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An Overview of the Ten Commandments  
(Exodus 20:1-17) 

Introduction 
We know that “all Scripture is profitable” (2 Timothy 3:16). We should also know that some portions of 

Scripture are more crucial than others. Some texts of Scripture serve as a key to the understanding of other 
Scripture. For example, the parable of the soils (Matthew 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-25) is a significant clue to 
understanding the teaching of our Lord. It is a key to grasping the reason for His use of parables (Mark 4:13). 
It was also the key to understanding the differing responses of men to the message of our Lord. 

The Decalogue1 (the Ten Commandments) is one of the keys to understanding the Old Testament. Cole 
writes: “… the ‘ten words’ are at once the beginning and the heart of the Mosaic revelation. Around the ‘ten 
words’ it is possible to group most of the provisions of the ‘book of the covenant’ in chapters 21-23, and 
around the book of the covenant in turn to group the rest of the Torah.”2 

While all do not agree on this point, I believe that Cole is right in his conclusion that the Ten 
Commandments are an introductory summary of the Law,3 the central core of the more lengthy Law of 
Moses which will follow in the Pentateuch. The essence of the Law is outlined for us first, and then the more 
detailed documentation of the Law will follow. 

I am opposed in principle to the “red letter” editions of the Bible because they imply that the words of 
Jesus are somehow more inspired than those of the apostles and prophets. Nevertheless, I will remind you 
that verse 1 of chapter 20 begins by informing us that these commandments were not indirectly given to the 
Israelites, but were spoken by God directly: “Then God spoke all these words, saying …” (Exodus 20:1). We 
thus have one of the few “red letter” statements of the Old Testament before us. Surely we must sense that 
something significant has been spoken, to which we should give heed. 

In following lessons, we will look at each of the commandments in detail, but in this lesson we will 
attempt to gain an appreciation for the Ten Commandments as a whole. They are, after all, a unit, and must 
be understood individually in relationship to the whole. We will therefore seek to get an overall impression 
of the commandments as a whole in preparation for our more exacting study of the Law in its parts. 

The Structure of the Decalogue 
I suppose that most of us have a mental picture of the Ten Commandments, with five of them engraved 

into each of the two stone tablets. Actually, there is a great difference of opinion on this particular matter.4 

                                                             
1 “In 34:28 and Deuteronomy 4:13; 10:4 it is called literally ‘the ten words’ (translated ‘Ten 

Commandments’), and hence the name ‘Decalogue’ (from the Greek deka = ‘ten’ and logos = ‘word’), which 
was apparently used first by Clemens of Alexandria, and is appropriate.” W. H. Gispen, Exodus, trans. by Ed 
van der Maas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1982), p. 185. 

2 R. Alan Cole, Exodus: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973), 
p. 149. 

3 There are other such summaries, as Kaiser points out: “This penchant for reducing a maze of details 
into a limited set of principles is not limited to the two accounts of the Decalogue in Exodus 20 and 
Deuteronomy 5. There are at least seven other summaries to which the Jewish community have regularly 
pointed. These are: the eleven principles of Psalm 15 (cf. Ps. 24:3-6); the six commands of Isaiah 33:15; the 
three commands of Micah 6:8; the two commands of Isaiah 56:1; and the one command of Amos 5:4; 
Habakkuk 2:4; and Leviticus 19:2.” Walter C. Kaiser, Jr. Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: 
Academie Books, 1983), p. 81. 

4 “There is no agreement as to whether each of the two tablets contained five commandments (Philo, 
Josephus, Irenaeus, etc), or one four and the other six (Calvin), or one three and the other seven (Augustine). 
Today some are of the opinion that each of the two tablets contained all ten commandments …” Gispen, pp. 
187-188. 
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Also, there are a number of differences over the numbering of the commandments.5 Our attention, however, 
will be directed toward the overall structure of the commandments. 

It has been noted that there are really only three positive statements made in verses 2-17, while the 
remaining statements are negative—prohibitions. This has led some to view the commandments as having a 
three-fold division.6 Seen in this way, the commandments can be outlined in this way: Israel’s Worship (vss. 
2-7); Israel’s Work (vss. 8-11); and Israel’s Walk (vss. 12-17). This is the general outline which will be 
assumed in our study of the commandments. 

The Characteristics of the Commandments 
As we consider the Ten Commandments as a whole, there are a number of characteristics which are 

noteworthy. 
(1) The content of the commandments is not really new. Kaiser points out that while the 

commandments are formally given as God’s Law here, the Book of Genesis reveals the fact that these 
formalized laws were already followed, or assumed as a moral standard: 

In spite of its marvelous succinctness, economy of words, and comprehensive vision, it 
must not be thought that the Decalogue was inaugurated and promulgated at Sinai for the 
first time. All Ten Commandments had been part of the Law of God previously written on 
hearts instead of stone, for all ten appear, in one way or another, in Genesis. They are: 

The first, Genesis 35:2: ‘Get rid of the foreign gods.’ 
The second, Genesis 31:39: Laban to Jacob: ‘But why did you steal my gods?’ 
The third, Genesis 24:3: ‘I want you to swear by the Lord.’ 
The fourth, Genesis 2:3: ‘God blessed the seventh day and made it holy.’ 
The fifth, Genesis 27:41: ‘The days of mourning my father are near.’ 
The sixth, Genesis 4:9: ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ 
The seventh, Genesis 39:9: ‘How then could I do such a wicked thing and sin 
against God?’ 
The eighth, Genesis 44:4-7: ‘Why have you stolen my silver cup?’ 
The ninth, Genesis 39:17: ‘[Joseph] came to me to make sport of me … but … he 
ran. …’ 
The tenth, Genesis 12:18; 20:3: ‘You are as good as dead because of the woman you 
have taken; she is a married woman.’ 

Of course, not every one of these illustrations are equally clear, for the text does not pause 
to moralize on the narratives, but each would appear to add to the orders of creation already 
given in the first chapters of Genesis.7 

(2) The Decalogue is in the form of the suzerainty-vassal treaties of that day in the ancient Near 
East. Archeologists have discovered that there were certain literary forms by which treaties were made 

                                                             
5 “The laws are not numbered, however; therefore Roman Catholic and Lutheran communions make 

but one what Reformed and Greek Orthodox call the first two. In order to keep the number ten, the reformed 
and Greek Orthodox must divide the tenth commandment into two, making the first sentence of the tenth 
commandment number nine and the rest number ten.” Kaiser, p. 82. Cf. also, Cole, p. 152. 

6 “There are only three positive statements in verses 2-17 of Exodus 20—all without a finite verb. … 
John J. Owens has suggested that these three clauses might serve as the basis for dividing up the Decalogue into 
three sections and govern the other seven commands. In fact, in Deuteronomy 5:6-21, the commands are 
connected (unlike Exodus 20:2-17) by the conjunction … (‘and’) that suggests that they are all governed by the 
fifth commandment. If adopted, the phrases might be rendered: (1) I being the Lord your God … [therefore 
observe commandments one to three]; (2) Remembering the Sabbath day … [therefore do vv. 9-11]; and (3) 
Honoring your father and mother … [therefore observe commandments six to ten]. It would seem appropriate, 
therefore, to use this outline for discussing the Decalogue: (1) Right Relations With God (vv. 2-7), (2) Right 
Relations With Work (vv. 8-11), and (3) Right Relations With Society (vv. 12-17).” Kaiser, p. 84. 

7 Kaiser, pp. 81-82. Gispen seems to agree, when he writes, “… the archaeological discoveries support 
the thesis that the Ten Commandments are a restatement and clarification of the innate moral Law with which 
man was created (cf. Rom. 2:14-15).” Gispen, p. 186. 
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between the king and his subjects. Comparing the Decalogue with these Near Eastern treaties reveals that the 
same suzerainty-vassal treaty form was employed in the covenant which God gave Israel.  

… God reveals Himself precisely in those moral commandments. To Israel, the ‘book of 
the covenant’ is a definition of the terms under which God, as a great monarch, accepts 
Israel as His subjects under a ‘suzerainty treaty’ … The ‘great king’ stated his identity, 
outlined what he had done for his prospective vassal, promised future protection and, on 
the grounds and basis of this, demanded exclusive loyalty and laid down certain obligations 
for his subjects. Often lists of curses and blessings are appended: these too are familiar 
from the Old Testament.8 

(3) The Decalogue, while similar in form to other Near Eastern treaties, is strikingly different in its 
content. It has been observed that there are similarities between the Law of Moses and other Near Eastern 
treaties, such as the Code of Hammurabi. The two covenants are decidedly different in that the Mosaic 
covenant is based upon religious belief, while the Code of Hammurabi (and others) is not: 

The main similarity lies in their form, e.g., in the use of the formula ‘if someone … then. 
…’ The discovery of the Code of Hammurabi has reinstated the previously mentioned 
‘Book of the Covenant’ … and the Decalogue as being of Mosaic origin. … But the Code 
of Hammurabi stands on a lower level than the Decalogue, if only because the former does 
not forbid covetousness (cf. 20:17). H. T. Obbink says: The entire code of Hammurabi does 
not contain a single religious idea, not even in the laws concerning temple prostitutes and 
magic’ (Inleiding tot den Bijbel, p. 27). The purpose is not to inculcate godliness, but rather 
to regulate social relationships. And Israel’s laws are, according to Wildeboer, more 
imbued with a spirit of mercy. But we must not forget that Hammurabi’s code was intended 
to be a legal rather than a religious document.9 

The Decalogue is religious in nature, beginning with stipulations related to Israel’s relationship to her 
God, the God who delivered her from her bondage in Egypt. Every stipulation from beginning to end, is 
based upon Israel’s relationship to her God. The codes of other Near Eastern covenants is thoroughly secular.  

(4) The Decalogue is, in one sense, intensely personal. 
It [the Law] was, first of all, intensely personal. God spoke from heaven so all the people 
could hear his voice (Deut. 4:32-34: ‘Has any other people heard the voice of god speaking 
out of fire, as you have, and lived?’). The ultimate motivation for doing the Law was to be 
like the Lord—in holiness (Lev. 20:26) and action (Deut. 10:17-19; 14:1-2; 16:18-20). The 
covenant aims to establish a personal relationship, not a code of conduct in the abstract.10 

Students of the Decalogue have observed that the “you” in the commandments is not plural, but singular. 
The mood, likewise, is that of exhortation. Each individual is therefore urged to enter into the joy of service 
(of being a holy priesthood) by adopting this covenant and by obeying the laws which are contained therein. 

(5) The Decalogue is a not only a constitution, it is God’s standard for Israel’s culture. As I was 
studying the commandments, it suddenly occurred to me that God was prescribing, to a large degree, the 
culture of the nation Israel. We evaluate men by their character (or at least we should). But what is the 
measure of a nation? I submit to you that a people can, to a large degree, be judged by their culture. While 
some aspects of a culture are amoral, many are not. By giving Israel the Decalogue, God was prescribing the 
moral base for their culture. 

Remember that Israel had just emerged from the Egyptian culture. As a persecuted minority, the 
Egyptian culture, to which the Israelites had been exposed for 400 years, was perhaps easier to shrug off 
                                                             

8 Cole, pp. 150, 153. Referring to Exodus 20:2, Cole writes, “Our new understanding of the process 
of covenant making in early Western Asia … has shown conclusively that such a self-proclamation is an 
integral part of any covenant making. Although Mendenhall’s evidence is largely from Hittite sources, no 
doubt the Hittites are simply reproducing what was the wider pattern throughout the whole area” (p. 153). 
Cole goes on to indicate that while the form is strikingly similar to the ancient Hittite suzerainty treaties, this 
does not mean that the content is diluted or diminished in any way, comparing the similarities in style to that 
of Paul’s letters with the contemporary Greek format of his day (p. 153). 

9 Gispen, p. 186. 
10 Kaiser, p. 77. 
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when they left that land. On the other hand, the Canaanite culture was surely not one which was to be 
adopted by God’s people. Thus, God gave the Law to Israel to dictate not only individual conduct, but to 
establish a corporate code of behavior, a new culture, if you would. 

The significance of this can hardly be overemphasized. When God saved Israel, He did so as a nation. 
The nation is composed of individuals, with its corporate witness equal to the sum total of the godliness of 
every Israelite. From New Testament times, God has saved individuals, but He has made them a part of a 
corporate body, His church. While there is much room for cultural differences in the church (cf. Acts 15), 
there are some dimensions of one’s culture which must be set aside because they are inconsistent with 
Christian morality. There is a sense in which the church corporately establishes its own culture. This may be 
one reason why John R. W. Stott entitled his exposition of the Sermon on the Mount, Christian Counter-
Culture.11 

(6) The commandments are predominantly negative. It doesn’t take long for the reader to observe 
that there are more no’s and do not’s in the Decalogue than there are positive statements. While this cannot 
be denied, I would suggest that the overall tone of the text is positive, nevertheless. I come to this conclusion 
on the basis of several factors. 

The main reason why we focus on the negatives here in the Decalogue is because we have a 
negative attitude toward the Law. Those of us who believe that we are “not under Law, but under grace” 
(Romans 6:15), need not seek to give the new covenant its proper place by trying to make the old covenant 
look bad. The biblical stance, as I have previously proposed, is that the old covenant was good, while the new 
covenant is better. 

I am reminded of R. C. Sproul’s comments about the grace which is evident in the Old Testament Law:  
We cannot deny that the New Testament seems to reduce the number of capital offenses. 
By comparison the Old Testament seems radically severe. What we fail to remember, 
however, is that the Old Testament list represents a massive reduction in capital crimes 
from the original list. The Old Testament code represents a bending over backwards of 
divine patience and forbearance. The Old Testament Law is one of astonishing grace. 
Astonishing grace? I will say it again. The Old Testament list of capital crimes represents a 
massive reduction of the original list. It is an astonishing measure of grace. The Old 
Testament record is chiefly a record of the grace of God.12  

As Sproul will go on to say, originally the standard was, “The soul that sins shall die.” Adam and Eve 
had the death penalty pronounced upon them because of their partaking of a forbidden fruit. That was not 
murder, rape, or kidnapping; it was disobedience to a simple command of God. In our society, it would 
hardly rate as a misdemeanor, let alone be considered a felony, worthy of the death sentence. The Law, then, 
greatly reduced the number of offenses which were punishable by death. Once again, we find that the Law 
had a very positive dimension.  

Every prohibition (negatives) is the outworking of an initial positive statement (of which there are 
three). As we have seen above, the Decalogue can be viewed as having three positive statements, each of 
which is followed by corresponding prohibition. While we are inclined to focus on the fact that there are 
more negatives than positives, let us remember that the negatives are all the logical consequence of an initial 
positive statement.  

The laws of physics tell us that every action has an equal and opposite reaction. The same is true in the 
moral and spiritual realm. For every positive there are corresponding negatives. If we are to shine as lights in 
this dark world we must avoid the evil deeds of darkness. If we are to be pure and holy, we must avoid that 
which is unclean. The emphasis should be on the positive, not on the negative. Negatives are only necessary 
in order to produce positive results.  

One may wonder why it would not have been possible for God to have made more positive statements 
than negative ones. The answer is simple: when the number of positives greatly exceeds the number of 
negatives, it is simpler to name the negatives. As counted, there are something like nine negative 
commands, but this is a very few negatives when you think about it, especially when compared to the number 
of positive things which constitute obedience to the commandments.  
                                                             

11 John R. W. Stott, Christian Counter-Culture (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1978). 
12 R. C. Sproul, The Holiness of God (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1985), p. 148. 
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Let me attempt to illustrate the positive dimension of negative commandments by drawing your attention 
to the vows a husband takes in the marriage ceremony. The husband to be will promise that he will “forsake 
all others” and take this one woman as his wife. The husband could say to himself, “I cannot live with Betty 
as my wife … I cannot live with Sarah as my wife … I cannot live with Paula as my wife …” On and on the 
husband could go. In this mode of thinking, the husband could think of millions of women with whom he 
could not live as husband and wife. But he does not think this way. Instead, the husband who has just taken 
his vow to forsake all others goes his way rejoicing in this one positive truth, which overrides all others: “I 
can take Betty Lou (or whatever his one wife’s name is) as my wife—Hallelujah!” It is not the number of 
no’s compared to the number of yes’s, but the value of the yes that matters most. In this light, the few 
negatives of the Ten Commandments are far outweighed by the positive blessing of having fellowship with 
God and taking part in being a priestly nation, which manifests God to men. 

In order to keep the commandments to a concise summary statement, God found it easier to list the few 
prohibitions (negatives) than to attempt to enumerate every positive freedom under the Law. When God 
placed Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, He could have walked about the garden with them saying, 
“This, Adam and Eve,13 is a Jonathan apple tree. You may eat of its fruit.” “This is a MacIntosh apple tree, of 
which you can eat as well.” “And this is an Alberta peach tree. You may eat its peaches. …” This could have 
gone on for a long time. Finally, God could then have said, “Now as for this one tree, you cannot eat of its 
fruit, lest you die.” This method would have emphasized the freedom which they had in the garden, but it 
would have made the Book of Genesis a whole lot longer. And so, for the sake of brevity, God simply said, 
“You may freely eat of the fruit of every tree of the garden, but of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil, you shall not eat, lest you die” (my paraphrase of Genesis 2:16-17). 

Satan attempted to take that one prohibition and to create in the minds of Adam and Eve the suspicion 
that God was really negative and restrictive, rather than generous and gracious. And so it can be with the Law 
as well. Satan would like nothing better than to underscore the negatives of the Law so that we would lose 
sight of the positive contribution of the Law. Thus, we find the teaching of negatives a part of the satanic 
strategy of deception, in the hope of getting men’s attention off of God’s grace (cf. 1 Timothy 4:1-5). 

The Decalogue is positive because our Lord said so. When asked to summarize the essence of the Law 
our Lord responded, “‘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 foremost commandment. And a second is like it, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 
22:37-40). 

In Exodus 20 God expressed the essence of the Old Testament Law in ten principle statements. Here, our 
Lord summarized the Law even more concisely, expressing its essence in two statements.  

If we were asked to capture the essence of the Law in but one word, based upon the response of our Lord 
in Matthew chapter 22, what would that one word be? Without a doubt, that word would have to be love. The 
Law can be summarized in this simple way: Love (1) God; and (2) your neighbor. 

Now, is love a positive or a negative concept? Primarily, it is a positive concept. Secondarily, it is a 
negative one. The reason is that love is exclusive, we love someone or something over something else. Thus, 
love is positive, but it has negative implications. This is precisely the way we should view the Law. It is 
essentially and fundamentally positive, although this positive dimension has negative implications.  

Finally, the Decalogue is positive because God purposed that the demands of the Decalogue would 
be fulfilled by one Israelite—the Messiah—not the nation as a whole.  

In Exodus chapter 19 we learned that the giving of the Law was directly related to Israel’s calling to be 
“a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (v. 6). Israel was called of God for a specific purpose: to manifest 
God to the world by being a “kingdom of priests,” and a “light to the Gentiles” (cf. Isaiah 42:6; 60:1-3). In 
order to do this Israel must keep the Law of God, not in order to be saved, but in order to manifest the 
character of God. If Israel was to represent God they must be like God. The Law defined how God’s holiness 
would be manifested in the lives of men and women. When the Israelites failed to obey God’s Law they also 
failed to manifest their God to the nations.  

                                                             
13 Just to keep the record straight, God seems to have given the command regarding the forbidden fruit 

only to Adam, since Eve had not yet been created. It would appear that it was Adam’s responsibility to 
communicate this command to her. 
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This did not come as a surprise to God, however. God never had any delusions that Israel would ever 
live up to the standard set by the Law. After the Law was given (for the second time) in Deuteronomy, God 
said, “‘Oh that they had such a heart in them, that they would fear Me, and keep all My commandments always, 
that it may be well with them and with their sons forever!’” (Deuteronomy 5:29).  

Later on, when the people pledged to follow God and to obey His Law under the leadership of Joshua, 
Joshua responded, 

“You will not be able to serve the Lord, for He is a holy God. He is a jealous God; He will 
not forgive your transgression of your sins. If you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, 
then He will turn and do you harm and consume you after He has done good to you.” And 
the people said to Joshua, “No, but we will serve the Lord.” And Joshua said to the people, 
“You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen for yourselves the Lord, to 
serve Him” (Joshua 24:19-22). 

The history of Israel is the account of how one generation after another failed to live up to her high 
calling and according to the standard of the Law. We learn from the New Testament that God knew Israel 
would fail and thus planned to fulfill His promise to Abraham another way. Thus, we read, 

Brethren, I speak in terms of human relations: even though it is only a man’s covenant, yet 
when it has been ratified, no one sets it aside or adds conditions to it. Now the promises 
were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. He does not say, “And to seeds,” as referring to 
many, but rather to one, “And to your seed,” that is Christ. What I am saying is this: the 
Law, which came four hundred and thirty years later, does not invalidate a covenant 
previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. For if the inheritance is based on 
Law, it is no longer based on a promise; but God has granted it to Abraham by means of a 
promise (Galatians 3:15-18). 

