
 

Greetings: 

 

The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that week.  It 

represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  In an attempt to 

continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to the congregation. 

These notes are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye, mistakes can possibly be found.  

Therefore, he asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 

Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to email him at 

pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  September 6, 2020 
Title:  The Ten Words 
Text:  Exodus 20:1-21 [Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 4:13; 10:4] 
Theme: The people of God have been and shall forever be marked by the ten words. 
 

How does something that is bound by time to a particular people group transcend the borders 
of a nation and reach through the trenches of time for our benefit without forfeiting our 
hermeneutical integrity? I trust this study will endeavor to achieve that lofty goal. 
 

Remember, this covenant is a VASSAL TREATY. The word Suzerain Treaty is another way of 

saying the vassal treaty. It means, “A nation that controls another nation in international affairs 

but allows it domestic sovereignty.”1 

 

EMPHASIS 

“The Ten Commandments, and the books of law that follow, are meant to form Israel as a sacred 

community, a community rooted in right worship of God and living in justice and peace with 

one another. The Israelites are to live as neighbors to one another, the foundation of which is 

knowing the God to whom they belong.”2  

 
“TEN WORDS (COMMANDMENTS): We usually refer to Exodus 20:2-17 as the Ten 
Commandments. That title does not appear in this text, but does appear in three later verses 
(Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 4:13; 10:4). However, the Hebrew word that we translate as 
‘commandments’ in those verses is debarim, which is more often translated as ‘words.’ As we 
shall see shortly, the distinction between Ten Words and Ten Commandments is significant, 
because Jews regard verse 2, which is not in the form of a commandment, as the first of Ten 
Words.”3 
 

 Exod. 34:28 And he was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, 
nor drink water. And he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten [words]. 
 

 Deut. 4:13 And he declared unto you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, even 
ten [words]; and he wrote them upon two tables of stone. 

 

 Deut. 10:4 And he wrote on the tables, according to the first writing, the ten [words], which the 
LORD spake unto you in the mount out of the midst of the fire in the day of the assembly: and 
the LORD gave them unto me.  

 
Introduction: 
What are the 10 in relation to the Law? 
How are the 10 to be understood and do they carry into the New Testament? 
Are we to keep the 10 Commandments? 
How important is it to keep the ten commandments in our public schools and judicial 
courtrooms? 
The morality in the Law reflects God’s character. The Law does not begin morality. It only 
legislates morality.  
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I am fully aware that an entire lesson could be taught on each of the ten words. This study 
desires to put the ten words in their proper historical and Christological context and 
implication. 
 
The exact order of the information received by the original author is unknown. But either Moses 
or an editor [like Joshua] placed this order through divine inspiration. 
 

 Literary Context (preceding and following paragraphs): 

 

Remember the historical context for this instruction. God is known as YHWH. Among all the 

“gods” of the Egyptians, YHWH reigns supreme. He is the God of breath-taking signs and 

wonders. He is the God who passes over the condemned through a blood offering and He is the 

GOD who crushes His enemies. In light of this information you have the ten. The Law speaks to 

our glaring inability and God’s complete sufficiency. He condescends and through His mercy 

and grace enables us to dwell in His presence for our joy. 

 

“This chapter is the heart of the Law of Israel, and as such is well known throughout the world. 

There is so much literature on it that it is almost impossible to say anything briefly and do justice 

to the subject. But the exposition of the book must point out that this is the charter of the new 

nation of Israel. These ten commands (words) form the preamble; they will be followed by the 

decisions (judgments). And then in chap. 24 the covenant will be inaugurated. So when Israel 

entered into covenant with God, they entered into a theocracy by expressing their willingness 

to submit to his authority. The Law was the binding constitution for the nation of Israel under 

Yahweh their God. It was specifically given to them at a certain time and in a certain place. The 

Law legislated how Israel was to live in order to be blessed by God and used by him as a 

kingdom of priests. In the process of legislating their conduct and their ritual for worship, the 

Law revealed God. It revealed the holiness of Yahweh as the standard for all worship and 

service, and in revealing that it revealed or uncovered sin. But what the Law condemned, the 

