forbidden, things from which we must abstain. But I would suggest that shalts and shalt nots are nothing more than a matter of perspective. Each one has its opposite. So, if we’re told thou shalt not commit adultery, we can just as easily flip that around and say, you shall be faithful to your spouse. Or, if we’re told, thou shalt not steal, what that really means is that we should live honestly. If we look at the commandments from that perspective, it becomes clear that they are not arbitrary rules meant to constrict and restrict us but rather guidelines for living a good life. If we abstain from thoughts and habits that weaken our connection with God, we will be thinking and acting in ways that give us greater access to His power.

How sad then that so many of our young people are totally ignorant of these simple guidelines. In years past, reciting the commandments was an integral part of the weekly worship service. Each commandment was read aloud and the congregation would respond, “Lord, have mercy upon us and incline our heart to keep this law.” Now they have been completely eliminated from many services, they no longer appear in public places, and are seldom on display even in modern churches. Not so long ago, I scolded a group of young people who were cursing and taking the Lord’s name in vain, and when I reminded them of the third commandment, “thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain,” they had no idea what I was talking about. They had absolutely no knowledge of the Ten Commandments. This is a sad commentary on the world we live in.

We hear in First John Chapter 5, “his commandments are not grievous,” because “when we love God, and keep his commandments” we also “love the children of God” (1 John 5:2–3). But what exactly does that mean? It means that by obeying His commandments we are showing love and kindness to our fellow men, since we are all the children of God. If you doubt that, just think about how peaceful the world would be if everyone everywhere lived by these simple rules.

Jesus makes that clear when, in Matthew 22, he is addressing the Pharisees and someone asks him, “Master, which is the great commandment in the law?” and Jesus replies, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself” (Matthew 22: 36–39).

Ecclesiastes 3:1 tells us that “to everything there is a season and a time for every purpose,” and the purpose of God’s giving us the Ten Commandments was, first of all, so that we could all live in peace and tranquillity with one another. And also so that we could look to them as guidelines for living a successful, prosperous, and happy life.

We must remember that the children of Israel, and particularly Moses, who personally received the commandments, were already well aware and had firsthand experience of God’s power. Not only did He appear to Moses in the burning bush while Moses was living in exile, He also proved His power by inflicting ten plagues upon the Egyptians and by parting the Red Sea so that the Israelites could escape. In fact, God kept every covenant He made with the Israelites. He promised to deliver them out of bondage and into the land of milk and honey, and all He asked of them in return was that they accept Him as their one true God and live by these ten clear and simple rules.

They also felt the power of His wrath at firsthand when they momentarily doubted Him and feared that He would not be able to protect them against the strength of the people of Canaan (Numbers 13:31). Those who doubted Him were not allowed to enter the Promised Land, while those who followed Joshua and Caleb, the only ones who did not doubt Him, were allowed to enter under His protection. Sadly, those who doubted Him had apparently forgotten that He is omnipotent and omnipresent, and that He would be aware of their every thought, word, and deed.

And again, in the Book of Chronicles, we see the power that comes from obeying His Commandments. In 2 Chronicles 7:17–20, God says to Solomon:


If thou wilt walk before me, as David thy father walked, and do according to all that I have commanded thee, and shalt observe my statutes and my judgments; Then will I stablish the throne of thy kingdom, according as I have covenanted with David thy father, saying, There shall not fail thee a man to be ruler in Israel. But if ye turn away, and forsake my statutes and my commandments, which I have set before you, and shall go and serve other gods, and worship them; Then will I pluck them up by the roots out of my land which I have given them; and his house, which I have sanctified for my name, will I cast out of my sight.



Solomon did as God commanded, and thus, we are told:


And Solomon reigned in Jerusalem over all Israel forty years.

And Solomon slept with his fathers, and he was buried in the city of David his father: and Rehoboam his son reigned in his stead.