This is not the time for a full exposition of this text. Notice, however, how Paul stresses that the promise 
of God given in the Abrahamic covenant looks forward to its fulfillment by one person (seed, singular), 
rather than by a group (seeds, plural). Paul underscores that God never expected Israel to be a blessing to the 
Gentiles as a nation, by her fulfillment of the Mosaic covenant. Instead, God purposed to fulfill the 
Abrahamic covenant through one person, the seed, Israel’s Messiah. So it was that the promise to Abraham 
would be fulfilled. So, too, through Messiah, Israel’s high calling would be fulfilled. 

We see this evidenced in the Old Testament Scriptures. There is a mysterious blending or converging (at 
least in Old Testament times) of Israel’s corporate identity and her identity with Messiah. Let me point out a 
couple of examples of how Israel’s corporate destiny was realized through the one seed, Messiah. Israel was 
to be “a light to the Gentiles,” and yet in those passages which speak of this function we gain the definite 
impression that somehow this function is the task of a single person. Note the blending of the individual and 
the collective in these passages: 

The people who walk in darkness Will see a great light; Those who live in a dark land, The 
light will shine on them (Isaiah 9:2; cf. Matt. 4:12-16). 
“I am the Lord, I have called you in righteousness, I will also hold you by the hand and 
watch over you, And I will appoint you as a covenant to the people, As a light to the 
nations” (Isaiah 42:6; cf. Luke 2:32; cf. also Isaiah 51:4). 
And if you give yourself to the hungry, And satisfy the desire of the afflicted, Then your 
light will rise in darkness, And your gloom will become like midday (Isaiah 58:10). 
“Arise, shine; for you light has come, And the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. For 
behold, darkness will cover the earth, And deep darkness the peoples; But the Lord will 
rise upon you, And His glory will appear upon you. And nations will come to your light, 
And kings to the brightness of your rising. Lift up your eyes round about, and see; They all 
gather together, they come to you. Your sons will come from afar, And your daughters will 
be carried in the arms. Then you will see and be radiant, And your heart will thrill and 
rejoice; Because the abundance of the sea will be turned to you, The wealth of the nations 
will come to you” (Isaiah 60:1-5).  

At one time, the “light to the Gentiles” is Israel itself, and yet the Messiah is the one who is seen as the 
“light to the Gentiles.” This is especially clear in the quotation of these texts from Isaiah in the gospels, 
referring to our Lord’s coming. 
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The same merging of Israel’s calling and destiny with that of her Messiah is seen in the references to 
“the servant” of the Lord in Isaiah: 

“But you, Israel, My servant, Jacob whom I have chosen, Descendent of Abraham My 
friend” (Isaiah 41:8). 
“Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold; My chosen one in whom My soul delights. I have 
put My Spirit upon Him; He will bring forth justice to the nations. He will not cry out or 
raise His voice, Nor make His voice heard in the street. A bruised reed He will not break, 
And a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish; He will faithfully bring forth justice. He 
will not be disheartened or crushed, Until He has established justice in the earth; And the 
coastlands will wait expectantly for His Law” (Isaiah 42:1-4).  

Once one recognizes the interchange between the corporate (Israel) and the singular (Messiah) sense in 
which “servant” is used in servant portion of Isaiah, you can understand why it is difficult, at times, to 
discern which of the two senses is most prominent. For example, in my edition of the NASB, the text is 
rendered this way: 

Behold, My servant will prosper, He will be high and lifted up, and greatly exalted. Just as 
many were astonished at you, My people, So His appearance was marred more than any 
man, And His form more than the sons of men (Isaiah 52:13-14). 

The expression “My people,” is italicized in the text, indicating that it has been supplied by the 
translators to enhance the sense of the literal text. Later editions have deleted this expression. Some 
evangelical scholars were greatly distressed because the translators suggested that the plight of the nation 
Israel was the cause of many being astonished. They rightly insist that the entire portion of this passage 
(52:13—53:12) is referring to the suffering Servant, Israel’s Messiah, not the nation itself. But when you see 
how Israel (God’s servant) was inseparably identified with Messiah (God’s Servant), the reason for the 
difficulty is obvious, even if the translators were wrong in their rendering of the text.  

In the Gospels we have various other clues to the way in which our Lord, the Messiah, retraced, as it 
were, the steps of the Israel, only in a way that perfectly fulfilled God’s precepts and purposes, thus 
achieving for Israel what she, as a nation, failed to accomplish. Israel spent forty years in the desert, but when 
there was no food or water, the people grumbled. Our Lord spent forty days in the wilderness, going without 
food and yet perfectly obeying God, in the midst of intense satanic temptation. And when our Lord 
responded to Satan’s temptations, He did so from the passage in Deuteronomy chapter 8, which spoke of 
God’s purposes in Israel’s testings. Thus we should not be surprised when we read in the gospel of Matthew: 
“And he arose and took the Child and His mother by night, and departed for Egypt; and was there until the 
death of Herod, that what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, ‘Out of 
Egypt did I call My Son’” (Matthew 2:14-15).  

This is a citation from the prophecy of Hosea, which is a reference to the exodus of the nation Israel: 
“When Israel was a youth I loved him, And out of Egypt I called My son” (Hosea 11:1). The corporate 
calling of Israel out of Egypt is now seen as a prophecy or prototype of the calling of Messiah from Egypt. 
The New Testament writers therefore saw the merging of Israel’s corporate identity and her identity with the 
one “seed” of Abraham, Messiah. 

The important thing to see is that Israel’s failure to keep the Law was dealt with by Messiah’s perfect 
obedience of the Law. The death penalty which the Law pronounced on Law-breakers was executed on 
Israel’s Messiah. The righteousness which the Law required was the righteousness of Messiah. The task of 
revealing God to men was fully carried out by Messiah. 

This is why the Law is such good news. The higher the standard of the Law, the more impossible it was 
for Israelites to keep it. But, when they failed, the greater the accomplishment of Messiah, who did keep it, to 
the letter. The blessing which God promised to Israel and to the nations in the Abrahamic covenant was not 
the blessing which came from man’s Law-keeping, but the blessing which came from Messiah, the perfect 
Law-keeper and Law-fulfiller. The blessings which Israel seeks are those which can be experienced by being 
in Messiah, by faith. The blessings which the Gentiles are promised are those which are offered to those who, 
by faith, are “in Christ” (Messiah). The good news of the gospel is that the penalty which the Law prescribed 
has been carried out on Messiah, who died in the sinner’s place. The blessings which are promised to the 
righteous are also those which come to all who are “in Christ,” and who can therefore share in His 
righteousness. 
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The Law is a positive blessing, not because Israel was able to keep it, or that we can either, but that 
Christ has fulfilled it, and offers all who trust in Him the blessings He has won. My prayer is that you can 
rejoice in the demands of the Law, knowing that these have been met, and that you are “in Him” who met 
them. 
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Israel’s Worship  
(Exodus 20:1-7) 

Introduction 
The importance of the first three of the ten commandments cannot be overestimated. Our Lord’s 

summation of them is given in the gospels: 
And one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, “Teacher, which is the 
great commandment in the Law?” 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 
foremost commandment” (Matthew 22:35-38). 

If the first and foremost commandment of the Law is to love God, and loving God is explained more 
fully in the first three commandments, we are dealing with the very essence of the Law in this lesson. We can 
say, then, that our study is crucial because the test deals with man’s number one priority—his worship of 
God. 

Because the worship of God is primary, false worship is one of the greatest evils man can practice. 
Idolatry is a serious problem, and not just for the Israelite of Old Testament times. The final sentence of 
John’s first epistle (1 John 5:21) is a warning against idolatry. Idolatry is dangerous because it involves the 
worship of demons (1 Cor. 10:20; cf. Deut. 32:17), and because we can do it thinking that we are actually 
worshipping God (cf. Exod. 32:1-6; 1 Kings 12:28-30). 

One of the finest books written in recent years is Loving God, written by Chuck Colson. In the 
introduction to this book, Colson describes his attempt to learn from other Christians what it means to love 
God: 

The greatest commandment of all, Jesus said, is “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” I’d memorized those words but had 
never really thought about what they meant in practical terms; that is, how to fulfill that 
command. I wondered if others felt the same way. So I asked a number of more 
experienced Christians how they loved God. 
… The cumulative effect of my survey convinced me that most of us, as professing 
Christians, do not really know how to love God. Not only have we not given thought to 
what the greatest commandment means in our day-to-day existence, we have not obeyed 
it.14  

This reveals another reason why our text is so important. Not only is loving God our highest priority, but 
it is one which is poorly understood, so far as its implementation. Most thoughtful Christians may be able to 
tell you that loving God is the most important duty of man, but they struggle with the very practical matter of 
how such love is expressed. 

There is another reason why our text is so important to Christians living in 20th century America. The 
warnings we find in Exodus (and indeed the entire Old Testament) regarding the worship of other gods and 
idols seems totally irrelevant. We feel as safe in listening to these words as Christians sometimes do listening 
to an evangelist preach the message of the gospel—that, we think, doesn’t apply to us any more. 

Such a conclusion would be hasty and ill-founded, as has been pointed out by those who have thought 
more carefully on these things. Consider, for example, these words from the pen of Herbert Schlossberg: 
“But anyone with a hierarchy of values has placed something at its apex, and whatever that is is the god he 
serves. The Old and New Testaments call such gods idols and provide sufficient reason for affirming that the 
systems that give them allegiance are religions.”15  

Idolatry in its larger meaning is properly understood as any substitution of what is created 
for the creator. People may worship nature, money, mankind, power, history, or social and 
political systems instead of the God who created them all. The New Testament writers, in 
particular, recognized that the relationship need not be explicitly one of cultic worship; a 

                                                             
14 Charles W. Colson, Loving God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), pp. 15-16. 
15 Herbert Schlossberg, Idols for Destruction (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1983), p. 5. 
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man can place anyone or anything at the top of his pyramid of values, and that is ultimately 
what he serves. The ultimacy of that service profoundly affects the way he lives. When the 
society around him also turns away from God to idols, it is an idolatrous society and 
therefore is heading for destruction.16  
Western society, in turning away from Christian faith, has turned to other things. This 
process is commonly called secularization, but that conveys only the negative aspect. The 
word connotes the turning away from the worship of God while ignoring the fact that 
something is turned to in its place. Even atheists are usually idolatrous, as Niebuhr said, 
because they elevate some “principle of coherence” to the central meaning of life and this 
is what then provides the focus of significance for that life. Niebuhr’s principle of 
coherence corresponds to what we referred to earlier as the apex of the hierarchy of values. 
All such principles that substitute for God exemplify the biblical concept of idol. The bulk 
of this book is an exploration of the forms these idols take in late twentieth-century 
America. … Our argument, then, is that idolatry and its associated concepts provide a 
better framework for us to understand our own society than do any of the alternatives.17  

Dave Hunt and T. A. McMahon, in their recent book, The Seduction of Christianity, have a chapter 
entitled, “Christianized Idolatry?”18 One could go on and on with the evidences that our society has become 
idolatrous, but this we shall see more clearly as we proceed with this lesson. 

Some Crucial Definitions 
The prohibitions which we are about to study require an understanding of the meaning of God, “gods,” 

and “idols.” These terms seem so common that we might not think a definition of each is required. I have 
concluded that it is only when these terms are defined that we can understand the meaning of the three 
commandments we are about to study. 

GODS: When the Bible speaks of “gods” there are several characteristics common to virtually all. It is 
these characteristics which enable us to define “gods” somewhat generically.  

First, “gods” are the object of man’s worship and service. “Gods,” then, have a certain authority and 
claim over men, which men acknowledge by their worship and service. The strength of this claim over men 
is seen by the price which men are willing to pay in order to worship their gods. In some instances pagans 
actually offer their children as sacrifices to the gods. The value attributed to the gods is therefore extremely 
high in many instances. 

Second, “gods” are superhuman beings, possessing powers much greater than men. The powers 
which the gods possess are restricted to certain aspects of life. A given god may have control over fertility, 
while another over the rains or agricultural productivity, and yet another over war (as when Goliath cursed 
David in the name of his gods (1 Samuel 17:43). Most gods operate within certain geographical boundaries 
(often, the boundaries of a nation or empire, cf. Judges 10:6; 2 Kings 17:27-31; 18:33-35). In the Old 
Testament we find “mountain gods” distinguished from “plain gods” (1 Kings 14:23, 28). 

The gods are worshipped for very pragmatic reasons. Almost never are the gods worshipped for their 
intrinsic beauty or goodness, but for what they control. Hostile, capricious gods are worshipped to appease 
their anger and to avert the outpouring of their wrath. Others are worshipped largely due to the powers which 
they possess and the benefits which they produce. In other words, the gods are viewed by their subjects as 
means to a desired end. It is no wonder that the worship of false gods is called harlotry in the Bible. The 
relationship between men and the gods is closely akin to prostitution. A price is paid and a service is 
rendered, but there is certainly no love between the two parties. 

Third, “gods” are seldom worshipped alone, but in plurality. Pagan worship almost always involves 
a plurality of gods. More than one god is assumed. Thus, the Philistines assumed that Israel was delivered 
from the Egyptians by her gods (plural, 1 Samuel 4:8), rather than by her God (singular). There is a rather 
obvious reason for the pagan need of plural gods. Since each god is limited in its power and function, a 

                                                             
16 Ibid, p. 6. 
17 Ibid, pp. 6-7. 
18 Dave Hunt and T. A. McMahon, The Seduction of Christianity (Eugene, Oregon: Harvest House 

Publishers, 1985), pp. 149-169. 
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different god must be served and worshipped for each desired end. A war god must be worshipped for 
military might; a fertility god was believed to produce offspring; etc. And so the pagan was always inclined 
to be on the lookout for a new god, who would produce even further benefits (cf. Acts 17:23). Even today, a 
polytheistic (serving many gods) people will often gladly add another “god” to their pantheon of gods. After 
all, what can it hurt? 

Fourth, the “gods” of the pagan religions are man-made. A few years ago, any manufactured goods 
which were stamped “made in Japan” were considered a cheap imitation in comparison to American made 
goods. I tend to think of the gods of pagan worship as having the stamp “man-made” on them, for they are 
the creation of man, shaped in his image, defined according to man’s preferences and desires. 

In India, it is not surprising to find that the gods of the peoples of the tribal areas are cobra, monkey, or 
tiger gods. In these interior areas you do not expect to find primitive tribesmen worshipping a shark god, for 
example. (You will not be surprised to find a sea-going people worshipping a shark god, however.) The gods 
which men worship are thus those which reflect their hopes and their fears. A brief review of the gods of 
ancient Egypt would show the same tendency. 

The Bible rightly reveals the fact that the gods of people are the product of their imaginations and the 
creation of their hands (Isaiah 2:8; 17:8; 37:19). The gods of the heathen conform to their desires. False gods 
and idols are chosen in place of the true God, and this by a choice to worship the god of their choice, as the 
first chapter of Romans clearly teaches us. 

IDOLS: Since the gods are man-made, it is no surprise that false worship almost always employs idols. 
While there are a number of terms used in reference to idols,19 there are certain common characteristics 
which all idols possess.  

First, an idol is used as a representation of a particular god. This idol is almost always made by men, 
most often bearing the image of some part of creation. This might be an inanimate object (the sun, stars, a 
rock), or it might be a living creature (a bull, a fish, a snake). The idol does not necessarily represent the god 
itself, but may depict or symbolize some attribute or characteristic of the god. For example, the bull might 
symbolically represent the strength of a god. Idols are misused, most often to represent pagan gods (Isaiah 
42:17), but at other times they are actually used to represent the one true God (Exod. 32:1, 4, 8; 1 Kings 
12:28). 

Second, idols are often viewed as being the locus of the presence and power of a particular god. 
While an idol may initially be conceived of only as a representation of a god, it can often become viewed as 
the god itself. For all the gods of the peoples are idols, “But the Lord made the heavens” (1 Chronicles 16:26; 
Psalm 96:5). Thus, wherever the idol is, the god is thought to be present. In this case the idol becomes more 
than a means of worshipping a god, it becomes the object of worship—the god itself (cf. Isaiah 42:17). Not only 
does the idol become the locus of the presence of the god, but also of the power of the god. The idol becomes 
the means of unleashing the magical powers of the god. Through its presence and proper (magical) 
manipulations the idol is believed to be able to produce a desired result. The idol functions as a kind of “rabbit’s 
foot.” This can true of the idol of a false god as well as of an “idol” of the true God. Thus, the Ark of the 
Covenant was taken to war as an almost magical instrument, which could assure the Israelites of military 
victory (1 Samuel 4:3; cf. 2 Kings 18:4).  

GOD: The God of Israel can best be viewed here in contrast to the “gods” of the heathen.  
“First, while the “gods” of the heathen are many (plural), there is only one God of 
Israel. While pagan religions are almost always polytheistic (many gods), Israel’s religion 
was monotheistic (one God). God would not share His glory with any other. The Book of 
Genesis has already informed us that God is the Creator of the universe. Exodus proclaims 
God as the Creator of Israel. There is therefore no other god than the one true God of Israel. 

                                                             
19 “There are fourteen Hebrew words for idols or images, but … ‘idol’ (v. 3) probably refers to 

‘gods of silver or gods of gold’ (Exod. 20:23) as well as images carved from stone, wood, and those that later 
are made from metal.” Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 
1983), p. 86. 
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Israel’s confession therefore was, “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4).20 

Second, while the gods of heathendom are limited in their power and in their sphere of activity or 
influence, God is omnipotent, and is in control over every aspect of life. This is precisely why Israel 
needed but to trust in God alone, while the pagans found it necessary to serve many gods. Because God is in 
control of every aspect of the life of His people, no other god is needed in addition to Him.21  

Third, while the “gods” seem to need to be prompted to act, the God of Israel is an initiator. It was 
God who called Abraham and made a covenant with him. It was likewise God who acted to free Israel from 
her bondage in Egypt. God even took the initiative in giving Israel His Law. Israel’s task was to respond to 
God’s commands and initiatives. The pagans had to prompt their lifeless, powerless, no-gods to act. 

Fourth, while the nature of pagan gods is creature-like and can thus be represented by physical 
forms (idols), the nature of the God of Israel is essentially spiritual, so that He cannot be represented 
by any earthly or heavenly form. When God appeared to Israel on the mountain, He did not take a given 
form, and He could not be represented by any form. 

“Then the Lord spoke to you from the midst of the fire; you heard the sound of words, but 
you saw no form—only a voice. … So watch yourselves carefully, since you did not see 
any form on the day the Lord spoke to you at Horeb from the midst of the fire, lest you act 
corruptly and make a graven image for yourselves in the form of any figure, the likeness of 
male or female, the likeness of any animal that is on the earth, the likeness of any winged 
bird that flies in the sky, the likeness of anything that creeps on the ground, the likeness of 
any fish that is in the water below the earth” (Deuteronomy 4:12, 15-18). 

Beyond this, God is the essence of perfection, so that nothing man-made can ever do justice in reflecting 
or symbolizing God’s perfection. Creation as a whole reflects God’s power and divine nature (cf. Romans 
1:20), but the created is always inferior to the creator. God revealed Himself to men through His word (e.g. 
the Law), through His people (Exodus 19:6), and through His actions (e.g. the exodus from Egypt, and the 
majestic scene on Mt. Sinai), but His final and complete revelation of Himself would be in the person of His 
Son (John 1:1-18; Hebrews 1:1-4). The absence of visual images speaks volumes as to the greatness of our 
God. The ark, hovered over by the cherubim, was empty. Nothing other than the Son of God could fully and 
finally reveal God to men. 

Fifth, while the pagan gods were worshipped for what they were thought to be able to do, God is to 
be worshipped for who He is. Pagan worship was pragmatic, true worship views God as the great Reward, 
not just as a rewarder. Satan could not conceive of any explanation for Job’s worship other than that God 
blessed this man so greatly (Job 1:8-12). God afflicted Job, taking away these blessings, to show Satan than 
He is worthy of man’s worship, even when He sends adversity into the lives of His people. Many of the 
Psalms are the praises of men who are deep in adversity, and yet who persist in praising God as the One who 
is always worthy of worship.  

Understanding the essential characteristics of the “gods” of the heathen, their representation by means of 
idols, and the great chasm between these and the God of Israel, will help us to understand the first three 
commandments, in which these differences are to be practically applied. 

                                                             
20 This is the translation which my former professor and present fellow-elder and friend, Don Glenn, 

has suggested. Given the context of the heathen worship of a plurality of gods, I think this is the best 
translation. 

21 Because of this fact, I favor the word “besides” rather than “before” in the rendering of verse 3: 
“You shall have no other gods besides Me” (emphasis mine). I now understand better why the books of 
Genesis and Exodus go into such great detail in matters such as the creation of the world and God’s dealings 
in Israel’s history. It is to underscore His infinite power and His concern with every detail of the lives of His 
people. In Deuteronomy, God’s promises of His future blessings on Israel are also very specific, covering 
every area of life, those for which pagans looked to many gods to care for. In the portrayal of the life of 
Christ in the gospels we also see our Lord’s power evidenced in a great diversity of areas, once again 
showing that He is all that we ever need, and that we need not place our trust elsewhere for any area of our 
life. 
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Preface to the Ten Commandments  
(20:1-2) 

Verses 1 and 2 serve as a preface or introduction to all of the ten commandments, but they have a special 
relationship to the first three, which are the focus of our study in this lesson. Verse 1 informs us that God not 
only engraved the commandments on stone, but that He spoke these words in Israel’s hearing. These 
commands, God wants us to know, came directly from God.22 Their inspiration and authority are thus beyond 
question, indisputably so to that generation of Israelites which heard them spoken. 