Law (Leviticus) also made provision for in the laws of the sacrifice and the feasts intended for 

atonement. The NT teaches that the Law was good, and perfect, and holy. But it also teaches 

that Christ was the end (goal) of the Law, that it ultimately led to him. It was a pedagogue, Paul 

said, to bring people to Christ. And when the fulfillment of the promise came in him, believers 

were not to go back under the Law. What this means for Christians is that what the Law of Israel 

revealed about God and his will is timeless and still authoritative over faith and conduct, but 

what the Law regulated for Israel in their existence as the people of God has been done away 

with in Christ. The Ten Commandments reveal the essence of the Law; the ten for the most 

part are reiterated in the NT because they reflect the holy and righteous nature of God. The NT 

often raises them to a higher standard, to guard the spirit of the Law as well as the letter.”4
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 Historical Context (what is happening to the nation and to the prophet): 

 

“When Exodus 20 opens, Israel has been liberated from slavery in Egypt and has set out 

into the wilderness. The people have encountered thirst and hunger, and God has 

provided sweet water and bread from heaven. They have been attacked and have been 

victorious, and they have finally reached Sinai. There, in chapter 19, God makes a 

covenant with Israel: Israel will be God's treasured possession, a priestly kingdom and a 

holy nation, if the people keep their end of the covenant. Here, unlike in the covenants 

with Noah and with Abraham in Genesis 17, a mutual covenant is established: Israel must 

follow God's commands if they are to remain God's people.”5 

 

“The covenant at Sinai is patterned after a suzerainty treaty, in which a suzerain (king or 

lord) lists the good things that he has done for his vassal, lists stipulations the vassal must 

obey, and promises reward for that obedience.1 So God begins by identifying Godself as 

the one "who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery," (20:2) 

displaying like a suzerain God's beneficence toward the people.”6 

 

“This is a turning point in life of Israel. Until now, the book of Exodus has focused on 
Yahweh’s saving actions to bring Israel out of slavery in Egypt. Now the emphasis shifts 
to emphasize the covenant relationship that exists between Yahweh and Israel—and the 
responsibilities of Israel to Yahweh as their part of that covenant. The repetition of these 
commandments in Deuteronomy 5:6-21 emphasizes their importance. However, they do 
not constitute the full giving of the law. That began with Exodus 20, and will continue 
through Exodus 31. The giving of the law will then resume with Exodus 35-40 (chapter 
40 being the last chapter of Exodus). The books of Leviticus and Numbers are largely 
additional giving of the law, and Deuteronomy is a later restatement of the law. 
TEN WORDS (COMMANDMENTS): We usually refer to Exodus 20:2-17 as the Ten 
Commandments. That title does not appear in this text, but does appear in three later 
verses (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 4:13; 10:4). However, the Hebrew word that we 
translate as “commandments” in those verses is debarim, which is more often translated 
as “words.” As we shall see shortly, the distinction between Ten Words and Ten 
Commandments is significant, because Jews regard verse 2, which is not in the form of a 
commandment, as the first of Ten Words.”7 
 
How does something that is bound by time to a particular people group transcend the 
borders of a nation and reach through the trenches of time for our benefit without 
forfeiting our hermeneutical integrity? I trust this study will endeavor to achieve that 
lofty goal. 
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I. The Larger Literary Context 
 
Torah – 613 – 10 - 2 
 

A. PENTATEUCH or Torah [Instruction] 
 

1. Instructing Stories 
2. Binding Rules 
3. Edenic Tabernacle 
4. Mediating Priesthood 
5. Atoning Sacrifices 
6. Celebrating Feast Days 

 
B. The 613 Commandments 

 
“The Talmud notes that the Hebrew numerical value (gematria) of the word ‘Torah’ is 611, 
and combining Moses's 611 commandments with the first two of the Ten 
Commandments which were the only ones heard directly from God, adds up to 613.”8 
 
The 613 commandments include "positive commandments", to perform an act, and 
"negative commandments", to abstain from certain acts.  
 
The negative commandments number 365, [number of days in the solar year], and the 
positive commandments number 248, [number of bones and main organs in the human 
body]. 
 
Broadly speaking, we divide the Law into three categories. 

 Ceremonial – these address our relationship to God 

 Civil – these emphasize our relationship to the community 

 Moral – these emphasize our relationship to our neighbor 
 
However, this division is only for understanding. The Law is an indivisible whole. 
 

C. THE ESSENCE 
 
All 613 Commandments are RELATIONAL Commands. 
Our RELATIONSHIP to YHWH and 
Our RELATIONSHIP to ONE ANOTHER 
They can only be carried out in community. There is an inter-connectedness to all of the 
commandments (James 2:10). We think individually, but they are impacting the 
community. This is true for Israel as a theocracy and it is true for the church as a body. 
 
REMEMBER:  Still a VASSAL TREATY;  IF / THEN 
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II. STRUCTURE 
 
“Later, God will give Moses these commandments on two stone tablets (Exodus 31:18). 