How sad, then, to see people today still rejecting and rebelling against obedience to God’s commandments. God was extremely explicit when He set down these rules for living, but many people, it seems, hate being told what to do. What these people don’t realize, however, is that He didn’t give us this list of shalts and shalt nots just to be arbitrary. The power of the commandments lies not in getting us to blindly follow a set of rules; their true power lies in connecting us with our Godly heritage. As we are told in Ephesians 6:10, “Be strong in the Lord, and in the power of his might.” Or, in the words of a favorite Christian hymn, “Oh! What peace we often forfeit, Oh! What needless pain we bear, all because we do not carry everything to God in prayer” (“What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” Joseph Scriven, 1855). Without the moral structure and power they provide, our lives are out of order.

I’m sure you will agree when I say that we’re living in turbulent times. On the one hand, we seem to have more of everything than ever before—iPods, Black-Berries, camera phones, SUVs, and labor-saving devices of every kind. And yet, we also live in a war zone. We are fighting wars on all fronts—the war on poverty, the war on drugs, the war on violence, and the war on discrimination. More than ever these days we need to reconnect with our Lord by following the path He laid out for us, but a lot of people don’t see it that way. When things go wrong, they react like Job’s wife, who, in the midst of her husband’s suffering, told him to “curse God, and die” (Job 2:9). But Job knew better. In his darkest time, he says, “Neither have I gone back from the commandment of his lips; I have esteemed the words of his mouth more than my necessary food” (Job 23:12). He never lost his faith, and as we are told in Hebrews 11:6, “without faith it is impossible to please him. …” But, on the other hand, “They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint” (Isaiah 40:31).

We need to remember that man’s first sin was not the act of eating the forbidden fruit; it was the act of disobedience to God. As Samuel told King Saul, “Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams” (1 Samuel 15:22).

God knew that we mortals needed strong guidelines to help us avoid making mistakes, because, fallible as we are, one mistake often leads to another until we are sliding down a slippery slope into sin. We sin in thought, word, or deed, but because we are all human, we are all guilty of sinning at one time or another. Sin is the great human equalizer.

Sin is generally defined as a transgression of moral law, and if we look to God as our moral guidepost, that means we sin each and every time we disobey any of His laws. There are sins of omission (a failure to do something) and sins of commission (doing something we shouldn’t). There are venial or less serious sins, and deadly or mortal sins.

Although there is no specific listing of the seven deadly or mortal sins in the Bible, they were codified by Pope Gregory the Great in the sixth century AD. If we look at his list, we’ll see that each one can be viewed as resulting more or less directly from a failure to obey one of God’s commandments.


Lust leads to adultery.

Greed, Gluttony, and Envy are all forms of covetousness, leading us to desire more than we have or need.

Sloth, in its original sense, was defined as a failure to enjoy the goodness of God and the World He created, which can also be seen as a violation of His commandment to have no other gods before Him.

Wrath, or anger, leads to killing, stealing, bearing false witness, and any number of related ways of disobeying Him.

And Pride is an attempt to make ourselves more important than Him, which is, of course, putting another god before Him.



Are you risking mortal sin by failing to live up to God’s commandments? Do you have a problem living by God’s rules? Let’s look at each one in turn and see what those problems might be. Perhaps once you understand their meaning and purpose more clearly, you’ll be better able to embrace them and be less tempted to rebel against them.




CHAPTER ONE
“THOU SHALT HAVE NO OTHER
GODS BEFORE ME”

EXODUS 20:3


Tell them, I AM, Jehovah said
To Moses; while earth heard in dread,
And, smitten to the heart,
At once above, beneath, around,
All Nature, without voice or sound,
Replied, O LORD THOU ART.

—CHRISTOPHER SMART, Song to David



That seems clear and simple enough. But still people are constantly looking for little gods to fulfill their little needs. Too often we replace the god of need with the god of greed. We replace the god of love with the god of hate. We want a god who will support our causes and destroy our enemies. But these little gods, in the end, can’t and won’t help us because, as God said, “I am alpha and omega” (Revelation 22:13)—the beginning and the end, omnipotent and omnipresent. Everything comes from God and nothing will outlast Him.