Verse 2 distinguishes the God of the Israelites from all of the gods which are about to be forbidden. 
God’s actions in history on Israel’s behalf are the basis for all that He is about to command. God first 
reminds Israel that He is the God who has acted in history, altering the course of world history in order to 
fulfill His promise to Abraham and the patriarchs, and to deliver Israel from her bondage in Egypt. No other 
gods control history. They, in the words of the prophets, are carried by men, they do not carry men. Second, 
God acted in history for Israel’s specific benefit and blessing. God delivered Israel, and made them His own 
people. 

The words of this verse remind the Israelites that God has singled them out, distinguishing them from all 
other peoples on the face of the earth. They will thus be called upon in the following commandments to 
respond to God’s exclusive relationship with them by worshipping Him exclusively, without any other gods. 
It is no wonder that the marriage relationship is used metaphorically of the relationship between God and His 
chosen people, Israel. In both, there is a relationship which excludes others. The freedom which God had 
given the Israelites was the freedom to serve Him (cf. Exodus 4:23). The demands of that service are now to 
be defined in the commandments. These words also remind us that Israel’s service was to be motivated by 
gratitude for what God had done. 

The First Commandment  
(Exodus 20:3) 

“You shall have no other gods before Me.” With these words God is commanding an exclusive 
relationship between Himself and His people.23 The command instructs Israel that God will not allow His 
people to have any gods in addition to Himself. The statement is simple and forthright, but what did it mean 
to the Israelites? Why would the Israelites have been tempted to have other gods? What is this prohibition 
seeking to prevent? Our introductory definition of God and “gods” will provide us with a clue to the answers 
to these questions. There are three principle reasons why the Israelites were given this first commandment: 

First, Israel’s history demonstrates their tendency toward false worship. The Israelites frequently 
sought to serve other gods in addition to Yahweh, who is speaking in our text. Rachel stole her father’s 
household gods when they fled from his house (Genesis 31:19). Israel lived 400 years in Egypt, a nation 
which had many gods, and the Israelites continued to attempt to worship them (cf. Joshua 24:14; 1 Samuel 
8:8). It was for her rejection of God that Israel was sent into captivity (Ezekiel 20). 

Second, to have other gods is always to forsake God (cf. Joshua 24:15-16, 20; 1 Samuel 8:8). To my 
knowledge Israel never meant to reject God altogether by having other gods, but simply to add other gods to 
those which they would worship. The Old Testament consistently indicates that having any other god or gods 
always constitutes the forsaking of God. The relationship of the Israelites to her God is like that of a man’s 
relationship to his wife—it is an exclusive relationship which allows for no others. Thus, turning to other 
gods is called harlotry and adultery in the Bible. 

Third, having other gods is evidence of one’s lack of faith in God. Here is the reason why having 
other gods constitutes forsaking God. I believe it is significant that God forbade the worship of other gods, 

                                                             
22 “In Hebrew, words is deliberately connected with the verb spoke with which the verse begins. The 

whole stress is that these commandments are words of revelation from God … It has well been said that the 
commandments are God’s nature expressed in terms of moral imperatives: and it is significant that God 
chose to reveal Himself so, rather than in terms of philosophical propositions.” R. Alan Cole, Exodus: An 
Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973), pp. 151-152. 

23 “This slightly unusual phrase seems also to be used of taking a second wife while the first is still 
alive. Such a use, of breach of an exclusive personal relationship, would help to explain the meaning here.” 
Ibid, p. 153. 
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not of another god. This commandment assumes that multiple gods will be worshipped, not just one. The 
reason goes back to the pagan theology, which viewed each god as having power over a particular (but 
restricted) area. To “cover all the bases” one would have to serve many gods. Thus, once one came to doubt 
God’s sovereignty, the addition of other gods would be necessary to assure the worshipper of being provided 
for and protected by his gods. God is thus forsaken when other gods are served, for we have failed to find 
Him sufficient and trustworthy if other gods are required to make us feel secure. This commandment 
therefore suggests that once we cease to trust God for every area of our life, we have ceased trusting Him 
altogether, and have turned to other “gods.” 

Why would Israel be tempted to serve other gods, in addition to the One true God? First, because of the 
social pressure to do so. Normal social intercourse with the Canaanites would revolve around pagan deities. 
Meals and feasts were a part of pagan worship and heathen sacrifices. It is no wonder that God commanded 
that the Israelites exterminate the Canaanites and forbade the Israelites to engage in social (let alone sexual) 
intercourse with them. This would tempt them to engage in forbidden worship activities. 

The Second Commandment  
(20:4-6) 

“You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on 
the earth beneath or in the water under the earth. You shall not worship them or serve them; 
for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me, but showing 
lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments” (Exodus 
20:4-6). 

The first and second commandments are similar in that both deal with the matter of Israel’s worship. 
They are distinct in that the first commandment has restrictions pertaining to the object of worship (God 
alone), while the second has restrictions regarding the means of worship. The second commandment 
prohibits worship by means of “visual aids,” more commonly known as idols.24 

Since we have already looked at the characteristics of idols, let us settle on a very simple working 
definition of an idol: an idol is a symbolic representation of a god, as determined by man, which often 
represents the presence and available power of the god it symbolizes. There are several important reasons for 
this prohibition of idolatry.  

First, an idol is contrary to the nature of God. God is invisible. He revealed Himself to the Israelites 
without any form (Deuteronomy 4:12-19). Therefore, physical forms are inconsistent with the nature of God, 
and cannot be used to represent Him. 

Second, idols are demeaning to God, since there is no created thing which can do justice to the 
perfections of the Creator and Sustainer of the universe. 

Third, idols are contrary to the nature of faith. In the Bible, faith is belief in that which is not seen: 
“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1).25 

                                                             
24 “The Hebrew word …, which stands back of graven image, comes from the root meaning ‘to 

carve.’ Strictly and originally the word means a sculptured object. But it also became a general term for 
image, whether graven or molten (Isa. 30:22; 40:19; 44:10; Jer. 10:14). When used of a molten image it is 
always with the signification of idol …” J. Coert Rylaarsdam and J. Edgar Park, “The Book of Exodus,” The 
Interpreter’s Bible (New York: Abingdon, 1952), vol. 1, p. 981. 

“The Hebrew word for ‘carved image’ is pesel (from the root pasal meaning to carve wood or stone. 
A pesel therefore is a figure made of wood or stone) sometimes a representation of Jehovah as in Judges 
17:3ff.; whereas, other times it was used for figures of heathen gods (II Kings 21:7).” John J. Davis, Moses 
and the Gods of Egypt (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1971), p. 201. 

There were symbols in Israel’s worship, such as the ark or the covenant, the tabernacle, and the 
bronze serpent, but these were not to be viewed as representing the nature of God or of being the locus of 
God’s presence and power. At times, Israel abused these symbols in pagan-like fashion (cf. 1 Samuel 4:3; 2 
Kings 18:4). 

25 As one reads through the 11th chapter of Hebrews, there is continual emphasis on that which is 
not seen, but which God has spoken. 
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Our Lord gently rebuked Thomas for not believing the testimony of His resurrection apart from visual 
proof, and pronounced blessing on those who would believed on Him without seeing Him (John 20:29). This 
is not to say that there is no visible evidence for God’s existence and character. In Romans chapter 1 Paul 
teaches that those who have turned to idols are those who have first seen the witnesses to God’s divinity and 
power through His creation (Romans 1:20).  

Fourth, idols are contrary to God’s goal for worship, which is to worship Him in the person of His 
Son. In His conversation with the “woman at the well” Jesus gently focused her attention away from special 
places of worship, to the person whom all must worship in spirit and truth (John 4:20-24, esp. v. 24). God 
deliberately forbade the use of imperfect representations of Himself, having purposed ultimately to reveal 
Himself in the Lord Jesus Christ. The ultimate goal of history, I believe, is that all men will fall in worship 
before the Son (cf. Philippians 2:9-11). 

The consequences for violating the second commandment are severe: “… visiting the iniquity of the 
father on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me” (Exodus 20:5). We may 
wonder why this is so. Consider the following facts: 

(1) The nature of the penalty is proportional to the seriousness of the offense. If the consequences of 
idolatry are serious, then we must also conclude that the offense is a serious sin.  

(2) The punishment described is an outworking of the principle of imputation. We have been 
constituted sinners by virtue of being Adam’s offspring (Romans 5:12-21). Levi, through Abraham, gave an 
offering to Melchizedek, and acknowledged this man’s priesthood to be greater than his own (Hebrews 
7:1-10). The principle of imputation means that children share in the acts of their fathers. As applied to 
idolatry, this sin is passed on from father to son. The consequences of the sin of idolatry flow through the 
principle of imputation. 

(3) This warning spells out the dire consequences which the sin of idolatry can bring on future 
generations. I am told that “acid rain” is devastating forests in Europe, and that even if air pollution were 
stopped instantaneously and completely the devastating results of past pollution will continue to destroy 
forests for 50 years. In a similar way, the Israelites are to understand what great harm they can bring on their 
descendants by neglecting to obey the second commandment.  

(4) I believe that the specific reference in this warning is to Israel’s captivity, as the result of her 
idolatry. There are many passages which link Israel’s captivity to her idolatry and false worship. 

Then the Lord said to me, “A conspiracy has been found among the men of Judah and 
among the inhabitants of Jerusalem. They have turned back to the iniquities of their 
ancestors who refused to hear My words, and they have gone after other gods to serve 
them; the house of Israel and the house of Judah have broken My covenant which I made 
with their fathers.” Therefore thus says the Lord, “Behold I am bringing disaster on them 
which they will not be able to escape; though they will cry to Me, yet I will not listen to 
them. Then the cities of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem will go and cry to the gods 
to whom they burn incense, but they surely will not save them in the time of their disaster” 
(Jeremiah 11:9-12, emphasis mine; cf. also Deuteronomy 28:32, 41). 
“Now it will come about when you tell this people all these words that they will say to you, 
‘For what reason has the Lord declared all this great calamity against us? And what is our 
iniquity, or what is our sin which we have committed against the Lord our God?’ Then you 
are to say to them, ‘It is because your forefathers have forsaken Me,’ declares the Lord, 
‘and have followed other gods and served them and bowed down to them; but Me they 
have forsaken and have not kept My Law. You too have done evil, even more than your 
forefathers; for behold, you are each one walking according to the stubbornness of his own 
evil heart, without listening to Me. So I will hurl you out of this land into the land which 
you have not known, neither you nor your fathers; and there you will serve other gods day 
and night, for I shall grant you no favor’” (Jeremiah 16:10-13, emphasis mine). 
“But if you turn away to forsake My statutes and My commandments which I have set 
before you and shall go and serve other gods and worship them, then I will uproot you from 
My land which I have given you, and this house which I have consecrated for My name I 
will cast out of My sight, and I will make you a proverb and a byword among all peoples” 
(2 Chronicles 7:19-20). 
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We know that Judah’s captivity in Babylon was 70 years (Jeremiah 25:11-12). Assuming that a 
generation is approximately 20 years, the consequences of Israel’s idolatry would last for 3 to 4 generations. 
The evidence seems, then, to favor the conclusion that the specific penalty in mind in verse 5 of Exodus 
chapter 20 is that of the Babylonian captivity. 

(5) The good news is that God overturns the curse of the second commandment of the Mosaic 
Covenant by the promise of the new covenant. The prophet Jeremiah foretells of the coming of the new 
covenant, at which time the principle of imputation (with regard to the sins of the fathers) will be set aside:  

“And it will come about that as I have watched over them to pluck up, to break down, to 
overthrow, to destroy, and to bring disaster, so I will watch over them to build and to 
plant,” declares the Lord.  
“In those days they will not say again, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, And the 
children’s teeth are set on edge.’ But every one will die for his own iniquity; each man who 
eats the sour grapes, his teeth will be set on edge. Behold, days are coming,” declares the 
Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of 
Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the 
hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was 
a husband to them,” declares the Lord. “But this is the covenant which I will make with the 
house of Israel after those days,” declares the Lord, “I will put My Law within them, and 
on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. And they 
shall not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
Lord,’ for they shall all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares 
the Lord, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more” 
(Jeremiah 31:28-34). 

The principle of imputation is not just set aside (with regard to the consequences of sin), it is applied 
positively so that as the sins of the fathers constituted the children sinners, now the righteousness of Jesus 
Christ will constitute all who are in Him, by faith, righteous. No wonder Jeremiah’s prophecy can promise 
that God will remember Israel’s sins no more! 

The Third Commandment 
(20:7) 

“You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not leave him 
unpunished who takes His name in vain” (Exodus 20:7). 

If the first commandment dealt with the object of our worship, and the second the means of our worship, 
the third commandment deals with our verbal worship of God.26 In order to determine the meaning of this 
commandment we must first understand the meaning of two things: first, the concept of the “name of the 
Lord,” and second, the meaning of the term “vain.” Both are explained by Kaiser: “What then is involved in 
the ‘name’ of God? His name includes: (1) his nature, being, and very person (Ps. 20:1; Luke 24:47; John 1:12; 
cf. Rev. 3:4), (2) his teaching and doctrines (Ps. 22:22; John 17:6, 26), and (3) his ethical directions and morals 
(Mic. 4:5).”27  

The ‘vain’ or ‘empty purposes’ to which God’s name may be put are: (1) to confirm 
something that is false and untrue, (2) to fill in the gaps in our speeches or prayers, (3) to 
express mild surprise, and (4) to use that name when no clear goal, purpose, or reason for 
its use is in mind, whether it be in prayer, in a religious context, or absent-mindedly 
invoked as table grace when no real heart, thankfulness, or purpose is involved. When 
God’s name is used lightly, what will we do in times of great distress? Proverbs 18:10 says 
“the name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe.”28 

Contrary to the popular conception of this commandment, much more than foul-mouthed profanity is 
prohibited. Since God’s name is directly linked with His character, to misuse His name adversely reflects on 
His character. To illustrate this in an extreme way, think of what it would suggest if many Americans were to 

                                                             
26 Kaiser, p. 87. 
27 Ibid, p. 88. 
28 Ibid. 
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name their dogs “Reagan” or “Ronald.” The very common use of this name would surely detract from the 
dignity of the president of the United States and of his office. So, too, the too-common use of God’s name 
would demean His character. 

The Israelites of old were so careful to avoid violating this command that they refused to even 
pronounce the sacred name of God. Many today have gone to the opposite extreme. They seem to feel that 
the more often they refer to God, the more love for Him they demonstrate and the more spiritual they must be 
for doing so. Thus, the Lord’s name is constantly being spoken in everyday conversation. No doubt this is 
viewed as a witness to their faith, providing a possible opportunity to talk with unsaved friends or neighbors 
about the Lord. But if we get to the point where the Lord’s name proceeds from our mouth without being 
prompted by our minds and our spirit, then it becomes vain and empty talk, of such a kind as to defame the 
character of God. This danger is summed up: “… the Third Commandment … forbids the cheap and easy use 
of the divine name to cover up poverty of real thought and feeling.” 29  

I have summarized this commandment as a prohibition of “divine name-dropping.” It is the use which 
men make of God’s name to sanctify their conversation, to add a little holiness or piety to their common, 
everyday existence. The danger is that in overly associating God with that which is common, it tends to 
profane the name and the character of the God who is the opposite of common, who is utterly different, set 
apart, and holy. We often give God credit (which really may be the blame) for our decisions and actions. We 
say, “the Lord led me to do this or that,” “God told me that this was the right decision.” What we may really 
mean is, “I decided to do this, and I have assumed it to be God’s will too.” But if our decision was a foolish 
one, God then becomes the author of that bad decision, which is far from a testimony to His majesty and 
might. Let us then take care about the way in which we make use of God’s name in our conversation.30 

Conclusion 
We know that these commandments were given to the nation Israel, and thus we expect that there must 

be some distinctions drawn between the way they were to be applied by the Israelites and between the way 
they should be applied today. Let me begin by pointing out one critical difference and one significant 
similarity between the Old Testament applications and those which relate to contemporary Christianity. 

                                                             
29 Interpreter’s Bible, I, p. 983. 
30 Since time will not permit a more complete discussion of this third commandment, I suggest you 

consider these additional comments on this text: “The third commandment covers all occasions on which the 
name of the Lord is used, and includes e.g., perjury (cf. Lev. 19:12), swearing, etc. Konig translates 
Deuteronomy 5:11 ‘with inner insincerity.’ ‘Any pronouncing of the Divine name without heartfelt sincerity 
is thus prohibited.’ The name is spiritual in nature; even in the absence of images, the name that the Lord has 
revealed as His makes it possible to have communion with Him, to name Him. That name must be used in a 
holy manner (cf. the first petition of the Lord’s prayer), that is, it must be kept far from that which is sinful, 
frivolous, or vain. ‘Name’ has a profound meaning: the revelation of that which can be known of God. … 
The Lord Himself guards the holiness of His name, as is indicated by the threat that accompanies this 
commandment.” W. H. Gispen, Exodus, trans. by Ed van der Maas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1982), p. 193. 

“In later Judaism, this covered any careless or irreverent use of the name YHWH. It was pronounced 
only once a year by the high priest, when giving the blessing on the great day of atonement (Lv. 19:27). 
Originally the commandment seems to have referred to swearing a lying oath in YHWH’s name (Lv. 19:12). 
This seems to be the true meaning of the Hebrew. To bless or curse in the name of YHWH was permissible 
under the Law (Dt. 11:26); it was virtually a proclamation of His revealed will and purpose to different 
categories of men. To swear by His name was also allowed then, although forbidden by Christ (Mt. 5:34). 
Indeed, to swear by His name (and not by the name of another god) was the sign of worshipping Him (Je. 
4:2) and was laudable.” Cole, p. 157. 

“A deeper reason for the prohibition may be seen in the fact that God is the one living reality to 
Israel. That is why His name is involved in oaths, usually in the formula ‘as surely as YHWH lives’ (2 Sa. 
2:27). To use such a phrase, and then to fail to perform the oath, is to call into question the reality of God’s 
very existence.” Ibid. 
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The critical difference between our Old Testament text and the New Testament is that God has now 
revealed Himself to men in human form, in the person of Jesus Christ. Note the contrast, then, between these 
two passages, one from the Old Testament, the other from the New: 

“Then the Lord spoke to you from the midst of the fire; you heard the sound of words, but 
you saw no form—only a voice. … So watch yourselves carefully, since you did not see 
any form on the day the Lord spoke to you at Horeb from the midst of the fire, lest you act 
corruptly and make a graven image …” (Deuteronomy 4:12, 15-16a). 
God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many 
ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, 
through whom also He made the world. And He is the radiance of His glory and the exact 
representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the word of His power (Hebrews 
1:1-3a). 

The difference is that in God’s revelation of Himself to Israel in the Old Testament He took on no 
physical form, but in His revelation of Himself to Israel in the New Testament, He took on Himself the form 
of a man (cf. also Philippians 2:6-8), and as a perfect God-man perfectly manifested the invisible God to 
men. The prohibition of idolatry in the Old Testament was but a preparation for the perfect revelation of God 
in Christ in the New. 

One of my fellow-elders told me that his son was asked by a Sunday School teacher to draw a picture of 
God. The young lad was absolutely correct in turning in a blank piece of paper, for God cannot be seen and 
thus cannot be drawn. In the New Testament sense, we could draw a picture of God by drawing a picture of 
Christ. Of course we have no pictures of our Lord and so the result is the same. The difference between a 
blank sheet of paper and a perfect picture does, however, illustrate the difference between the Old Testament 
prohibition of idols and the New Testament revelation of Christ as the image of God. 

I must say to you, my reader friend, whoever you are, that there is only one way for you to worship God 
today, and that is by worshipping Him in the person of His Son, Jesus Christ. Those who would attempt to 
worship God in any other way will forsake the One true God, and the only way of salvation. If you would 
worship God you must worship Christ, not as one who was like God, but as the One who is very God, and 
who died in your place, and was raised from the dead, so that you might be saved in Him. 

The striking similarity between the Old Testament commands pertaining to worship and the New 
Testament teaching of worship is this: they both are based solely on faith. So often we hear that the Law was 
a matter of works, and that salvation is a matter of faith. But the only way that one could keep the 
commandments was by faith. Obedience to the Law required faith. To worship God alone was to find Him 
wholly trustworthy, wholly able to provide for and to protect His people. To worship God without images 
was to believe in God’s word alone, apart from visual props. In both the Old Testament and the New, 
obedience is only possible on the basis of faith. Some things never change. Faith is one of those things. 

The real issue, then, between false gods and the one true God is this: who do we trust? To find God 
alone trustworthy leads to worshipping and serving Him only. To find God inadequate and untrustworthy is 
to turn to other “gods” which will do those things we think God cannot do. The question for our day is this: 
“In whom or in what do we really trust” for our salvation, for our security, and for our daily needs?” If the 
answer to this question is anything, anyone, but God, we have identified a false god. 

In many instances, we are trusting more in our money than we are in our God. As long as we have a nest 
egg in the bank we feel secure. When there is no money we worry and fret, we do everything possible to 
create a savings account. The evil here is not in having money, but in trusting in money, rather than in God (1 
Timothy 6:17). It is possible to serve money rather than God (Matthew 6:24). 