We usually picture the first tablet as containing the first four commandments (or five, 

depending on the numbering system). These first commandments have a vertical focus—

Israel’s relationship to God. We picture the second tablet as containing the last six (or 

five) commandments, which have a horizontal focus—Israel’s relationship to people 

within the covenant community.”9 

 

 Prologue (vv. 1, 2) 
a. I saved you 
b. I freed you 

 Love YHWH Your God (vv. 3-11) 
a. Remember the story 

 Love Your Neighbor (vv. 12-17) 
a. love your neighbor 
b. one positive, five negatives 

 Epilogue (vv. 18-21) 
 

A. PROLOGUE 
 
vv. 1, 2 
YHWH crushed all other gods. 
YHWH redeemed His people from Egyptian slavery and for Eden freedom.  
 
“The God who appeared to Abraham and Sarah is the same God who appears to Moses 
now, and the people are those who bear Abraham and Sarah's names. Exodus 20 even 
remembers the creation of the world. In verse 4, the language of "heaven above," "earth 
beneath," and "water under the earth" recalls that same language in the first creation 
narrative. The God who separated those waters at the creation is the only god who is 
worthy of worship. The commandment to remember the Sabbath overtly refers to the 
first creation narrative; in resting on the seventh day, the people are in fact doing what 
God did. In these ways, the text demonstrates that God is the creator and that the people 
are the created, and that the harmony and order that God established in creation is once 
again established through God's law in the community of the Israelites.”10 
 

Unless you have the prologue, the commandments are without power. 
The JESUS SEED (vv. 1, 2) Always Produces GOSPEL FRUIT (vv. 3-17) 
 

B. The 10 WORDS 
1. Commands 1-4 call us to LOVE YHWH 
2. Commands 5-10 call us to LOVE OUR NEIGHBOR 
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VERTICAL - LOVE YHWH YOUR GOD (vv. 3-11) 
You shall have no other Gods but me. 
 He just destroyed all Egyptian gods. 
You shall not make for yourself any idol, nor bow down to it or worship it. 
 This was common in Egypt and in Canaan. 
You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God. 

The issue isn’t simply using His name inappropriately, but not honoring Him by 
reflecting properly on Him. 

You shall remember and keep the Sabbath day holy (vv. 8-11). 
The idea of holy is set apart. One of our discussions is whether or not we should 
keep the Sabbath. What is the alternative? We work seven days a week and we 
never set aside a day where we gather and remember! When you have the choice, 
you are wrong when you work all seven days and you are wrong when you do 
not set aside a day to gather with God’s people for church. 
By the way, we take God’s name in vain when we do not remember and keep the 
Sabbath.  

 
The intent of the vertical is to remind you of who He is and who you are. The 
commandments are there to keep us in Story. Because of who He is and what He has 
done, here is how we are to relate to Him. These “actions” honor Him. They know Him. 
All of these actions are setting God apart. In a world of supposed inclusiveness and 
tolerance, we are different. We are singular and narrow as to who God is. He is YHWH. 
He is Jesus. Phil. 2; Acts 4; John 14; 1 Tim. 2:5. We say something singular by what we 
believe and by how we live. 
 
HORIZONTAL - LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF (vv. 12-17) 
Respect your father and mother, so that . . . (v. 12) 
 If you don’t, things will go horribly wrong! 

If a man have a stubborn and rebellious son, which will not obey the voice of his father, or the 

voice of his mother ... all the men of the city shall stone him with stones, that he die... (Dt. 21:18, 

21) [The son is an adult son; not a smaller child] 
You must not commit murder. 
You must not commit adultery. 
You must not steal. 
You must not give false evidence against your neighbor. 
You must not be envious of your neighbor's goods. You shall not be envious of his house 
nor his wife, nor anything that belongs to your neighbor. 
 
I began by thinking there was one positive and five negatives. However, I think they are 
all negative commands. As it relates to your neighbor, it is about not doing them harm. 
Otherwise, leave your neighbor’s stuff alone! Keep your nose out of your neighbor’s 
business / possessions. 
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You might say “of course.” This is easy. Who would do such things? Christians fail, but 
these are not activities we condone or encourage.  
 

The sequence cannot be reversed and the outcome cannot be avoided. 
Because of a failure in the vertical, we have failure in the horizontal. 
The Commandments describe what the redeemed look like. It is how they behave toward 
God and toward One Another. 
 