When I speak with people who challenge God’s position as the Supreme Being, I ask them who then made the mountains and the rivers? Who created the earth? And they, of course, are at a loss for an answer. They have no alternative explanation for the miracle of creation. There is no little god they can present who can say, “I did it.” There is no little god who can claim that power or authority, because all these little gods are manmade.

THE BATTLE OF BAAL AND ELIJAH— THE FAILURE OF A GOD ALTERNATIVE

The Bible, as well as our history books, is filled with stories of alternative gods. But not one of them has ever been known to step up to the plate in our hour of need. Jezebel, for example, served the god Baal and influenced her husband, Ahab, to worship him as well. But when it came to a showdown between the true and living God of Joshua and Baal, Baal failed miserably.

Baal was thought to be the god in charge of the elements, the one with the power to send rain to earth, but one day the prophet Elijah appeared before Ahab and announced that it would not rain for a long time, not until he, Elijah, caused the rain to come. As time passed, the drought worsened and Ahab blamed Elijah for the rivers and creeks drying up and his people going hungry. At last Elijah returned, and Ahab accused him of having caused all Israel’s troubles. But no, said Elijah, you are the cause “in that ye have forsaken the commandments of the Lord, and thou has followed Baalim” (1 Kings 18:18).

Elijah commanded Ahab to gather the people of Israel and the 450 prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, and then asked the people, “How long halt ye between two opinions? if the Lord be God, follow him: but if Baal, then follow him” (1 Kings 18:21). When the people had no answer, Elijah announced that there would be a contest to see which was the real god. He told the prophets to bring two animals for sacrifice, one to Jehovah and the other to Baal.

The prophets built their altar and sacrificed their animal and began to pray to Baal. From morning to noon they kept shouting for him to appear while Elijah taunted them. “Cry aloud: for he is a god; either he is talking, or he is pursuing, or he is in a journey, or peradventure he sleepeth, and must be awaked” (1 Kings 18:27).

In the end, of course, Baal did not help them. But the true God, the God of the commandments, stepped up right on time and ended the drought, proving once more that He was, indeed, the alpha and omega, the all-powerful.

HE IS A GOD OF MERCY AND COMPASSION

In return for our obedience God said He would show “mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments” (Exodus 20:6). But if He is merciful, why then is there so much violence, so many vindictive and spiteful acts in the world? Whenever something goes terribly wrong, we question God— How could He do this to us? Or else we question His very existence—If there were a God, He would not allow such evil to exist. But we must remember that when God created man, He made it very clear that we would have free will. We aren’t zombies, nor did He wish us to be. He didn’t say that He would make us believe or follow His laws. Instead, we live both by His direct will as outlined in the commandments and by His permissive will, which is made clear in the many accounts of the ways in which His people disobeyed Him. God wants us to love Him voluntarily and unconditionally. He wants us to love Him with every fiber of our being, and any disobedience of His commandments will cause catastrophe, chaos, confusions, and sadness. The wages of sin is death.

Paul, in his epistle to the Romans (Romans 1:28-32), makes clear both that man’s transgressions are performed of his own free will and that God punishes us when we transgress against His commands: “And even as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gave them over to a reprobate mind, to do those things which are not convenient; Being filled with all unrighteousness, fornication, wickedness, covetousness, maliciousness; full of envy, murder, debate, deceit, malignity; whisperers, backbiters, haters of God, despiteful, proud, boasters, inventors of evil things, disobedient to parents, Without understanding, covenant-breakers, without natural affection, implacable, unmerciful: Who knowing the judgment of God, that they which commit such things are worthy of death, not only do the same, but have pleasure in them that do them.”

But when things do go wrong as a result of the choices we make, God is looking upon us with compassion, as if to say, “If only you’d obeyed me, these things never would have happened.”

GOD IS LOVE

Yes, God loves us. In fact, He loves us enough to have given us His only begotten son, who then gave his life for our sins. In John 21 Jesus, arisen from the grave, appears to his disciples and asks Simon Peter three times, “lovest thou me?” And






































DAY AFTER DAY, WE DENY HIM
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