In American culture at this moment I fear that the number one “god” in which we trust is the “god of our 
inner, hidden, abilities.” In a word the “god” of contemporary culture is the “god” of self. Gloria Steineim 
has boldly stated, “By the year 2000 we will, I hope, raise our children to believe in human potential, not God. 
…31  For others, our trust is in our education, or in our position, or in technology. In whatever we place our trust 
besides God we are serving a false god. We cannot trust in God and money, in God and science, but only in 
God alone, for God will not share His glory with anything else. 

                                                             
31 Gloria Steinem, “Saturday Review of Literature,” March 1973, as cited by Hunt and McMahon, p. 

31. 
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Our culture has its idols as well as its “gods.” An idol is the symbol which indicates the presence and the 
power of a particular god (whether it be the true God or a false “god”). An idol tells us, in effect, God is here. 
Some make idols of men, who would wrongly accept the obedience and adoration of men (cf. Matthew 
23:1-12). When these people are around us we feel closer to God, or that He is closer to us. Another idol is 
success. Given the prosperity teaching which is so popular among Christians today, prosperity is viewed as 
the evidence of God’s blessings and thus of His presence in the life of the one so prospered. No wonder so 
many people are striving so hard to succeed and to prosper. They want to have the outward evidences of 
godliness. A final idol in the Christian church is “spirituality”—those outward evidences which are 
interpreted as evidence of greater godliness. In the pursuit of spirituality men seek to be regarded as spiritual 
more than they seek God. This, too, is idolatry. 

Another idol, as J. I. Packer32 has well indicated, is the idolatry of a sloppy or distorted theology. 
Theology gives us “word pictures” as it were of God. To the degree that our theology is inaccurate, we have 
distorted God by definition. Whether, therefore, our idolatry is by wooden symbols (a wooden idol) or word 
symbols (wrong theology), it is idolatry none the less, with all of the consequences which accompany it. 

Taken as a whole, the first three commandments convey a most important message: the priority of our 
relationship with God and of our worship. The fact that the first three commandments deal with our 
relationship with God tells us that this is our highest priority. Our estimation of God’s greatness is 
proportional to the measure of our faith. The measure of our estimate of God’s greatness is also proportional 
to the quality and quantity of our worship. The measure of our faith is the basis for our obedience. Let us 
learn from these commandments to seek to fathom the greatness of our God and thus to live in the light of 
Who He is. 

To worship one God is to have one supreme loyalty in one’s life which all one’s instincts 
and passions and vagaries obey. So that, like Luther, one can stand before other 
principalities and powers of the outer and inner world and refuse to bow to them, saying 
humbly and definitely, ‘I can do no other,’ i.e., ‘I obey one greater than all of you.’33  
  

                                                             
32 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973), pp. 38-44.  
33 Interpreter’s Bible, p. 981.   
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The Meaning of the Sabbath  
(Exodus 20:8-11) 

Introduction 
As I sat at breakfast with a friend this week, discussing this message, I told Don that I could not conceive 

of a way to teach on the Sabbath in less than two lessons. He confessed to me that he was wondering how I 
would “fill up” one message with the subject. The reason why so much time is required is that there are so 
many other texts in the Scripture which deal with the Sabbath. To illustrate how much material there is to 
cover beyond the Old Testament texts, in one of the books recently published on the Sabbath34 the one 
chapter dealing with the Sabbath in the Old Testament has about 20 pages, including numerous footnotes. 
There are ten additional chapters, containing over 350 additional pages. Thus, if we are to understand the 
Sabbath, we must consider more than its Old Testament texts. If you look up the terms “Sabbath,” 
“Sabbaths,” and “rest” in a concordance you will find the reason for a more extended study of this subject. 

There is another reason why the Sabbath is a subject worthy of our thorough investigation: the Sabbath 
is one of the most important commandments of the ten. It is a part of those commandments related to our 
relationship with and our worship of God. It is also the commandment chosen to be the “sign” of the entire 
Mosaic Covenant (Exodus 31:13). A violation of this commandment is to result in the death penalty (Exodus 
31:14). 

Last, learning the meaning of the Sabbath will provide us with a most valuable lesson in how to study, 
interpret, and apply the Scriptures. The difference between education and indoctrination is the difference 
between a process and a product. Indoctrination gives you the product—what you should think—but it does 
not convey the process—how to think. Given this distinction, most sermons would have to be called 
indoctrination, not education. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with indoctrination, other than the fact that 
without education, those who are taught will always be dependent upon the teacher, who must tell them what 
to think. 

In my sermons I have always sought to combine indoctrination and education. I attempt to communicate 
the process by which I have arrived at my product so that sooner or later you will discover, to your delight, 
that you have gained a fair bit of information, but that you have also learned how to study the Bible on your 
own. One of the greatest rewards I ever receive as a teacher is to see my listeners become students of the 
Word, so that they see for themselves whether or not my conclusions are rooted in the text of Scripture. 

The most difficult portion of Scripture to study for most Christians is the Old Testament. Not only do we 
find the culture of the Ancient Near East foreign and the events unrelated to us, but when we do discover a 
biblical principle we are not sure that it applies to the New Testament saint, and if so, how. 

The Fourth Commandment provides us with an excellent opportunity to sharpen our interpretive skills. 
The commandment is found early in the Pentateuch (the five books of the Bible written by Moses, the first 
five books of the Bible). Two related texts come before Exodus 20:8-11, but there are many Sabbath 
passages in the rest of the Old Testament and in the New. Because this passage comes so early in the Bible, 
we are able to learn how the later Old Testament writers interpreted and applied the Sabbath teaching of the 
Fourth Commandment. We then can turn to the New Testament, to see how the Pharisees misinterpreted and 
applied this commandment, and how our Lord corrected them. Finally, we can find the interpretation of the 
Sabbath as provided us by the teaching of the apostles and the Book of Hebrews. We have the privilege to 
look over the shoulder of the prophets, apostles, and even our Lord, to learn from them the way to interpret 
and apply the Old Testament Scriptures. This, my reader friend, is a rare privilege, which should make better 
Bible students of all of us. 

And lest you think that all of my comments above are but a preparation for the study of an irrelevant text 
(where we learn a method, but get no message), I can assure you that the Fourth Commandment is related to 
more than the question of whether or not the State of Texas should repeal its “Blue Laws.” Surrounding the 
subject of the Sabbath are many differences of opinion, some of the strongest opinions are held by those who 
are Christians. There is one denomination (which some call a cult), the Seventh Day Adventists, who have 

                                                             
34  D. A. Carson, ed., From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A Biblical, Historical, and Theological 

Investigation (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1982). 
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chosen to hang their hat on this commandment as one of the touchstones of the faith. The principles we will 
discover from our study of the Sabbath will take us to where “the rubber meets the road.” 

In this lesson, then, we will focus on the meaning of the Sabbath to the Old Testament saint. We will 
study the major Sabbath texts in the Law (the Pentateuch) and the Prophets (the rest of the Old Testament). 
We will then isolate several principles from these passages and explore their practical implications for each 
of us. In the next lesson we will turn to the New Testament, where we will first consider the twisted view of 
the Fourth Commandment held by the scribes and Pharisees, who were ready to stone our Lord as a Sabbath-
breaker. We will consider our Lord’s defense of His actions and learn the correct interpretation and 
application of the Sabbath. Then, we will study the meaning of the Sabbath as taught by the apostles through 
their epistles. Finally we will attempt to determine the meaning and application of the Sabbath for the New 
Testament Christian. 

The Sabbath in the Pentateuch 
Our study has been one of the birth of the nation Israel, as depicted in the Book of Exodus. There are 

two crucial passages which we must first consider, for they not only precede the Fourth Commandment, they 
actually lay the foundation for it, on which foundation the commandment is based. We shall first consider the 
“Sabbath rest” of God in Genesis 2:1-3 and then the “Sabbath rest” of Israel related to the gathering of the 
manna in Exodus 16:22-30. 

Thus, the heavens and the earth were completed, and all their hosts. And by the seventh 
day God completed His work which He had done; and He rested on the seventh day from 
all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, 
because in it He rested from all His work which God had created and made (Gen. 2:1-3). 

The principle contribution of this text is to establish a precedent on which future Sabbath 
commandments will be based. The precedent is one that God Himself established with regard to the seventh 
creation day. The work of creation had been completed on the sixth day. On the seventh day, God rested 
because He had finished the work of creation. He then blessed and sanctified this day because it was on this 
day that He rested. This text draws together three separate, but related, events: 

• God finished His work of creating the universe. 
• God rested on the seventh day because His creation work was finished. 
• God blessed and sanctified the seventh day because on it He rested. 
The important thing to notice is this: no commandment is made in this text. The seventh day is not even 

called the Sabbath. But the seventh day is differentiated and set apart (sanctified) from the other six creation 
days. It is assigned a special significance (blessing) by God, based on the fact that it was the day on which 
God rested. All subsequent commands to keep the Sabbath assume that this sanctity of the seventh day has 
already been established (here, at creation) by God. Thus, the Israelites are not commanded to sanctify the 
Sabbath, but to conduct themselves in such a way as not to profane it (Exodus 31:14; Isaiah 56:2), because it 
has already been declared holy. The declaration of its sanctity is found in Genesis chapter 2:1-3. God’s act of 
resting and then of sanctifying the seventh day is the basis for all subsequent commands related to the 
Sabbath. Israel was to treat the seventh day as holy because God had done so, and had declared it so. This 
brief statement in Genesis is pregnant with future meaning, as further study will reveal. 

Exodus 16:22-30: 
Now it came about on the sixth day they gathered twice as much bread, two omers for each 
one. When all the leaders of the congregation came and told Moses, then he said to them, 
“This is what the Lord meant: Tomorrow is a Sabbath observance, a holy Sabbath to the 
LORD. Bake what you will bake and boil what you will boil, and all that is left over put 
aside to be kept until morning.” So they put it aside until morning, as Moses had ordered, 
and it did not become foul, nor was there any worm in it. And Moses said, “Eat it today, for 
today is a Sabbath to the LORD; today you will not find it in the field. Six days you shall 
gather it, but on the seventh day, the Sabbath, there will be none.” And it came about on the 
seventh day that some of the people went out to gather, but they found none. Then the 
LORD said to Moses, “How long do you refuse to keep My commandments and My 
instructions? See, the LORD has given you the Sabbath, therefore He gives you bread for 
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two days on the sixth day. Remain every man in his place; let no man go out of his place on 
the seventh day.” So they rested on the seventh day (Exod. 16:22-30). 

This text makes several significant contributions to the developing doctrine of the Sabbath. First, it is the 
first occurrence of the term “Sabbath”35 in the Bible. Second, it is the first time in the Bible that Israel is 
commanded to observe a Sabbath practice of any kind. Here, the practice is specifically related to resting 
from the work of gathering manna. Third, manna was not to be gathered on the seventh day because it was a 
“Sabbath to the Lord” (vss. 23, 26). In the context, I believe we see that it was first a “Sabbath to the Lord,” 
and secondarily a “Sabbath for the Israelites.” God did two things differently to set this Sabbath aside as 
something distinct, something sanctified. (1) God caused manna not to fall on the Sabbath (v. 27). (2) God 
kept the double portion of manna gathered on the sixth day from rotting, as it did on all other days (cp. vss. 
20, 24). 

There are two additional features of this “Sabbath instruction” in the light of Israel’s past. The first is 
that this command not to gather manna was a very gracious and positive gift from God. Moses told the 
Israelites that God had given them the Sabbath (v. 29). There were few if any days off in Egypt for slaves. 
The gift of one day off a week was indeed intended to be a blessing, to be gratefully received. The second 
feature of the Sabbath was that it established a seven-day week. We might assume that this is always the way 
men have divided time, but research has shown that the Egyptians followed a ten day week.36 Thus, God was 
reordering Israel’s conception of time. 

In the light of the giving of the Ten Commandments in Exodus chapter 20, the “Sabbath instructions” of 
Exodus 16 are preparatory for what will soon follow. God told the Israelites to keep a form of Sabbath 
observance several weeks before it was laid down as one of the Ten Commandments (and one with a death 
penalty attached). Once again, God’s dealings here are preparing His people for the future.37 

Exodus 20:8-11: 
“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 of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, 
you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your 
sojourner who stays with you. For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the 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” (Exodus 20:8-11). 

This text is the basis of this lesson. This series of messages is focused on a study of the Book of Exodus. 
We have looked at Genesis 2 and Exodus 16 as preparation for our passage. We will study later texts as well, 
to see how they explain and expand on this commandment. This passage in Exodus 20 is the first 
proclamation of the Fourth Commandment, as a part of the entire Ten Commandments. It will be reiterated, 
in a somewhat different form in Deuteronomy chapter 5. The commandment to observe the Sabbath which is 
given here builds upon the two texts which we have previously considered. Let us see how this 
commandment builds upon the previous revelation.38 

                                                             
35 Some have attempted to discern the meaning of the term “Sabbath” by exploring its etymology 

(root meaning and development). Frankly, this has brought about many differing opinions, none of which has 
very compelling evidence. Thus, Dressler seems to conclude that etymology will not be of much profit, as 
can be seen from his summary of the conclusions of various scholars. Harold H. P. Dressler, “The Sabbath in 
the Old Testament,” From Sabbath to Lord’s Day, pp. 23-24. The Scripture itself best explains the meaning 
of “Sabbath.” 

36 “Their sojourn in Egypt had taught them the ten-day ‘week.’” Ibid, p. 24. Dressler quotes here 
from Richard Parker, “The Calendars and Chronology,” Legacy of Egypt (Oxford: University Press, 1971), p. 
17. 

37 “Thus, viewed within the chronological scheme of the narrative, a few months before the actual 
commandment of the Sabbath (i.e., in the Decalogue), the people of Israel were trained in the keeping of the 
Sabbath as a day in which there was no need to do the daily chore since the Lord had provided for them a 
rest.” From Sabbath to Lord’s Day, p. 24. 

38 It is probably worth mentioning that Moses undoubtedly wrote much of the Pentateuch at the 
same time. Thus, while the events of the preceding Book of Genesis and the earlier portions of Exodus may 
have been separated by some considerable period of time, their time of writing was quite confined in time. 
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There are six important features of this passage which I wish to point out here: 
(1) This commandment looks back for its basis. The first word of this commandment is “remember.”39 

“Remember” points back, first to the rest of our Lord on the seventh day, the day which He sanctified and 
blessed in Genesis chapter 2. Second, we are reminded of the “Sabbath commandment” given Israel in 
Exodus chapter 16, which forbade the gathering of manna on the Sabbath. The two previous texts are thus 
viewed as foundational for the Fourth Commandment, as specified in Exodus 20. 

(2) The Fourth Commandment is not just a requirement to “keep the Sabbath,” but more than 
this is the instruction to “keep the Sabbath holy” (cf. Exodus 16:23; 20:8). The Sabbath day is 
commemorated as a holy day, one designated such by the Lord (Genesis 2:1-3) and declared to be such in 
Exodus 16:23. Keeping the Sabbath involves much more than abstinence from labor, it requires the 
acknowledgment of the sacredness, the sanctity, of this day because of God’s deeds and declaration. 

(3) The Fourth Commandment instructs each Israelite to plan and to finish his week’s work by the 
Sabbath. The reason why men do not wish to stop what they are doing is most often that they have not 
finished. The Fourth Commandment deals with this problem by instructing the Israelites to plan to be 
finished by the end of the sixth day, and to see to it that they do finish. 

(4) The commandment here is broadened from the command given in Exodus chapter 16. In that 
passage, God specifically prohibited the Israelites from gathering manna on the seventh day of the week. 
Now, all labor is prohibited. This command is now so general it will require further clarification. We are thus 
prepared for the next revelation God will give the Israelites. Also, the number of those prohibited to work is 
significantly increased to include the Israelites’ servants and their beasts. Not only was rest guaranteed for 
all, but this would constitute a nation-wide shut down, which would make it more difficult for any who might 
be tempted to overlook this commandment. 

(5) This commandment is not given in isolation, but it is given in relationship, in concert with the 
other nine. We cannot understand this command in isolation, apart from its relationship to the other 
commandments. We shall wait until our next passage to consider the relationship of the Fourth 
Commandment to the commandments as a whole. Here, I wish to point out the relationship of the Fourth 
Commandment to the preceding three, those which bear upon Israel’s relationship to her God. I believe that 
the Fourth Commandment makes a significant contribution to the Israel’s (true) worship of God. 

(6) This commandment in verse 11 we are reminded that the Lord “made the heavens and the 
earth, the sea and all that is in them.” Previously in the Commandments, God had forbidden the worship of 
other gods and the use of idols and images. Specifically, God said, “You shall not make for yourself an idol, 
or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth” (Exodus 
20:4). We find that the Israelites would be tempted to make images of those things which God created, either 
in the heavens above, on the earth, or in the sea. After they were forbidden to fashion any images in the form 
of any creatures in these three spheres, God then refers to the fact that He rested after having finished 
creating everything in the heavens above, on the earth, and in the sea (Exodus 20:11). Is there any 
significance to the repetition of these three spheres? I believe so. I believe that God is teaching a very 
important lesson about worship: ISRAEL WOULD BE WRONG TO TRY TO WORSHIP GOD BY 
IMITATING HIS CREATURES (MAKING IDOLS), BUT THEY WERE TO WORSHIP GOD BY 
IMITATING HIS ACTIONS AFTER CREATION—BY RESTING AS HE DID. 

To summarize this matter concisely we might say that Israel could not worship with idols, but was to 
worship by being idle. Here is a crucial difference between false worship and the true. We are wrong to 
worship God by making imitation gods; we are right in imitating God in His response to having finished His 
creation. God is worshipped as we imitate His actions and character, not as we serve the things He created. 

Exodus 31:12-18: 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
The point is that what God inspired and directed Moses to write was intended to buttress and undergird 
Israel’s actions, as prescribed in the Law. 

39 The first statement of the Fourth Commandment in Exodus 20 begins with the words, “Remember 
the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.” The restatement of this command in Deuteronomy chapter 5 begins, 
“Observe the Sabbath day to keep it holy.” The change from “remember” to “observe” may be significant 
and worth further study, but that goes beyond the scope of this message. 
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And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “But as for you, speak to the sons of Israel, saying, 
‘You shall surely observe My Sabbaths; for this is a sign between Me and you throughout 
your generations, that you may know that I am the Lord who sanctifies you. Therefore you 
are to observe the Sabbath, for it is holy to you. Everyone who profanes it shall surely be 
put to death; for whoever does any work on it, that person shall be cut off from among his 
people. For six days work may be done, but on the seventh day there is a Sabbath of 
complete rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on the Sabbath day shall surely 
be put to death. So the sons of Israel shall observe the Sabbath, to celebrate the Sabbath 
throughout their generations as a perpetual covenant.’ It is a sign between Me and the sons 
of Israel forever; for in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, but on the seventh day 
He ceased from labor, and was refreshed.” And when He had finished speaking with him 
upon Mount Sinai, He gave Moses the two tablets of the testimony, tablets of stone, written 
by the finger of God (Exodus 31:12-18).  

Several new dimensions to the Sabbath commandment are given in this text: 
(1) This passage refers to the Sabbaths as “MY” Sabbaths (v. 13). The Sabbaths which Israel are to 

observe are the Lord’s. This is undoubtedly related to the Sabbath rest of God after creation, referred to once 
again in verse 17. 

(2) The observance of the Sabbath is extended in time, so that it becomes a permanent one 
(throughout your generations, v. 13) for Israel. 

(3) The observance of the Sabbath is declared to be the sign of the Mosaic Covenant between God 
and His chosen people Israel. The obligation is restricted to Israelites (“It is a sign between Me and you,” v. 
13; “It is holy to you,” v. 14). The fact that this commandment comes virtually at the middle of the 
commandments, bridging Israel’s obligation to God with her duties to men, conforms to the pattern of the 
treaties of the Ancient Near East. Note that the reiteration of the Fourth Commandment is God’s final word at 
the giving of the Mosaic Covenant on Mt. Sinai.  

(4) The importance of obeying this commandment is emphatically stressed. Since Sabbath 
observance is the sign of the covenant, observing the Sabbath was the Israelites’ pledge to keep the whole 
Law. To break this commandment was to reject all of the Law. Consequently, obedience to this 
commandment was vitally important. The urgency of obedience is stressed by the word “surely” (“You shall 
surely observe My Sabbaths”) in verse 13. It is even more urgent in the light of the death penalty which is 
prescribed for violation of the Sabbath, twice stated (vss. 14, 15). 

(5) The Sabbath is said to be profaned by any who work on this sacred day. Are we to say that work 
is profane? In the sense that work is common, everyday, the answer is clearly yes. What is common or 
profane is not necessarily evil (after all, God worked 6 days to create the heavens and the earth), but neither 
is it holy in the sense of being special. That which is holy is set apart, distinct, put to different use. Thus, God 
distinguished the seventh day by resting, as opposed to working. Israel must do likewise, so that what 
happened on the Sabbath was to be different, somehow, from what happened on any other day. 