You might ask, “If these are for Israel, why do we have to ‘keep’ them?” Good question. 
We are not keeping them because they are in Israel’s Law, but because of their reduction 
and repetition in the New Testament. In fact, we do not keep them to gain. We keep them 
because we got. This is the type of fruit the Jesus Seed produces in and through His 
people. 
 

C. UNDER THE NEW TESTAMENT COVENANT 
 
All 10 are repeated in the New Testament. 
The issue isn’t in the details, but in the essence of the 10. 
 

READ 
Mark  12:28-34 
 

We sometimes think we are “good” simply because the sin we engage in isn’t listed. But 
that is not the point. If you think you’ve got this, read the Sermon on the Mount. You 
murder when you look on someone with anger or wish ill. You commit adultery when 
you look on someone with lust in your heart. If that doesn’t break your heart, I do not 
know what does. 
 

D. EPILOGUE 
Israel’s Response (vv. 18, 19, 21) 
YHWH’s Intent (v. 20) 
 
“The sense of “prove” fits this context best because the terrifying phenomena were 
intended to put the fear of God in their hearts so that they would obey. In other words, 
God was inspiring them to obey, not simply testing to see if they would.”11 
 

“for God has come  
 in order to test you, and  
 in order that the fear of Him may remain with you,  
  so that you may not sin.” 
 
PROVERBS 
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1:7 The fear of YHWH is the beginning of knowledge; 
    fools despise wisdom and instruction. 
 

The idea of fear, honor, glory, and knowing are tied together. If you do not begin with 
YHWH in your heart, you end up with anarchy in your hand. 
 

III. APPLICATION 
 

A. OUR PROBLEM 
 
Every one of our social ills and individual problems fail on these two things:  
First, Love Jesus. Second, Love One Another. 
 
We might think this is overly simplistic, but the more I study and live the more I see how 
incredible this is. My language of YHWH or JESUS is intentional because I’m convinced 
a lot of the violence and destruction being perpetuated is done by those who would claim 
to be good Christians or that their Christianity causes them to participate in the anarchy. 
Something is fundamentally wrong with this kind of thinking.  
 
There is no social appeasement apart from a gospel answer. 
Unless you have the prologue and the epilogue, the commandments are without intrinsic 
power. 
 
The only way the unbelieving will keep His commandments is through threat of 
punishment. The consequence has to be greater than the cause. Remember, for Israel, this 
is an “If / Then” treaty. 
For the New Testament Church, this is not an “If / Then” treaty. If we love Him, then we 
are keeping His Words. Our conformity to the 10 Words is caused by His love for us. 
 
We see significant problems in our world and there are not absolute solutions because 
they are using secular means. The horizontal is always corrupt and consuming. Unless 
you have the prologue and the epilogue, the commandments are without intrinsic 
power. They are good, but to the unbelieving they are lip stick on a pig.  
 
You can worship God, but it isn’t your worship of God that saves you. Jesus saves you. 
And as a consequence of this, you worship Him. 
 

B. NEXT STEP 
 

 Love Jesus 
How have you forgotten Him and how can you do those things that cause you 
to remember? What is competing with and canceling out the voice of God? 

 Love your Neighbor 
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What do you need to stop doing and what do you need to start doing? How 
might you help and not hurt one another? 

 
“Sinai has been the place to which God has been leading all along, and not just from the 
escape from Egypt. The whole journey, from creation forward, has been leading to this 
place. It is at Sinai that God shows the Israelites the harmonious world in which they're 
meant to live, and calls them to live in it. It's as if God is saying, "This is what you were 
made for. You were not made to wander, to be afraid, to hunger and thirst, to be lost. You 
were made to live in this community of justice, in right relationship with your God. Stay 
true to these commandments, and this is where you will remain." 
Of course, we don't stay true, so Sinai serves as a signpost, ever reminding us of the sacred 
community for which we were made, and calling us back to it.”12 
 
Let us Pray 
 
1 Timothy 1:17 Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and 
glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 

1 https://www.thefreedictionary.com/suzerain  
2 https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1224 
3 https://sermonwriter.com/biblical-commentary/exodus-201-20-commentary/  
4 https://netbible.org/bible/Exodus+20  
5 https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1224  
6 https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1224  
7 https://sermonwriter.com/biblical-commentary/exodus-201-20-commentary/  
8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/613_commandments  
9 https://sermonwriter.com/biblical-commentary/exodus-201-20-commentary/  
10 https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1224  
11 https://netbible.org/bible/Exodus+20  
12 https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1224 

                                                           