(6) The purpose of Israel’s Sabbath observance was to teach them about sanctification—namely 
their sanctification. God said that Israel was to observe the Sabbath perpetually, “that you might know that I 
am the Lord who sanctifies you” (v. 13). Just as God had set the seventh day apart from the other six at 
creation, so He had set Israel apart by His divine calling and their deliverance at the Exodus. The godly 
Israelite, who wished to observe the Sabbath with his whole heart, would meditate on what God intended him 
to do in order to keep the Sabbath as a holy day. In so doing, he would also be learning much about what it 
meant for him to keep himself holy as well. The keeping of the Sabbath thus became an object lesson in 
sanctification.  

The Sabbath in Other Pentateuchal Passages 
These four passages provide us with the most extensive teaching on the Sabbath. There are several other 

passages to which we shall briefly refer, pointing out the unique contribution of each to the Sabbath theology. 
Exodus 34:21: Adds “in plowing time and in harvest you shall cease to work”—thus more specifically 

applying Sabbath instruction to new conditions in land. 
Exodus 35:2-3: No fire can be kindled on the Sabbath in Israelite homes. While alluded to in Exodus 16, 

it is clearly prohibited here. This prevented the women from becoming absorbed in preparation of “hot” 
meals. In effect, this clarification meant “cold cuts” for dinner on the Sabbath. 
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Leviticus 23:3: Leviticus provides the Israelites with instruction concerning their worship which 
included the Sabbath. The various religious Sabbath celebrations for which Israel will gather (convocation) 
include: 

(1) A convocation each Sabbath (23:3). 
(2) A celebration of the Passover (23:4-8). 
(3) A convocation on the seventh month, including a celebration of the day of atonement and the Feast 

of Booths (23:23-38). 
Leviticus 25 and 26: In Leviticus 25, God adds the requirement that the land must have its Sabbath 

rests, just as the people and their animals do. On every seventh year, the land must not be worked, as in the 
other six years.  

Every 50 years (7 X 7) there was to be a year of jubilee (25:8-17). The land was again to lie fallow. 
Property was to be restored to its original owner. Since the land belonged to God, He had every right to 
require this (25:23). 

Failure to give the land its Sabbath rests would lead to Israel’s dispersion and captivity, at which time 
the land would get its rest (26:32-35). 

Numbers 28:9-10: Here, the Sabbath day sacrifice (two male lambs) is prescribed. 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15: 

‘Observe the Sabbath day to keep it holy, as the LORD your God commanded you. Six 
days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the LORD 
your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter or your male 
servant or your female servant or your ox or your donkey or any of your cattle or your 
sojourner who stays with you, so that your male and your female servant may rest as well 
as you. And you shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD 
your God brought you out of there by a mighty hand and by an outstretched arm; therefore 
the LORD your God commanded you to observe the Sabbath day’ (Deut. 5:12-15). 

Essentially, this passage is a reiteration of the Ten Commandments, spoken by Moses in the light of 
Israel’s upcoming entrance into the land of Canaan. There are, however, a few differences between this text 
and that of Exodus 20:8-11. These are: 

(1) This time, the commandment begins with the word “observe” rather than “remember.” 
(2) “Ox” and “ass” are added to those animals which cannot be worked on the Sabbath. 
(3) The statement, “that your manservant and your maidservant may rest as well as you,” is added. 
(4) The basis for observing the Sabbath is different. In Exodus, the basis for the Sabbath was the 

creation-rest of God. In Deuteronomy, it is Israel’s slavery and release from Egypt in Deuteronomy. In 
Exodus, the focus is on creation, while in Deuteronomy it is redemption. In the first giving of the Fourth 
Commandment, Israel is instructed to imitate God in His rest; in the second, Israel is to imitate God in His 
redemption, in His compassion on the oppressed. Thus, just as they were given rest from their slavery, so the 
Israelites must give their slaves rest.40 

The Sabbath in the Prophets 
The rest of the Old Testament (which I am referring to as the “prophets”) has some important insight for 

us regarding the observance of the Sabbath. 
Psalm 92: Psalm 92, subtitled “A Psalm, a Song for the Sabbath Day,” is one which we often sing. At 

this time we will only point out that this psalm is suggestive of the kinds of worship activities which are 
appropriate on the Sabbath day. 

                                                             
40 This is a bit of an aside, but I think we should keep this text in mind whenever (or if we ever) we 

glibly state that the Bible sanctions slavery. There are many kinds of slavery, and the kind of slavery which 
God tolerates are vastly superior to the kind we most often observe. For some “freemen” in our world, God’s 
kind of slavery would be a step up. 
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Isaiah 56:1-8: In Isaiah chapter 56, the prophet dwells on the blessings which will come to those who 
keep the Sabbath, “in spirit and in truth” (we might paraphrase). Several new emphases can be found here in 
regard to the Sabbath: 

(1) Sabbath-keeping is no mere external ritual, it must be accompanied by righteousness and justice. 
(2) Blessings are promised to two specific groups, who may have been considered ineligible. The 

foreigner (vss. 3, 6-8) and the eunuch (vss. 3-5) who keep the Sabbath are promised those blessings most 
significant and encouraging to them. The eunuch will not need to bear children to carry on their name for 
God will give them an everlasting name (vss. 4-5). The foreigner will no longer be an outsider, but will be 
joined with God and with His people (vss. 6-8). How great a comfort Gentiles find here. 

Isaiah 58:13-14: It would seem that Sabbath-keeping had become tedious and mundane for many of the 
Israelites. Instead of using the Sabbath as a day of worship, selfish pleasures were pursued. God here 
promises blessing to those who delight in Him and who forsake the pursuit of pleasure on the Sabbath for the 
pursuit of God. 

Jeremiah 17:21-27: Through the prophet Jeremiah, God speaks of the abuses of the Sabbath, especially 
as it relates to the city of Jerusalem. Commercial enterprise was being carried on during the Sabbath. 
Specifically, goods were being transported into and out of the city. The Fourth Commandment is thus applied 
specifically to the city and to commerce. God promises to bless Jerusalem as a city if the people keep the 
Sabbath, but to destroy the city if they refuse. We know that Jerusalem will fall and go into captivity from the 
entire prophecy of Jeremiah. Israel’s refusal to keep the Sabbath (and thus to cast aside her covenant with 
God) was a substantial part of the reason for her captivity. 

Ezekiel 20:12-26; 22:8, 16, 26: Ezekiel’s prophecy in chapters 20 and 22 simply reiterates and 
reinforces God’s warning that the neglect of God’s covenant and Israel’s failure to keep the Sabbath would 
result in her judgment and captivity. 

Nehemiah 10:28-31; 13:15-22: Nehemiah was one of the Post-exilic writers. The Book of Nehemiah 
reflects the commitment of Nehemiah and of the godly Israelites who returned to the promised land to 
observe the Law of God and specifically to keep the Sabbath. 

Principles and Practical Implications 
We have briefly surveyed the principle texts of the Old Testament which teach the Israelites how and 

why they should keep the Sabbath holy. Let us now sum up what we have learned, as well as explore some of 
the principles underlying this instruction and their implications for us. 

(1) The Principle of Progressive Revelation. The progressively unfolding teaching on the Sabbath in 
the Bible is an excellent illustration of the principle of progressive revelation. Essentially, the principle of 
progressive revelation recognizes that God reveals important doctrines and concepts gradually and 
sequentially. Major lines of biblical truth (e.g. doctrine, prophecy) are first revealed in broad, general terms, 
and then filled in with more and more detail. Thus, we would expect that the great doctrines of the Bible 
would likely occur first in the Old Testament (very often in the Pentateuch), would then be clarified by the 
Old Testament prophets, interpreted by our Lord, and then finally explained and applied by the New 
Testament writers. The revelation of truth in the Bible is thus like the blooming of a beautiful flower. First 
the seed is planted, the plant grows, the flower appears as a bud and finally is seen in full bloom. 

The implications of this principle are simple, yet vitally important. If we are to study a particular 
doctrine in the Bible we must do so consistently with the principle of progressive revelation. We should 
being at the beginning and study its development to the very end of the New Testament. In order to do this 
one should make good use of topical Bibles, marginal references in their Bibles, and a complete concordance. 

The cultists and false teachers often do great violence to the principle of progressive revelation. They 
often find their “revelations” in one or a few obscure texts. They hop about the Bible in random fashion to 
justify their preconceived ideas. They then assign a very high level of importance to their unique (offbeat) 
interpretation. The principle of progressive revelation should help us to spot such scriptural charlatans. Any 
important doctrine should be frequently mentioned in Scripture. The development of that doctrine should be 
clearly evident as one works through the Scriptures from beginning to end. The truth will not be obscure, 
missed by most (we all want to know something which the less enlightened have missed), but evident to 
many Christians, throughout the ages of church history. 
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Let me briefly review what we have learned about the Sabbath from the Old Testament, to show how 
carefully Sabbath instruction has been given:  

Genesis 2:1-3  Sabbath established by deeds and decree of God. 

Exodus 16:22-30 Sabbath first commanded. Applied by God to the Israelites in the wilderness, related to 
the gathering of manna. 

Exodus 20:8-11 Sabbath first given as the Fourth Commandment. Application broadened to all work, and 
to all in Israel, including servants and animals. 

Exodus 31:12-18  Sabbath specifically identified as Israel’s sign of the Mosaic Covenant, with death 
penalty prescribed for violators. 

Leviticus and Numbers Sabbath rest to include the land. Religious celebrations and sacrifice given more detail. 

Deuteronomy The Fourth Commandment reiterated, but now with emphasis on God’s redemption and 
Israel’s responsibility toward slaves. 

Psalm 92  Description of the kinds of worship appropriate on the Sabbath. 

Prophets  
(Jeremiah and Ezekiel) 

Israel’s errors in understanding and carrying out the Sabbath exposed (pursuit of own 
pleasure; ritual without mercy, justice, and Ezekiel righteousness). Blessings promised 
those who keep Sabbath in spirit and in truth; judgment (captivity) if Sabbath is 
continually profaned. 

Post-exilic books 
(Nehemiah): 

Emphasis on care given to keep the Sabbath. 

(2) True religion requires the imitation of God. Idolatry seeks to create imitations of God, by creating 
man-made idols which represent and reflect God to men. True religion seeks to imitate God by being like 
Him and by obeying His commands. Israel was set apart by God to be a “kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation” (Exodus 19:6). She was to manifest God to men by being like God in holy conduct, outlined by the 
Law which God gave at Mt. Sinai. God is made known to men when God’s character and conduct are 
reflected in and through men. 

This principle is true today. Christ came to the earth to reveal God to men in His earthly body. Now that 
He has ascended to heaven, it is the church which is the manifestation of Christ to the world. We are His 
body. Just like Israel, we who constitute the church are called to be “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a people for God’s own possession, that we may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called us 
out of darkness into light” (cf. 1 Peter 2:9). Just as God commanded Israel to be holy because He is holy, so 
He has given this same command to the church (1 Peter 1:16). 

Some would tell us that in this age of grace the Christian need not concern himself with commandment-
keeping. I would remind you that just as keeping the commandments guided the Israelites as to how they 
were to live in a God-like way, so God’s commandments (as clarified and reiterated in the New Testament) 
inform us about living lives which imitate God’s character and conduct. Our Lord’s final words to His 
disciples in John 14 and 15 had much to say about keeping His commandments (cf. John 14:15; 15:10). 

Keeping God’s commandments reveals God to men in a different way. When we keep God’s 
commandments it often creates situations in which God is able to manifest His power and provision for His 
people in a magnificent way. Let me illustrate this truth in a couple of ways. First, suppose that you were an 
Israelite, and that the weather forecast was for a hailstorm, which would arrive on the first day of the week. 
Your crops had not been fully harvested and the sixth day of the week was just drawing to a close. To obey 
the commandment to keep the Sabbath day holy would require you not to harvest your crops, knowing full 
well that the hailstorm might destroy them before you could finish the harvest. All of your pagan neighbors 
would be watching, I can assure you. They would watch to see the measure of your faith in God to protect 
your crops and to provide for you. They would also watch to see what your God would do. By obeying this 
commandment a situation is created in which God can prove Himself to be God. 

The same is also true for the New Testament saint who faithfully lives in accordance with God’s word. I 
once heard a professor say that any businessman who attempted to live by the Sermon on the Mount would 
go broke doing so. Humanly speaking this may be true. Spiritually speaking, this affords a wonderful 
opportunity for God’s people to demonstrate their faith, and for God to demonstrate His faithfulness. I have 
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heard similar statements related to our ecclesiology (the biblical principles of running the church). I believe 
that God gives us commands which test our faith and which give the opportunity for Him to demonstrate His 
faithfulness. 

(3) The relationship between time and godliness: It takes time to be holy. The relationship between 
the first three commandments and the fourth is becoming increasingly clear. The first three commandments 
impress upon the saint the necessity, indeed the priority, of worship. The fourth commandment insures the 
time which is required for worship. When viewed together these commandments inform us that it takes time 
to be holy. The fourth commandment prohibits preoccupation with the normal activity of work so that men 
may worship God.  

Think through the Old Testament passages which we have studied in this lesson for a moment. There are 
two related subjects: work (or the absence of it) and worship. The initial teaching on the Sabbath focuses on 
the absence of normal labor on the seventh day. Eventually the Scriptures begin to develop principles and a 
structure for Israel’s worship. The two things are directly related: Israel’s cessation of normal work was to 
facilitate her worship. 

I have to smile to myself at this point. If many of the electronic preachers of our day had a voice in the 
choice of topics to be addressed in the Ten Commandments, one high priority topic would surely be money 
(some might make most of the commandments money-oriented). While money is dealt with somewhat, I find 
that time is given a higher order of priority. That is because it is easier to worship God in the absence of 
money (blessed are the poor) than it is in the absence of time. Isn’t it interesting that some attempt to 
substitute their money for their time? 

I am now better able to understand a statement in the Book of Exodus which has always puzzled me: 
“‘Let My son go, that he may serve Me’” (Exodus 4:23; cf. 5:1, 3). 

What is it, I have long wondered, which made Israel’s freedom essential to her worship? Now I better 
understand, in the light of the Fourth Commandment. Slaves have no time of their own. The Israelites did not 
have the necessary time to worship God and to serve Him. In order for them to serve God it was necessary 
for them to have sufficient freedom to do so. Bondage with regard to time is thus a hindrance to worship. 

If this is true (as I believe it is) think of how successful Satan has been in hindering the worship of 
Christians in 20th century America. We are workaholics, and, in addition, worn out by the time demands of 
our day. It is no wonder that the quality of our worship is so shoddy. We must have free time to worship, and 
we must plan our week so that we finish in time to have that time. It does take time to be holy. 

Yet we live in a day when everything is supposed to be done quickly and efficiently. We eat fast foods, 
drive in the fast lane. And thus, when we come to church, we want our worship pre-digested, pre-planned, 
and quickly served up so we can get on to other (better?) things. God save us from those time eaters which 
cause us to abbreviate our worship. 

One more thing on the subject of time. We seem to think that our priorities are always in direct 
proportion to our time. The Old Testament teaching on the Sabbath destroys this as a myth, in my opinion. 
We suppose that those who are the most spiritual spend the most time in “spiritual” activities. Thus, full-time 
ministry is placed on the highest level, on a kind of spiritual pedestal. Let me remind you that while the 
seventh day was set apart as a holy day, it constituted only one-seventh of the week’s time. God labored on 
six days and rested on but one. Experience and Scripture join together to point out that what is most 
important does not always take the most time. 
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Between Child and Parent–Honoring Father and Mother 
(Exodus 20:12) 

Introduction 
The subject of honoring our parents is one of great import. One reason for its importance is that both the 

Old and the New Testament Scriptures command us to honor our parents.41 The Fifth Commandment states, 
“Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the Lord your God 
gives you” (Exodus 20:12). This commandment must be taken seriously, not only because it is a matter of Old 
Testament revelation, but because the obligation to honor parents is one that is reiterated and reinforced by the 
New Testament: 

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. HONOR YOUR FATHER AND 
MOTHER (which is the first commandment with a promise), THAT IT MAY BE WELL WITH 
YOU, AND THAT YOU MAY LIVE LONG ON THE EARTH (Ephesians 6:1-3). 

Thus, honoring our parents is a command, which we dare not ignore. But there is a second reason for 
carefully studying the Fifth Commandment. Honoring our parents is one of the highest callings and the 
greatest tasks we face in life. There are two great tasks in life to which most of us are called. The first is the 
bearing and raising of children, to bring them from the absolute dependence of the womb, to the 
independence of adolescence, to the maturity of adulthood. The second is the caring for our own parents in 
their declining years. Often this involves the deterioration of the physical body, and frequently of the mind. 
The raising of children has its pains, but it usually is accompanied by the joy of seeing our children grow up, 
become mature and responsible, and independent. The caring for our parents is seldom as rewarding. The 
culmination of this process is the grave.  

Honoring parents confronts the Christian with numerous problems, most of which are the source of great 
agony, and frequently of much guilt. We may have to decide whether or not to have an elderly parent live in 
our homes with us, or to place them in a rest home. We may even be called upon to decide whether or not to 
“pull the plug” on machines that artificially preserve life (or prolong death). We may have to make decisions 
which our parents disagree with and for which they (or others) may accuse us of being unloving. 

With all of these problems related to honoring our parents, one would expect a great deal of help from 
Christian literature, but this is not so. Much has been written and said to help Christians raise their children. 
While I have heard a great deal (sometimes, too much) about the responsibility of parents to their children, I 
have not seen anything definitive on the responsibility of children to their parents. At best, such teaching 
pertains almost entirely to the obligation of young children to obey their parents. At worst, the teaching on 
honoring parents is distorted. Some have taught that parental authority should always be exercised, if not in 
the form of directive statements, in a poorly defined form of “chain of counsel.” Some would have us think 
that placing a parent in a rest home is an unpardonable sin.  

The third reason for a thorough study of the Fifth Commandment is that our culture most often hinders 
and opposes our efforts to honor our parents. In the culture of the ancient Near East, there was a much higher 
regard for those in positions of authority (in general) and for parents in particular. Even today, the Chinese, 
for example, undergird honoring parents through the unbiblical practice of ancestor worship. This is, needless 
to say, not a practice I would advocate. It does, however, encourage a deep respect for parents and the elderly 
which is not present in our country. 

In America, several factors tend to undermine honoring parents.  

                                                             
41 The following Scriptures are important to our understanding of honoring parents. I highly 

recommend that you study these passages carefully: Central Passages for Honoring Parents: Exodus 20:12 
(Deut. 5:16); 21:15, 17; Matthew 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13; Leviticus 19:3; Ephesians 6:1-3; Proverbs 30:11-14; 
31:1-9; 1 Timothy 5:1, 3, 8; Isaiah 29:13; Malachi 1:6. Related Passages on Honoring Parents: Genesis 
2:24;  Matthew 10:32-40; Leviticus 19:32; 20:9; 21:9;  Mark 10:28-31; Numbers 22:17, 37; Luke 14:26; 
Deuteronomy 4:10-12; 6:4-7; 33:8-10; John 5:22-23; 8:48-50; 12:26; Joshua 2:12-13; Romans 1:30; 2:7, 10; 
12:10; 13:7; Judges 13:17; 1 Corinthians 12:23-24; 1 Samuel 2:30; 1 Thessalonians 4:4; Proverbs 1:8; 3:9; 
4:1-5; 19:26; 20:20; 1 Thessalonians 4:4; 28:7, 24; 1 Timothy 1:17; 5:3, 17; 6:1; Ezekiel 20:30; 2 Timothy 
3:2; Hebrews 5:4; 1 Peter 2:17; 3:7; 2 Peter 1:17; Jude 8; Revelation 4:9-11; 5:12-13; 7:12; 21:24-26. 
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(1) There is the impact of technology. In previous generations fathers were often craftsmen, who had 
learned their trade from their fathers. It took a son years to match his own father in skills, and he would only 
gradually pass him up. By this time, the father was advanced in years. Fathers died earlier, and did not have 
the life support systems available in today’s hospitals. Now, a child in elementary school may be learning 
things that parents never heard of. Who of us, for example, would want to try to explain some of the math our 
kids are being taught in school? Thus, each new generation quickly surpasses the preceding generation in the 
knowledge it possesses. There is much temptation for the younger generation to think of its parents as out of 
date, antiquated in thinking. In a society where knowledge is prized more than wisdom, the older generation 
is fortunate to be respected, let alone honored, by the younger generation. 

(2) Because of the rapid increase of divorce, children are often called upon to honor one parent 
and to despise the other. Neither parent can seem to tolerate the thought of the former mate having the 
respect of their child. If this were not bad enough, Freudian Psychology has provided each generation with 
an excuse to blame all of its problems on its forebearers. Countless expeditions into the parental past has 
provided many individuals with an expensive excursion into past history in order to pin the blame for their 
sins on someone else, often one or both parents.  

(3) If it is possible to pin the blame for our problems on someone else, it is also easy to pin the 
responsibility of caring for aging parents on someone else. Perhaps more than any other time in history, 
we are looking to the government to carry much of the burden families have borne in providing for the needs 
of their aging parents. Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and other government programs are viewed as 
the means for handling our obligation as children to our parents. 

(4) Honor is due to more than just parents.42 The New Testament requires the Christian to honor all 
men (Romans 12:10; 1 Peter 2:17).43 Learning to honor parents is thus a significant step in the direction of 
honoring others. 

The purpose of this message is to explore the meaning of the Fifth Commandment, not only for the 
Israelite of old, but for the contemporary Christian. We will begin by defining the term “honor” and then 
discovering how parents in the Old Testament were honored or dishonored by their children. We will next 
turn to the New Testament, to see from the teaching and practice of our Lord, how parents were to be 
honored, especially against the backdrop of the disregard of parents by the scribes and Pharisees. Finally, we 
will see how the Fifth Commandment was modified and applied by the apostle Paul. To conclude our study 

                                                             
42 In my study of “honor” in the Bible, I discovered the following people (which generally involve a 

position) are given honor: God, the Father—1 Timothy 1:17; Proverbs 3:9; Revelation 4:9-11; 5:12-13; 
7:12; 19:1; 21:24, 26; God, the Son—John 5:22-23; Hebrews 2:7, 9; 2 Peter 1:17. Those in positions of 
authority over us: Kings—1 Peter 2:17; Higher authorities—Romans 13:7; Elders—1 Timothy 5:17; 
Masters (by slaves)—1 Timothy 6:1; Those not in a superior status to us—Husbands to honor wives—1 
Peter 3:7; 1 Thessalonians 4:4; All men—1 Peter 2:17; One another—Romans 12:10; God will honor us—
John 12:26; Romans 2:7, 10. 

43 Since honor was required only with respect to those who had a higher status or position in the Old 
Testament, we may wonder why the change in the New Testament, requiring the Christian to honor all men. 
The reason why Christians are commanded to honor others who may even have an inferior status in life is 
due to the fact that the Christian is required to place others above himself:  

Be of the same mind toward one another; do not be haughty in mind, but associate with the 
lowly. Do not be wise in your own estimation (Romans 12:16). 
Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength and not just 
please ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to his edification. For 
even Christ did not please Himself; but as it is written, “For the reproaches of those who 
reproached Thee fell upon Me” (Romans 15:1-3). 
Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you 
regard one another as more important than himself; do not merely look out for your own 
personal interests, but also for the interests of others (Philippians 2:3-4). 
Thus, the Christian, unlike the worldling, honors all men, even when their earthly status is lower 

than our own, because the mind of Christ elevates others above self. For the Christian, then, all others have a 
status higher than our own interest. On this basis, they deserve to be honored. 
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we will seek to distill the fundamental principles which should govern us in honoring our parents, and in 
dealing with some of the difficult problems associated with this obligation. 

Honoring Parents in the Old Testament 
The term “honor” is one that has a kind of archaic ring to it, one that is seldom used in everyday speech. 

It is therefore necessary for us to come to terms with what is meant by “honor” as it is used in the Bible.44 We 
will first look at honor in its broader usage, and then narrow its use down to the honoring of parents as 
commanded in the Old Testament. 

(1) Giving honor is personal. In the Bible, only persons are honored, not things. We do not honor 
paintings or great works of art, or things of value, we honor only people. We would also say that honor is 
rendered by people to people. More specifically, honor is bestowed by a person to a person. Honor cannot be 
self-designated, but must come from another: “And no one takes the honor to himself, but receives it when he 
is called by God, even as Aaron was” (Hebrews 5:4). 

(2) Giving honor is preferential. When we honor someone, we distinguish them above someone else. 
Honoring someone sets them above others. “… give preference to one another in honor” (Romans 12:10). 
Honoring parents means to think highly of them, in contrast to esteeming them lightly: “Therefore the Lord 
God of Israel declares, ‘I did indeed say that your house and the house of your father should walk before Me 
forever’; but now the Lord declares, ‘Far be it from Me—for those who honor Me I will honor, and those 
who despise Me will be lightly esteemed’” (1 Samuel 2:30).45 

(3) Honor is positional. When people are honored in the Bible, they are honored largely because of the 
position they hold. Those whom we are commanded to honor in the Bible are most often those who hold a 
certain position of distinction. God is honored because He is the Sovereign God of the Universe. Kings, 
rulers, elders, and masters are all to be given honor. Parents, too, are to be honored for their position in the 
family. Thus honor has to do with the position, power, and dignity that a person has above and beyond 
others. 

(4) Giving honor is practical. Honoring another requires more than mere lip service: “Then the Lord 
said, ‘Because this people draw near with their words And honor Me with their lip service, But they remove 
their hearts far from Me, And their reverence for Me consists of tradition learned by rote’” (Isaiah 29:13). That 
honor which God requires of man is an honor which translates into very practical terms, whether it be directed 
Godward or manward. 

(5) Honor is public.46 The act of honoring parents begins with an attitude of respect for them. Thus we 
read in the Law, “Every one of you shall reverence his mother and his father, and you shall keep My 
                                                             

44 The following is a summary of what is done to honor another in the Bible: By giving money or 
material things: Balaam—Numbers 22:17, 37; 24:11; Widows—1 Timothy 5:3; Elders—1 Timothy 5:17; 
Offerings to the Lord—Proverbs 3:9; Sacrifices (shared with the angel)—Judges 13:17; By our Lord giving 
glory to God—John 8:48-50; By beautifying and giving greater prominence—1 Corinthians 12:23-24; By 
giving respect, and obedience—Romans 13:7; Ephesians 6:1-3; 1 Peter 2:13-27; By giving God worship, 
Revelation 4:9-11; 5:12-13; 7:12; 19:1; 21:24, 26. 

45 Commenting on Deuteronomy 21:17, Jordan writes, “There are two words for ‘curse’ in Hebrew. 
One has as its basic meaning ‘to separate from or banish,’ and is used for the curse in Genesis 3:14. The 
second, which is used in Exodus 21:17, basically means ‘to make light of, or repudiate.’ As Umberto Cassuto 
has pointed out, this verb ‘to make light of’ is the opposite of the verb which means ‘to make heavy, honor, 
or glorify.’ For the Hebrew, to glorify or honor someone was to treat them as weighty, just as American slang 
in the 1970s and 1980s uses the word ‘heavy’ to refer to important or impressive matters.” James B. Jordan, 
The Law of the Covenant (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984), p. 105. 

46 This public dimension of honor helps to explain a great deal. First, it explains why the worship 
(honoring) of God requires a public expression of praise and adoration. It also explains why a husband is 
commanded to honor his wife, but the wife is nowhere commanded to honor her husband (cf. 1 Peter 3:7). 
The woman is to reverence her husband (Ephesians 5:33; 1 Peter 3:2, 5), because this is a matter of her 
(private) attitude. She cannot honor him publicly because her role is restricted with regard to public speaking, 
especially in the church (cf. 1 Corinthians 14:34-35; 1 Timothy 2:12). The husband, on the other hand, is to 
publicly honor his wife. He is able to honor his wife because of his more public role. He needs to honor his 
wife because of her more private role. 
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Sabbaths; I am the Lord your God” (Leviticus 19:3). The outflow of the attitude of reverence is the action of 
honoring, and action which is generally public. Thus, both husband and children are exhorted to give the 
godly woman praise in a public place: 

Her children rise up and bless her; Her husband also, and he praises her, saying: “Many 
daughters have done nobly, But you excel them all.” Charm is deceitful and beauty is vain, 
But a woman who fears the Lord, she shall be praised. Give her the product of her hands, 
And let her works praise her in the gates (Proverbs 31:28-31). 

The evidences of a “dishonorable” child were public, and thus the persistently and willfully rebellious 
child was to be disciplined (executed) in a public ceremony: 

“If any man has a stubborn and rebellious son who will not obey his father or his mother, 
and when they chastise him, he will not even listen to them, then his father and mother 
shall seize him, and bring him out to the elders of his city at the gateway of his home town. 
And they shall say to the elders of his city, ‘This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious, he 
will not obey us, he is a glutton and a drunkard.’ Then all the men of his city shall stone 
him to death; so you shall remove the evil from your midst, and all Israel shall hear of it 
and fear” (Deut. 21:18-21).47  

The central passage on honoring parents is that found in the Ten Commandments: 
Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the 
Lord your God gives you (Exodus 20:12; also Deuteronomy 5:16). 

Since this is really the first occurrence of the command to honor parents it would be well to make several 
observations about the commandment which is given: 

(1) The commandment is given to children, specifying their obligation toward their parents. The 
terms “father” and “mother” are synonymous with “parents,” thus we have spelled out here the obligation of 
children to honor their parents. 

(2) There are no indications here as to the age of the children who are to honor their parents. We 
would tend to think that this commandment is given to young children regarding their obligation to their 
parents, but this is not so. Other passages will apply this general command to specific age groups, but this 
command is deliberately broad in scope. 

(3) There is no particular action required here. Children are not told here to do anything in particular 
to honor their parents. We should assume, and rightly so, that different actions will be required at different 
times, of different people. We must therefore look elsewhere in Scripture to determine how we are to honor 
our parents at any given point in time.  

The Old Testament Scriptures fill in many of the details as to what constitutes honor and dishonor, with 
respect to parents. When parents are dishonored, they are cursed (Exodus 21:17; Leviticus 20:9; Proverbs 
20:20), or, according to Proverbs, not blessed (30:11). This disregard for parents can result in physically 
striking them (Exodus 21:15; Proverbs 19:26), and even of robbing them (Proverbs 28:24). The child can 
dishonor his parents by living a lifestyle which is contradictory to that of his parents and of society, including 
disobedience, stubbornness, rebelliousness, drunkenness, and gluttony (Deuteronomy 21:18-21). 

                                                             
47 Jordan comments on Deuteronomy 21:18-21: “The fifth commandment orders sons and daughters 

to honor their parents, and the verb used is the verb ‘to make heavy, to glorify.’ Thus, to make light of, to 
despise, is the opposite. An example of this is clearly set out in Deuteronomy 21:18-21. …”   Notice that it is 
an older child who is in view, not a little boy; he is old enough to be a drunkard. Second, notice the sin is a 
settled disposition to rebel, not a one time act of disobedience. Third, notice that the young man has given 
public witness to his rebellious heart; the parents can remind the judges that they all know he is a drunkard 
and a glutton. Note, fourth, that the parents do not have the power to deal with this rebel on their own; they 
have to bring evidence and testimony to the judges. This shows us how the Law was carried out, and what is 
involved in making light of one’s parents, ridiculing them, and repudiating them. 

In 1 Timothy 5:3, 17, to ‘honor’ someone means to give them money, to care for them financially. 
In line with this understanding, Jesus applies the death penalty for dishonoring parents directly to those who 
refuse to care for them in their old age. The Law of the Covenant, pp. 105-106. 
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(4) The Fifth Commandment is the first of the commandments which deal with our obligations to 
men. The first four commandments have dealt with the Israelite’s obligation to God. This commandment 
introduces those which specify his duty with respect to men. This commandment pertains only to the 
obligation between child and parents. It is also a positive command, followed by prohibitions. 

(5) The Fifth Commandment is the first commandment which is accompanied with a promise. The 
promise, as I understand it, is two-fold. First, it is a promise of long life. Second, it is the promise of a long 
life, lived out in the land of Canaan.48 As it stands, the Fifth Commandment is given specifically to the 
Israelites, with a promise which pertains to them. The New Testament will adapt and modify this 
commandment to apply to the Gentile Christians and the church, leaving the commandment in nearly the 
same form as found here in the Old Testament. 

The promise of long life in the land of Canaan is given elsewhere, but it is the reward for keeping all of 
God’s commandments, not just the Fifth Commandment: 

“See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and adversity; in that I 
command you today to love the Lord your God, to walk in His ways and to keep His 
commandments and His statutes and His judgments, that you may live and multiply, and 
that the Lord your God may bless you in the land where you are entering to possess it” 
(Deuteronomy 30:15-16).  

Why is obedience to the Fifth Commandment linked with the blessings attached to the keeping of all the 
commandments? In addition to the fact that one must keep every commandment to keep all commandments, 
the Fifth Commandment plays a special role with respect to the rest of the commandments. The laws of God 
are to be conveyed to subsequent generations of Israelites primarily from the parents to their children. Thus, 
the emphasis of Deuteronomy on the teaching the Law to children. If children are going to listen to their 
parents and learn to love the Law, they must first respect and honor their teachers—their fathers and mothers. 
The honoring of parents is thus a prerequisite to the teaching of the Law from one generation to the 
next. 

If children honor their parents they will heed their instruction. If they heed their instruction, they will 
keep the whole Law of God. If they keep the Law of God they will not do harm to their fellow-Israelites. 
Viewed negatively, honoring parents causes the child to be inclined to avoid the evils of murder, adultery, 
theft, false witness, and coveting. Viewed more positively, honoring parents has a high correlation with 
honoring others and caring for them. This is emphasized in two passages of Proverbs: 

There is a kind of man who curses his father, and does not bless his mother. There is a kind 
who is pure in his own eyes, yet is not washed from his filthiness. There is a kind—oh how 
lofty are his eyes! And his eyelids are raised in arrogance. There is a kind of man whose 
teeth are like swords, and his jaw teeth like knives, to devour the afflicted from the earth, 
and the needy from among men (Proverbs 30:11-14).  
The words of King Lemuel, the oracle which his mother taught him. What, O my son? And 
what, O son of my womb? And what, O son of my vows? Do not give your strength to 
women, Or your ways to that which destroys kings. It is not for kings, O Lemuel, It is not 
for kings to drink wine, Or for rulers to desire strong drink. Lest they drink and forget what 
is decreed, And pervert the rights of all the afflicted. … Open your mouth for the dumb, 
For the rights of all the unfortunate. Open your mouth, judge righteously, And defend the 
rights of the afflicted and needy (Prov. 31:1-5, 8-9).  

In Proverbs 30:11-14 honoring parents is viewed from the negative point of view. The verses are all a 
part of one piece, one theme. The section begins by informing us about the dishonorable son, who curses his 
parents. It concludes by describing his oppression of others, particularly his preying upon those who are 
weak and afflicted. The son who does not hesitate to curse father or mother, will not hesitate to curse any 
man. The son who strikes or robs his parents will not find it difficult to oppress others. The son who 
dishonors parents will mistreat others. One’s treatment of his parents is directly related to his treatment of his 
fellow man. 

                                                             
48 Similar promises are found in Deut. 4:26, 40; 5:16, 33; 6:2; 11:8, 9; 17:20; 22:7; 30:18; 32:47; Job 

6:11; Prov. 28:16; Ecc. 8:12-13; Isa. 53:10. 
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In Proverbs 31, the matter is viewed from a positive perspective. In this text, king Lemuel’s mother is 
giving her son wise instruction. While this teaching is specifically related to the righteous reign of a godly 
king, it applies more generally as well. If the mother’s instruction is heeded, her son will avoid strong drink 
and “strange women,” and he will use his power to aid the afflicted. The son who honors his parents, then, 
will come to the aid of the weak, while the dishonorable son will oppress the afflicted. The Fifth 
Commandment, then, is very much related to those which follow it. 

There is also a relationship between honoring parents and honoring God. Not only does the Fifth 
Commandment relate to and facilitate the keeping of the last commandments, it also is very much related to 
the keeping of those commandments pertaining to the worship of God. This is especially apparent in Malachi 
1:6: “A son honors his father, and a servant his master. Then if I am a father, where is My honor? And if I am 
a master, where is My respect? says the Lord of hosts to you, O priests who despise My name. But you say, 
‘How have we despised Thy name?’” 

Those who would honor God must also honor their parents. Those who honor parents have already 
begun to honor God. Our earthly fathers are, on the one hand, God’s representatives, instructing and 
discipling their children in His place. On the other hand, parents serve to illustrate the way in which God is at 
work in the lives of His children, as a Father. This is seen, for example, in Proverbs chapters 2 and 3, where 
the father’s care for his child is likened to God’s fatherly care for His children.  

Honoring parents was a vitally important obligation, signaled by its inclusion in the Ten 
Commandments, by the death penalty attached to its flagrant violation, and by the detail which we are given 
about the evidences of honoring parents or its neglect.49 Honoring parents was fundamental for the passing 
on of Israel’s faith from one generation to another. It was also important because it enhanced and facilitated 
the honoring of God (commandments 1-4) and others (commandments 6-10). 

The Principle of  
Honoring Parents in Our Lord’s teaching 

Our Lord’s teaching on the honoring of parents is fairly extensive. This passage provides us with great 
insight into the command as God intended it, and as the scribes and Pharisees sought to circumvent it: 

And the Pharisees and some of the scribes gathered together around Him when they had 
come from Jerusalem, and had seen that some of His disciples were eating their bread with 
impure hands, that is, unwashed. (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they 
carefully wash their hands, thus observing the traditions of the elders; and when they come 
from the market place, they do not eat unless they cleanse themselves; and there are many 
other things which they have received in order to observe, such as the washing of cups and 
pitchers and copper pots.) And the Pharisees and the scribes asked Him, “Why do Your 
disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with impure 
hands?” And He said to them, “Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is 
written, ‘THIS PEOPLE HONORS ME WITH THEIR LIPS, BUT THEIR HEART IS 
FAR AWAY FROM ME. BUT IN VAIN DO THEY WORSHIP ME, TEACHING AS 
DOCTRINES THE PRECEPTS OF MEN.’ 
“Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men.” He was also 
saying to them, “You nicely set aside the commandment of God in order to keep your 
tradition. For Moses said, ‘HONOR YOUR FATHER AND YOUR MOTHER’; and, ‘HE 
WHO SPEAKS EVIL OF50 FATHER OR MOTHER, LET HIM BE PUT TO DEATH’; 

                                                             
49 Jordan remarks, “Notice that Jesus sets Exodus 21:17 right next to the fifth commandment in 

binding force. Notice also that ‘cursing’ father and mother is definitely said to include verbally reviling them. 
Principally, however, this passage shows us that in the practical legal sense, refusing to care for parents in 
their old age is a capital offense.” Ibid, p. 107. 

50 It is interesting that our Lord modified (or perhaps we should better say clarified) Exodus 21:17, 
rendering the term “cursing” “speak evil of.” Thus, cursing is more than speaking profanities at or about 
parents. Furthermore, I am inclined to believe that our Lord used the “of” in “speak evil of” in broader terms 
than we would expect. Our Lord was applying these two texts to the evil practiced by the scribes and 
Pharisees. To be more exact, the evil spoken by them. The saying of the word “Corban” in a traditional 
formula forced (or allowed) the child of elderly parents to disregard and disobey God’s command to honor 
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but you say, ‘If a man says to his father or his mother, anything of mine you might have 
been helped by is Corban (that is to say, given to God),’ you no longer permit him to do 
anything for his father or his mother; thus invalidating the word of God by your tradition 
which you have handed down; and you do many things such as that” (Mark 7:1-13; cp. 
Matt. 15:1-9). 

There are several important features of this text which we must observe and appreciate before we are 
able to see its contribution to the subject of honoring parents: 

In dealing with the scribes and Pharisees, our Lord links three Old Testament texts, and from 
them exposes the hypocrisy of His opponents. The Fifth Commandment of Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 
is joined with a parallel passage from Exodus 21:17. These are then linked with a citation from Isaiah 29:13. 
There are four key terms which are the binding force in these passages, which enable the Lord to combine 
these texts into one response to His questioners: “traditions,” “honor,” “father and mother,” and the terms 
related to speech (“speaks,” “say,” “lips”). 

Of significance to our study is the fact that the Fifth Commandment is applied by our Lord to 
adult children, regarding their responsibilities to their elderly parents. The principle characters in this 
incident are the scribes and Pharisees. If in your imagination you conceive of these men as having gray hair 
and long beards, you are undoubtedly correct. These are not young men, as a rule, but the elders of 
Jerusalem. Jesus applied the Fifth Commandment to these older men, and condemned them for interfering 
with those who would care for their aging parents. 

The fact that our Lord said, “you no longer permit him to do anything for his father or his mother” (v. 
12) is noteworthy. The tradition of pronouncing someone’s goods to be “dedicated to God” is one that was 
taught by the scribes and Pharisees, one that was imposed on the people, thus prohibiting the people from 
doing what they apparently wanted to do. It tied up their funds, making them inaccessible for acts of charity 
at home. And who, do you suppose, had control of this money? The text does not say, but my guess is that it 
was the Pharisees. The name of this asset holding group might have been something like the “Pharisee’s 
Investment Corporation.” The point seems to be that the Pharisees, once again, took advantage of the needy, 
the weak, and the helpless, by keeping children from having control over funds which would help their 
parents. 

In this incident, our Lord taught that men dare not attempt to use “honoring God” (Corban) as an 
excuse for not honoring their parents. It all sounded so pious, so religious. The money which should have 
been available to help parents was “devoted to God” with the spoken formula “Corban.” How could anyone 
fault a child for placing God above parents? 

This was a sham, a facade, as Jesus pointed out. This “tradition” of pronouncing something to be 
“devoted to God” was merely a means of setting aside the Fifth Commandment with pious appearances. True 
religion does not hurt the helpless, it helps them (cf. James 1:27). 

Jesus also taught that “honoring parents” was no excuse for failing to “honor God.” There are 
those who will go to one extreme, while others go to the opposite extreme. If there were those who used 
“honoring God” as an excuse for failing to “honor parents” there were those who did just the reverse. Thus, 
Jesus frequently taught that following Him required putting Him above all others, including fathers and 
mothers: 

And He said to another, “Follow Me.” But he said, “Permit me first to go and bury my 
father.” But He said to him, “Allow the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and 
proclaim everywhere the kingdom of God.” And another also said, “I will follow You, 
Lord; but first permit me to say good-bye to those at home.” But Jesus said to him, “No 
one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” 
(Luke 9:59-62). 
“Every one therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before My 
Father who is in heaven. Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
them by providing for them. The evil thus spoken was not something evil said of (or about) the parents, but 
something evil spoken with respect to the parents. The evil spoken was the statement, “Anything of mine you 
might have bveen helped by is Corban” (Mark 7:11). Our Lord has thus broadened considerably the 
application of the Fifth Commandment. 
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come to bring peace, but a sword. FOR I CAME TO SET A MAN AGAINST HIS FATHER AND A 
DAUGHTER AGAINST HER MOTHER, AND A DAUGHTER-IN-LAW AGAINST HER MOTHER-IN-
LAW; AND A MAN’S ENEMIES WILL BE THE MEMBERS OF HIS HOUSEHOLD. He who loves 
father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter 
more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who does not take his cross and follow after Me 
is not worthy of Me. He who has found his life shall lose it, and he who has lost his life for 
My sake shall find it. He who receives you receives Me, and he who receives Me receives 
Him who sent Me” (Matthew 10:32-40).  
Peter began to say to Him, “Behold, we have left everything and followed You.” Jesus 
said, “Truly I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother 
or father or children or farms, for My sake and for the gospel’s sake, but that he shall 
receive a hundred times as much now in the present age, houses and brothers and sisters 
and mothers and children and farms, along with persecutions; and in the world to come, 
eternal life. But many who are first, will be last; and the last, first” (Mark 10:28-31). 
“If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and 
children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be My disciple” 
(Luke 14:26). 

No earthly relationship can have higher priority than that of one’s relationship with God. Putting God 
first means putting Him ahead of family.  

The Practice of Our  
Lord of Honoring His Parents 

Our Lord’s practice with respect to honoring parents serves as a commentary on His teaching. 
And when He became twelve, they went up there [to Jerusalem] according to the custom of 
the Feast; and as they were returning, after spending the full number of days, the boy Jesus 
stayed behind in Jerusalem. And His parents were unaware of it, but supposed Him to be in 
the caravan, and went a day’s journey; and they began looking for Him among their 
relatives and acquaintances. And when they did not find Him, they returned to Jerusalem, 
looking for Him. And it came about that after three days they found Him in the temple, 
sitting in the midst of the teachers, both listening to them, and asking them questions. And 
all who heard Him were amazed at His understanding and His answers. And when they saw 
Him, they were astonished; and His mother said to Him, “Son, why have You treated us 
this way? Behold, Your father and I have been anxiously looking for You.” And He said to 
them, “Why is it that you were looking for Me? Did you not know that I had to be in My 
Father’s house?” And they did not understand this statement which He had made to them. 
And He went down with them, and came to Nazareth; and He continued in subjection to 
them; and His mother treasured all these things in her heart (Luke 2:42-51). 

I must say that as a parent my first inclination is to identify with the frustration and distress of Mary and 
Joseph, a frustration which is evident in the text. At first glance, it does look as if it were Jesus who was 
wrong. Had Jesus not failed to stay with His family and relatives? Instead, He was preoccupied with the 
Temple and with the religious leaders. At least, one might contend, Jesus could have had the courtesy to tell 
His parents what He was doing. Jesus appeared to be wrong. How could He have been separated from His 
family for at least three days, and perhaps more, without doing something about it? 

We cannot come to this conclusion for at least two reasons. First, Jesus was God and He never sinned. 
Thus He could not have sinned here. Second, the Lord’s answer to his mother’s rebuke is, itself, a gentle 
rebuke directed at them. Mary and Joseph were wrong, here, not Jesus. Let us seek to see why this was so. 
Jesus’ reply to his parents was, “Why is it that you were looking for Me? Did you not know that I had to be in 
My Father’s house?” If Mary and Joseph had assumed Jesus was with their relatives when they departed, then 
it was they who were mistaken. Once they had left, what was there for Him to do but remain, and where 
better than in the Temple? Jesus’ words here were not directed toward the issue of why He had been left, 
without notice, but as to why it took His parents so long to finally look for Him in the Temple. Why had they 
looked for Him elsewhere? Did they not know that He would naturally have been drawn to the Temple, His 
Father’s house? In the absence of His earthly parents, He went to His Father’s house. Where else would they 
have expected to find Him who was the Son of God than in God’s house? 
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The final words of this account are especially interesting: “… and He continued in subjection to them 
…” Matthew, by using the word “continued,” indicates that here, as before, and later, that Jesus was in 
subjection to Mary and Joseph, His earthly parents. It was their error, not His. He was in subjection to them, 
but even more so He was intent upon being in His Father’s house. 

Still Mary and Joseph did not understand. Nevertheless, Jesus had clearly distinguished between His 
relationship with His heavenly Father and His earthly parents. This was but a taste of what was yet to come, 
when Jesus began His earthly ministry. 

Years later, apparently after the death of Joseph, another incident took place, which John’s gospel 
reports, which bears on the honoring of Jesus’ parents. “And when the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus 
said to Him, ‘They have no wine.’ And Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, what do I have to do with you? My hour 
has not yet come.’ His mother said to the servants, ‘Whatever He says to you, do it’” (John 2:3-5). The fact 
that Jesus deliberately addressed His mother as “woman,” and used the expression, “what do I have to do 
with you,” indicates that our Lord’s granting her request was based upon His compassion for her as a woman, 
and not on His obedience to her as His mother. Now that His public ministry had commenced, His mother 
has no claim on His supernatural power. Roman Catholicism must look much more carefully at this text in 
the light of their exalted, exaggerated view of Mary as “the mother of God,” as somehow making her the 
mediator between man and God. 

It is also in John’s gospel that we find one of the last acts of our Lord upon the cross was done in 
fulfillment of our Lord’s obligation to honor his mother. 

When Jesus therefore saw His mother, and the disciple whom He loved standing nearby, 
He said to His mother, “Woman, behold, your son!” Then He said to the disciple, “Behold, 
your mother!” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own household. After this, 
Jesus, knowing that all things had already been accomplished, in order that the Scripture 
might be fulfilled, said, “I am thirsty” (John 19:26-28). 

Mary, the mother of our Lord, is once again referred to as “woman,” rather than as mother. Jesus is 
about to finish His earthly work, and thus Mary will cease to function as our Lord’s mother. Because Joseph 
has apparently died and Jesus was the oldest son, a greater obligation for the care of His mother would fall on 
Him. Thus, in one of His last earthly acts, Jesus appointed John to carry out His earthly obligations. In this 
final act, Jesus honored His mother. 

The Apostles and Honoring Parents 
The apostles also spoke to the responsibility of children toward their parents. Particularly, Paul did. In 

the first place, Paul understood that due to the depravity of man, children would not necessarily be inclined to 
obey or honor their parents: “For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, 
disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy … ” (2 Timothy 3:2; cf. also Romans 1:30). Paul’s teaching is also 
confirmed by Peter and Jude, who speak of those apostates who will disregard authority, thus refusing to give 
honor to those to whom it is due. 

And especially those who indulge the flesh in its corrupt desires and despise authority. 
Daring, self-willed, they do not tremble when they revile angelic majesties (2 Peter 2:10). 
Yet in the same manner these men, also by dreaming, defile the flesh, and reject authority, 
and revile angelic majesties (Jude 8). 

It is not without good theological and practical reason that Paul gave this instruction to children: 
Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. HONOR YOUR FATHER AND 
MOTHER (which is the first commandment with a promise), THAT IT MAY BE WELL WITH 
YOU, AND THAT YOU MAY LIVE LONG ON THE EARTH (Ephesians 6:1-3). 

In this passage, it is noteworthy that Paul does specifically apply the Fifth Commandment to younger 
children. While the commandment itself is general, the application of it will be specific. For young children 
who are believers, one primary way in which they will honor their parents is to obey them. This obedience, 
as all earthly submission, is only within those parameters of what is pleasing to God, and thus the 
qualification, “in the Lord.” 

Paul does not hesitate to base his instruction on one of the Ten Commandments, and thus, on the Old 
Testament Law. He does, however, modify the Old Testament text, so as to make the promise attached to this 
command relevant to a Gentile Christian audience. The statement of Exodus 20:12, “that your days may be 
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prolonged in the land which the Lord your God gives you,” has been changed to, “that it may be well with 
you, and that you may live long on the earth” (Ephesians 6:3). Thus, long life and divine blessing is 
promised, but not life in Canaan, as was promised to the Israelites. 

Not only does Paul apply the principle of honoring parents to young children, he also instructs adult 
believers to assume responsibility for caring for their needy family, including (in the context) parents: 
“Honor widows who are widows indeed … But if any one does not provide for his own, and especially for those 
of his household, he has denied the faith, and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Timothy 5:3, 8). Here, as in the 
Old Testament and in the teaching of our Lord, failure to honor parents by caring for their needs is spoken of as 
a most serious offense. In the Old Testament it was a capital offense. In the New, it is a denial of the faith, 
making one worse than an unbeliever. Thus, Christianity does not abolish Old Testament obligations to honor 
parents, it ratifies and further clarifies them. 

Beyond this, the same honor which is to be shown to parents, is to be shown to others who are older as 
well: “Do not sharply rebuke an older man, but rather appeal to him as a father, to the younger men as brothers” 
(1 Timothy 5:1). This instruction is significant because it suggests that the same honor (or at least respect) 
shown to one’s father should be shown to the older man. Beyond this, since Timothy is instructed to correct 
an older man like a father, Paul suggests that a father, too, is not beyond rebuke, but that any rebuke must 
deal with him in a respectful way. 

Conclusion 
As we conclude, let me suggest several governing principles which I believe are biblical and relevant to 

the honoring of parents. These principles will give guidance in the agonizing choices which we children will 
have to make regarding the form which our honor of parents is to take. 

(1) If children must give honor to their parents, then parenting must be an honorable occupation. 
One should hardly have to make such a statement, but in today’s world it is necessary to do so. The fact that 
women line up at abortion clinics around the country and in various parts of the world suggests that bearing 
and raising children is viewed as something far less than a blessing. This rejects the clear teaching of the 
Bible, such as is found in Psalm 127. Those who would leave the home and seek fulfillment in the working 
world in order to gain dignity and respect have also turned from the truth of God’s Word. Let those who 
would seek to avoid parenting be reminded that in God’s Word parenting is a most honorable occupation.  

(2) Honoring parents takes different forms for different people, and in different circumstances. 
Since the Fifth Commandment is very general, we should expect that the application of this command is not the 
same for everybody. The Old and New Testaments provide us with many positive and negative applications of 
the command to honor our parents. The young child will honor his parents as he obeys them (e.g. Proverbs, 
Ephesians 6:1-3).51 The older child will honor his parents as he (or she) is obedient to God. The child whose 
parents are dependent upon him will honor his parents by providing for them (Matthew 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13; 1 
Timothy 5:3, 8). 

It is very important to realize that honoring parents takes many different forms at different times. This 
means that one cannot honor parents by some kind of “token act.” It means that the way one person honor his 
parents may differ from the way another person does. It should caution us about those who have a very 
simplistic formula for honoring our parents. It means that we must carefully and prayerfully come to our own 
convictions and conclusions as to our personal responsibilities to our parents, based upon the principles of 
God’s word. The next three principles underscore three of the more dramatic changes in the relationship 
between children and their parents, which affect the way in which honor to parents may be manifested. 

(3) The way in which one relates to parents changes with conversion. When a person comes to Christ 
as his personal Savior, there are a number of significant changes (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:17). When a person 
becomes a child of God by faith, God becomes a Father to them in a new and previously unknown way. From 
this point on the Christian relates to God as His child (cf. John 1:12; Matthew 6:9). While God was once denied, 
and His authority rejected (Ephesians 2:1-3), now He is our Heavenly Father, with final authority, authority 

                                                             
51 As I have thought about it, I am not at all certain that a young child is really capable of honoring 

his parents. He is capable of obeying them, but not really of grasping the concept of honor. This is precisely 
why parents are needed—to care for the child until he is mature enough to live independently from them. As 
a child grows up, the more he should begin to grasp what honoring parents is all about, and the more he 
should honor his parents. 
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which has priority over all others, including fathers and mothers. As we have seen from our Lord’s teaching, 
faith in Christ may alienate children from their parents. 

(4) The way in which one relates to parents changes with marriage. Marriage is usually the first of 
several dramatic changes in the child’s relationship with his parents. In the Book of Genesis, God revealed that 
marriage was to bring about a change in the way a child relates to his parents: “For this cause a man shall leave 
his father and his mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). 

Several important changes are signaled here, as I understand this passage. First, the son leaves the 
authority structure of his parents home to establish a new home, under his authority. This passage draws the 
son out from under his parents’ authority, as he had once been. It is my personal opinion that the teaching 
which modifies the “chain of authority” between parent and child to a so-called “chain of counsel” is not a 
sufficiently adequate separation from parental authority after marriage. Second, the son is to leave home so 
that his devotion and affection will be primarily focused upon his wife. Certainly the son’s affection toward 
his parents is not terminated, but leaving his home lessons the competition between a man’s father and 
mother and his wife for his devotion and attention. Finally, the instruction in this text suggests to us that the 
parent-child relationship is temporary, the husband-wife relationship is permanent. 

(5) The way in which we honor our parents changes when we become a disciple of Christ. Some 
Christians seem to think that until or unless a child marries, the strong authoritative role of the parent remains 
in the older single life of the child. I think this fails to take seriously enough the teaching of our Lord on the 
change which occurs with a decision to follow Christ as His disciple. In the passages already cited (Matthew 
10:32-40; Mark 10:28-31; Luke 14:26), the Lord clearly demanded that disciples choose to follow Him 
above all others, especially including family. Our Lord will not rival fathers or mothers for the affection and 
obedience of His disciples. One further passage underscores the change which discipleship has on family 
relationships: “And do not call anyone on earth your father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven” 
(Matthew 23:9). Thus, children must not only leave father and mother when they marry, they must also do so 
(while not necessarily literally) when they decide to be a disciple of Christ. 

(6) Honoring God as our Father is not an excuse to dishonor our parents. Some, like the scribes and 
Pharisees (Matthew 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13), had used religious “conviction” and practice as an excuse to avoid 
their obligation to honor their parents. For those who would wish to do so, the passages about putting God 
above fathers and mothers can be perverted and distorted to excuse irresponsibility, but let it be remembered 
that our Lord stripped away the veil of spirituality, showing this to be a most abominable sin. 

(7) We honor our parents most when we obey and honor God in our lives. The highest goal of 
parents is to raise the child God has entrusted to them in such a way as to encourage and promote trust in God 
and obedience to His Word. Whenever a child trusts in God and obeys His Word, He honors his parents. Even 
an unbelieving parent is honored by a believing and obedient child. 

(8) We honor God when we honor our parents. Not only do we honor our parents when we honor God, 
but we also honor God when we truly honor our parents. There are two primary reasons why this is true. First, 
we honor God because we are obeying His command to honor our parents. Honoring our parents, when it is act 
of obedience to God’s Word, is to honor God. Thus we see that the norm is that honoring parents accomplishes 
two things at the same time: honoring our parents and honoring God. 

But what if a person has parents who are hardly worthy of honor? We know of many children whose 
parents seem to have done their best to ruin their lives. Children who have been physically, emotionally, or 
sexually abused will have to deal with the effects of this for their entire life? How can such children honor 
their parents?  

The answer to this question is found in the second way in which honoring parents honors God. When we 
honor our parents, we acknowledge that they have been ordained of God to be our parents and to 
receive our honor. Honoring parents who are not worthy of honor can only be done as one recognizes that 
God has appointed them to be parents, and thus they are honored for their God-given position of parent, not 
for their performance as a parent. 

Let me illustrate this principle with another person who is to be honored by us—a king. We are told in 
the Scriptures that we are to honor kings (Romans 13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:17). In the context of these commands to 
honor the king, he is to be honored by virtue of his position as king, not for his performance as king. In 
Romans chapter 13, Paul makes it clear that kings are to be honored and obeyed because they have been 
appointed by God. The fact that they hold their office is evidence of God’s appointment (Romans 13:1-2). 
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Thus, honoring a cruel, ruthless, king is done, not because that person is worthy of honor, but because that 
person holds his position (a position of honor) by the sovereign will of God. 

When a child honors an unworthy, unkind, parent and does so because he or she recognizes that God has 
appointed them to hold this position of authority and honor, they are submitting themselves to the sovereign 
hand of God. And because they know that God causes all things ultimately to work for good in the believer’s 
life, they realize that while the parent may do something for an evil purpose, God has allowed it to happen 
for a good purpose (cf. Genesis 50:20). Honoring an unworthy parent thus opens the door for one to see the 
good hand of God in giving a poor parent. It is often the weaknesses of the parent, in such a case, that brings 
about corresponding strengths in the child. 

(9) Honoring parents does not always mean that the child does what his parents want. Father and 
Mother are not to be honored because they are perfect, but because they are parents. They, like their children, 
are plagued with the fallenness of mankind. They, like their children, sin. They will therefore make many 
mistakes in the parenting process. They will command that their children do the wrong things, at times. At times 
they will also forbid their children to do what is right. 

A young child must assume his parents are right, because they have more experience and wisdom. If all 
else fails, they are bigger! As a child begins to mature, he may begin to question some decisions. This must 
be done very carefully. I can envision a child’s disobedience only when the Bible has spoken very directly to 
the matter at hand. For example, I would expect a child to refuse to cooperate in any form of sexual abuse by 
parents or other adults. At some point in time, a child will even find that the parent is sinning, and will find it 
necessary to rebuke them. In this case, Paul’s instruction to correct an older man as a father (1 Timothy 5:1) 
instructs us that parents (and older people) need to be rebuked with gentleness and respect. 

Those whose parents have aged to the point of becoming confused, disoriented, or even “rebellious” find 
themselves in the awkward position of having to discipline their parents, much like their parents once 
disciplined them. The way one honors his parents surely does change. 

(10) Honoring parents may someday require parenting parents. It is an irony indeed, but those who 
were once parented by fathers and mothers often find themselves parenting their parents in their final years of 
life. The parent that once fed and diapered the child may in the last days of their life be fed and diapered by their 
children. The new baby that did not recognize its parents may someday look upon his elderly mother or father 
and not even receive in return a look of recognition. The child who was once parented now becomes his 
parent’s parent, making decisions for them, sometimes having to make choices against their will, even deciding 
how long to allow artificial, life preserving devices to maintain some semblance of life. There is no thought less 
pleasant than this, but for many it has been, is, or will be a reality. 

Some parents will become cross and unreasonable. They may make demands of us and of our family 
which are impossible to fulfill. They may, if allowed to do so, destroy our home life. They sometimes 
become incoherent or unmanageable. Physically, aging parents may not be able to care for themselves or to 
live alone. The decisions which we must make at such times are the most painful ones of our life.  

When the time for decisions comes, it must be determined whether any clear Scriptural commands are 
involved, and, if so, how these must be implemented. The impact of various choices on the family as a whole 
must be taken into account. And, naturally, the best interest of the parent(s) must be carefully thought 
through. I believe at least three factors are involved in the determination of what course of action will be best 
for the parent. 

First, we have an obligation to preserve life. This does not necessarily mean that we must artificially 
prolong the death process, but it does mean that the necessities of life are provided. Food (nutrition—it may 
come from an I.V.), oxygen, and life sustaining fluids must be provided. All too frequently, these necessities 
are being withheld, with the inevitable result—death. Withholding the necessities of life constitutes murder, 
in my understanding of Scripture. 

Second, we must seek to provide as much physical and emotional comfort as necessary. The setting 
should be one that is as familiar and as pleasant as possible. This may, or may not, mean keeping the parent 
in our own home, or placing them in a facility where professional care is available. 

Third, I believe that honoring parents requires that we maintain as much dignity for our parents as 
possible. The terms “honor” and “dignity” have a fair bit of overlap, and it would seem to me that we honor 
our parents by seeking to preserve as much dignity for them as possible. For example, I am aware of certain 
situations in which patients are not able to feed themselves and are “force fed” (by literally pushing the food 
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down the throat). In such situations, I would opt, if at all possible, to have “I.V.” feeding as an alternative. 
The indignity of force feeding is great, and should be avoided, if possible. These three issues, life, comfort, 
and dignity, may lead some to care for an elderly parent at home, and others to provide care in a well-run 
institution. 

(11) Honor cannot be earned, nor can it be demanded. Since honor is due on the basis of position, and 
not performance, we should realize that honor is not something which another person can demand of us. A king 
can demand that we obey him, but not that we honor him, at least in the fullest sense of the term. So, too, a 
parent cannot really demand honor of their child. In one’s older years there will be a temptation for the parent to 
prescribe for the child exactly what form their honor will take, but I believe that this is contrary to the nature of 
honor itself. Honor demanded is not honor at all.  

(12) Since we must honor all men, this means that parents must honor their children. Much has 
been said and written about developing self-esteem in children. I think I would differ with some of this teaching, 
based upon the fact that much self-esteem is simply renamed pride, and the Book of Proverbs has more to say 
about the need for humility in a child than self-confidence (and certainly than self-love). We must, however, 
deal with our children in a way that not only manifests our own dignity (cf. 1 Timothy 3:4), but also reflects the 
dignity of the child as a creation of God, one for whom Christ died. Thus, we must honor our children, as we 
must honor all others. 

(13) If we must honor all men, then we must prioritize those whom we must honor above others. 
We have already seen that we must honor God, kings, elders, parents, and so on. When we must honor all men, 
and cannot do so to all men equally, or at the same time, then choices must be made. For example, as husbands 
we must honor our wives, and we must honor our parents. I believe that if one or the other must have priority, it 
is the wife who should be honored above the parent. Making these priority decisions ahead of a time of crisis is 
best, for surely these priorities will be put to the test.  

(14) Honoring parents is so important, and potentially so costly, it is something which we must 
plan to do in advance. Honoring parents will require much more than an occasional Hallmark card. If 
honoring parents involves caring for them in their old age, this is a costly matter, and one for which we must 
prepare ourselves in advance. A friend of mine suggested that this is something which we may need to provide 
for in our wills. Suppose, for example, that we were to die before our parents. This was the case with our Lord 
and His mother, and we have already seen how He made provision for her care. In addition to having our 
children in our wills, we may need to prepare for the possibility of us dying before our parents. This may mean 
that extra insurance is to be purchased to meet our parents’ needs in our absence. 

In some cases, it may be necessary for Christians, or perhaps the broader Christian community, to 
provide facilities for the elderly, which not only meet their special physical needs, but which also provide 
them with an environment of beauty and a sense of dignity. We must avoid like the plague, pushing our 
parents off into a dingy, dismal dwelling where they simply wait to die. 

This only scratches the surface, but I hope that it broadens our vision beyond that which Medicare, 
Medicaid, and Social Security will afford our parents in their older years. A commandment as forcefully put 
forward in both Old and New Testaments must not be lightly considered.   

The Sanctity of Life  
(Exodus 20:13) 

Introduction 
This is a message on murder. I am curious to know what kind of response this arouses in you. Does it 

sound boring? Perhaps you might wonder how anyone could make a whole message out of this topic. Or, 
perhaps you wonder why anyone would think such a message necessary. After all, who isn’t against murder? 
Some (foolishly) may settle back, feeling a little smug, and even more secure. Now here is a message that 
ought to make one feel that he has really arrived. If it were a message about anger, self control or 
self-sacrifice, that might be another matter. But for one who has not committed murder and is not thinking 
about it, shouldn’t he feel relaxed about this subject? 

I must caution you about getting too comfortable. You see, the commandment prohibiting murder goes 
much farther than this. It condemns any attitude or action which might lead to murder. It also necessitates 
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that we learn the principle which underlies this prohibition. And finally, it requires some positive action on 
our part, not just the avoidance of a specific evil, but the pursuit of some specific good. 

My approach to the Sixth Commandment will be to consider the biblical teaching on murder through the 
Old Testament, and then through the New. We will attempt to define what murder is, its various types, and 
what is not murder. We will also determine the punishments for murder, along with the provisions God has 
made for some murderers. Finally, we will conclude by exploring the implications of the principle which 
underlies the Sixth Commandment—the sacredness of life, along with the positive actions which this 
commandment requires of Christians. 

Murder in the Old Testament 
We must begin our study at the creation of the world, and especially of mankind, for God gave man life 

in a way which sets him apart from all the rest of God’s living creatures: “Then the Lord God formed man of 
dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being” (Gen. 
2:7). God was more intimately involved in the process of giving life to man. He breathed into his nostrils the 
breath of life. This is distinct from the way He gave life to every other living creature. I believe that it 
corresponds to the fact that God created man in His own image (Gen. 1:26). Since man is a reflection of God 
(created in His image), he is distinct, and thus the way in which man came to life was also different from all 
other creatures. Just as Genesis 2 set the seventh day apart from the other six days, so it sets man apart from all 
other creatures. In the passages which will follow, it should come as no surprise that since God gave life to man, 
man should not feel free to take life from any man (including himself). As Job put it, “The Lord giveth, and the 
Lord taketh away” (Job 1:21).  

If what God joined together (Adam and Eve, man and woman, in marriage), man shall not separate 
(Matt. 19:6), since God gave life to man, man should not be the one to take it away.52 

The first taking of life (murder) is described shortly after the fall of man: 
And it came about when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother 
and killed him. Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” And he said, “I 
do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” And He said, “What have you done? The voice 
of your brother’s blood is crying to Me from the ground. And now you are cursed from the 
ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When 
you cultivate the ground, it shall no longer yield its strength to you; you shall be a vagrant 
and a wanderer on the earth.” And Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is too great to 
bear! Behold, Thou has driven me this day from the face of the ground; and from Thy face 
I shall be hidden, and I shall be a vagrant and a wanderer on the earth, and it will come 
about that whoever finds me will kill me.” So the Lord said to him, “Therefore whoever 
kills Cain, vengeance will be taken on him sevenfold.” And the Lord appointed a sign for 
Cain, lest anyone finding him should slay him. Then Cain went out from the presence of 
the Lord, and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden (Genesis 4:8-16). 

At this point, I wish to make only a few observations which I think are important to our study of murder: 
(1) Cain killed Abel because Abel was righteous and he was not. Cain’s sin manifested itself by his 

persecution of righteous Abel, whose sacrifice was pleasing to God (cf. 1 John 3:12). 
(2) Cain killed Abel in rebellion against God. God had rejected Cain’s offering, but accepted Abel’s. 

When He saw that Cain was angry, God sought him out, urging him to do what was right, and to master the 
sin which was threatening to overpower him. When Cain killed Abel, it was a deliberate, willful act of 
rebellion against God’s encouragement to resist evil and to do what was right. 

(3) Cain was punished for murdering his brother, but not by the death penalty, which would only 
later be instituted. Cain was forced to live in some way which did not require farming, since the ground was 
cursed so as not to produce for him.53 To keep any man from killing Cain, a sign was given to him and a 
                                                             

52 Incidentally, at the beginning, it does not seem that man had the right to kill any animal. Then, it 
would seem, after the fall man could kill an animal for a sacrifice (since God killed an animal to cover the 
nakedness of Adam and Eve). Finally, after the flood, permission was given to shed the blood of animals for 
food. 

53 This is indeed interesting. Adam suffered the curse of the soil too, but only to the degree that he had 
to work hard to produce a crop (“by the sweat of his brow”). For Cain, the ground was doubly cursed, so that it 
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sevenfold vengeance was promised to any who would slay him. Capital punishment, which was commanded 
later on, is specifically prohibited here. Neither God nor man took Cain’s life. 

(4) It would seem that the shedding of the blood of Abel on the ground was related to the cursing 
of the soil, which made farming impossible for Cain. Later on, the shedding of blood will be clearly 
identified as profaning the land. Here, it would seem, this is implied. 

(5) It was not long until one of Cain’s descendants became a murderer, and seems almost to boast 
of it:  

And Lamech said to his wives, “Adah and Zillah, Listen to my voice, You wives of 
Lamech, Give heed to my speech, For I have killed a man for wounding me; And a boy for 
striking me; If Cain is avenged sevenfold, Then Lamech seventy-sevenfold” (Gen. 
4:23-24). 

(6) It is not until after the flood that capital punishment is prescribed as the punishment for the sin 
of murder. After the flood, when God killed most of mankind for their sin, God prescribed the death penalty 
for those who took the life of another human being: 

And God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the 
earth. And the fear of you and the terror of you shall be on every beast of the earth and on 
every bird of the sky; with everything that creeps on the ground, and all the fish of the sea, 
into your hand they are given. Every moving thing that is alive shall be food for you; I give 
all to you, as I gave the green plant. Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its 
blood. And surely I will require your lifeblood; from every beast I will require it. And from 
every man, from every man’s brother I will require the life of man.  
Whoever sheds man’s blood, By man his blood shall be shed, For in the image of God He 
made man. And as for you, be fruitful and multiply; Populate the earth abundantly and 
multiply in it” (Genesis 9:1-7).  

The relationship between this text and Genesis 1:27-30 is fascinating,54 but beyond the scope of our 
study, other than those matters which bear on the subject of murder. The important change to observe is that 
while murder was at least tacitly understood to be forbidden, here it is clearly condemned, and the death 
penalty is prescribed. Somehow this is related to some other changes which are indicated in the text. In 
Genesis 1:27-30, only plants and trees were viewed as food for man and beast. Now, however, it is stated that 
man can eat meat as well. What is the relationship between the ability of man to eat meat and the institution 
of the death penalty? What is the reason for capital punishment here? Why was Cain not put to death (nor 
were others allowed to do so), but now a murderer is to be executed? I have several suggestions, which might 
help to explain this change: 

(1) The fear of man, which God put in the living creatures, now given for food, meant that the 
animals were given a defense and that man would have to become a hunter. Before, had man been given 
the right to eat meat, he would have been able to walk up to any creature and kill the defenseless creature. 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
would appear that he could not farm at all. No wonder he fled from Eden and his offspring built cities. As a 
friend of mine pointed out, his sentence was poetic justice. The one who would not be his brother’s keeper now 
becomes dependent upon his brethren, for he cannot grow his own crops. 

54 For your further study, let me mention several important features of Genesis 9:1-7 when compared 
with Genesis 1:27-30. There is a deliberate attempt to show the similarity of the two events. In both passages, 
there is a new beginning. Also, in both texts God pronounced a blessing closely associated with the command to 
be fruitful and multiply (or was the blessing that man would be fruitful and would multiply?). In the first 
passage, God instructed man to subdue the creation, while in the second, God seems to have indicated that every 
living creature now fears man. Does this suggest that some aspects of nature may have changed after the flood, 
just as they did after the fall? We assume that it did not rain until the time of the flood; what other changes 
occurred? Finally, it seems to me that God frequently sets the example, which He then calls upon men to follow. 
God first sacrificed an animal, so that He could cover Adam and Eve with skins. From this time on, man 
apparently could kill an animal for sacrifice, as Abel did (but interestingly, not Cain). Now, God has put most of 
mankind and most of the living animals on the earth to death, in judgment of man’s sin. He then instructs men 
to put a man to death who sins by the taking of human life. Is there a sense in which every new command which 
God gives is preceded by an exemplary act of God? 
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Now, the creatures feared man, and would flee from him. Man could eat meat, but only by becoming a 
hunter. Domesticated animals could be killed for meat, too, but were most often kept for the wool, milk, or 
some other product. 

(2) Although man is given the right to eat meat, he must never eat the blood, but must pour it out. 
The blood of all creatures is thus set apart. In order for man’s life to be sustained by eating meat, blood must 
therefore be shed. Life is sustained by bloodshed. Man must come to have respect for even the blood of 
animals. 

(3) The institution of capital punishment for murder also instructs men to have respect for the 
blood (that is, the life) of mankind. Man, who was created in the image of God, must not have his life taken 
by another man, unless, of course, it is as punishment for murder. 

(4) Ultimately, God is progressively revealing the concept of blood atonement. What will later be 
taught more clearly is now revealed in very general and non-specific terms. Nevertheless, the way is being 
prepared for man to understand the concept of blood sacrifice. 

Leaving Genesis (and incidents which may well relate to our study of murder55), let us move on to the 
Book of Exodus, where the Sixth Commandment is first given. Before turning to the prohibition of murder in 
the Ten Commandments, however, let us refresh our memory as to the man, Moses, through whom these 
Scriptures have come to us: 

Now it came about in those days, when Moses had grown up, that he went out to his 
brethren and looked on their hard labors; and he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of 
his brethren. So he looked this way and that, and when he saw there was no one around, he 
struck down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand (Exodus 2:11-12). 

It is ironic that the one through whom the commandment prohibiting murder has come to us is, himself, 
a murderer. It is likewise ironic that when Cain killed Abel, he rejected any responsibility for being his 
brother’s keeper; when Moses killed the Egyptian, he did so thinking that he was acting as his brother’s 
keeper (cf. Acts 7:23-25).  

In Exodus chapter 20 we find the prohibition of murder given as the Sixth Commandment: “You shall 
not murder” (Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17). Here, there is neither a precise definition of “murder”56 
given, nor is any specific punishment prescribed. This is due to the very precise, summary form of the Ten 
Commandments. Very shortly, however, the particulars pertaining to this commandment will begin to appear. 
We shall briefly survey the kinds of murder, the penalties prescribed for murder, and the provisions made for 
some murderers, as prescribed in the Old Testament Law. 

Premeditated murder is punishable by death, while murder which was not premeditated (second 
degree?) was viewed as a lesser offense: 

                                                             
55 Specifically, I am thinking of the slaughter of the Shechemites (Genesis 34) and the near murder of 

Joseph (Genesis 37, especially v. 18), both by Jacob’s sons. 
56 “It does not say, ‘Thou shalt not kill’ but, ‘Thou shalt not commit murder’ (the verb rasah is a 

specific term for murder, and is never used of executing a criminal or slaying an enemy in battle).” “Crimes and 
Punishments,” G. L. Archer, The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1977), vol. 1, p. 1032. 

“Rasah is a purely Hebrew term. It has no clear cognate in any of the contemporary tongues. The 
root occurs thirty-eight times in the OT, with fourteen occurrences in Num 35. The initial use of the root 
appears in the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:13). … Much has been made of the fact that the root rasah 
appears in the Mosaic legislation, as though this term bore a special connotation of premeditation, as though 
the Decalogue only proscribed premeditated crime. This is not the case. The many occurrences in Num 35 
deal with the organization of the six cities of refuge to which manslayers who killed a person accidentally 
could flee. Numbers 35:11 make completely clear that the refuge was for those guilty of unpremeditated, 
accidental killings. This makes clear that rasah applies equally to both cases of premeditated murder and 
killings as a result of any other circumstances, what English Common Law has called, ‘man slaughter.’ The 
root also describes killing for revenge (Num 35:27, 30) and assassination (II Kings 6:32). … In all other 
cases of the use of rasah [other than Prov. 22:13], it is man’s crime against man and God’s censure of it 
which is uppermost.” “Rasah,” William White, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, ed. by R. Laird 
Harris; assoc. editors: Gleason L. Archer, Jr., Bruce K. Waltke (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), vol. 2,  p. 860.  
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“He who strikes a man so that he dies shall surely be put to death. But if he did not lie in 
wait for him, but God let him fall into his hand, then I will appoint you a place to which he 
may flee. If, however, a man acts presumptuously toward his neighbor, so as to kill him 
craftily, you are to take him even from My altar, that he may die” (Exodus 21:12-14). 

Negligent homicide can also be as serious a matter as premeditated murder when one knows of a real 
danger, but willfully avoids doing what is necessary to prevent the death of another: 

“And if an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall surely be stoned and its flesh 
shall not be eaten; but the owner of the ox shall go unpunished. If, however, an ox was 
previously in the habit of goring, and its owner has been warned, yet he does not confine it, 
and it kills a man or a woman, the ox shall be stoned and its owner also shall be put to 
death. If ransom is demanded of him, then he shall give for the redemption of his life 
whatever is demanded of him” (Exodus 21:28-30).57 

In this case, while the death penalty is prescribed for the owner of the ox, it would seem that a ransom is 
possible, if such is the desire of the surviving relatives. The owner of the ox, however, is not in any position 
to negotiate about the price of the ransom that is demanded. 

The Law goes so far as to distinguish between homicide which is justifiable and that which is not: 
“If a thief is caught while breaking in, and is struck so that he dies, there will be no 
bloodguiltiness on his account. But if the sun has risen on him, there will be 
bloodguiltiness on his account. He shall surely make restitution; if he owns nothing, then 
he shall be sold for his theft” (Exodus 22:2-3). 

By far, the most definitive treatment of murder and of its consequences is found in Numbers 35.58 Here, 
as elsewhere, there is a distinction drawn between first and second degree murder (first degree, vss. 16-21; 
second degree, vss. 22-28). The important truth which is emphasized here is the provision of cities of refuge 
for those who are not guilty of first degree murder (cf. vss. 6ff., esp. v. 15). Several things should be 
underscored regarding the cities of refuge: 

• These are cities set apart for the Levites (v. 6). 
• These cities are a place of refuge not only for Israelites, but also for the alien and the sojourner (v. 

15). 
• There is refuge only for the one who has “stood trial” before the congregation, and who has been 

found to have unintentionally taken the life of another (vss. 11-12, 24-25).  
• There is refuge only if one remains in a city of refuge (vss. 26-28). 
• There is refuge until the death of the high priest, at which time the one who shed the blood of 

another may return to his home, without fear of reprisal (vss. 25, 28, 32).59 
• The reason why murder must be dealt with in such meticulous terms is that if it is not rectified in 

some way, the blood which is shed pollutes the land (vss. 29-34).60 
This pollution of the land, along with others, is the reason why God will thrust the nation Israel from the 

land, into captivity.61 Thus, the Old Testament prophets will condemn the Israelites for violating the Sixth 
Commandment, along with the rest of God’s commands: 

                                                             
57 It is interesting to notice that the blood of the ox, that is, his death, is required, as well as that of his 

master. If a man’s blood is shed by either man or animal (or, as in this case, both), the blood of the killer is 
required. 

58 Cf. also Deuteronomy 4:41-43; 19:1-13. 
59 It seems to me that there is something prophetic here. A man who has unintentionally shed the blood 

of another finds refuge in a priestly city (that is, one of the cities of the Levites), and upon the death of the high 
priest, may return to his home with no more guilt or fear. Does this in any way anticipate the death of our Great 
High Priest? 

60 “It is significant that in the case of unsolved murders a public hearing had to be held in which the 
elders of the community in whose borders the crime had occurred would have to take an oath of innocence and 
then offer a sacrifice to God with an accompanying prayer for forgiveness, lest their land should remain polluted 
(Deut 21:1-9).” The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, p. 1032. 
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How the faithful city [Jerusalem] has become a harlot, She who was full of justice! 
Righteousness once lodged in her, But now murderers (Isa. 1:21; cf. Jer. 7:9). 
Listen to the word of the Lord, O sons of Israel, For the Lord has a case against the 
inhabitants of the land, Because there is no faithfulness or kindness Or knowledge of God 
in the land. There is swearing, deception, murder, stealing, and adultery. They employ 
violence, so that bloodshed follows bloodshed. Therefore the land mourns, And every one 
who lives in it languishes Along with the beasts of the field and the birds of the sky; And 
also the fish of the sea disappear (Hosea 4:1-3). 

Unbelievable as it may seem, murder is even practiced by the priests: 
For I delight in loyalty rather than sacrifice, And in the knowledge of God rather than burnt 
offerings. But like Adam they have transgressed the covenant; There they have dealt 
treacherously against Me. Gilead is a city of wrongdoers, Tracked with bloody footprints. 
And as raiders wait for a man, So a band of priests murder on the way to Shechem; Surely 
they have committed crime (Hosea 6:6-9). 

Before leaving the Old Testament teaching on murder and moving to the New, let me remind you that 
some of the great men of the Bible were murderers. In addition to Moses (the Egyptian), there is David 
(Uriah, Bathsheba’s husband) and King Ahab (who was great, but not godly), who killed Naboth to obtain 
his field (1 Kings 21:19). 

Murder in the New Testament 
The scribes and Pharisees felt that they kept all of the Law of Moses.62 Surely they felt innocent with 

regard to the Sixth Commandment. Jesus pressed for an obedience to the Law which went far beyond the 
precept which was stated, beyond the mere letter of the Law, to its spirit. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
extended the Old Testament teaching on murder: 

“You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘You shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever 
commits murder shall be liable to the court.’ But I say to you that every one who is angry 
with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother, 
‘Raca,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever shall say, ‘You fool,’ shall 
be guilty enough to go into the hell of fire. If therefore you are presenting your offering at 
the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your 
offering there before the altar, and go your way; first be reconciled to your brother, and 
then come and present your offering. Make friends quickly with your opponent at Law 
while you are with him on the way, in order that your opponent may not deliver you to the 
judge, and the judge to the officer, and you be thrown into prison. Truly I say to you, you 
shall not come out of there, until you have paid up the last cent” (Matthew 5:21-26). 

From our Lord’s teaching in this text, we can draw the following conclusions: 
(1) It is not enough to keep the Sixth Commandment as a precept, we must keep the Sixth 

Commandment in a broader context. If we are to view murder as so evil that we never wish to be tempted 
to kill someone, we must deal with those attitudes and actions which incline us toward murder, if not dealt 
with. Some of these will follow. 

(2) Anger harbored against a brother can become a motive for murder. No one will ever know the 
number of murders which were the result of anger, but the percentage of such cases would be very high. 
Jesus thus exposes the all too common emotion of anger as a motive for murder which must be dealt with. 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
61 Generally, I hear people speak of the Jews as God’s chosen people, and that they own the land of 

Palestine because of their chosen status. The Scriptures substantiate some of this, but not all. The land is God’s, 
not Israel’s (Lev. 25:23; cf. Exod. 19:5). God thrust out the Canaanites because of their iniquity (Gen. 15:16), 
and He will also thrust out the Israelites if they defile the land by doing the same (Lev. 18:24-28). I understand 
Jacob’s dream (Jacob’s ladder) in Genesis 28:10-17 was intended to teach him of the sacredness of the promised 
land. Thus, the holiness of this land, as God’s dwelling place, necessitates that He cast out any nation (including 
Israel) which defiles it. One way of defiling the land is the shedding of innocent blood on it. 

62 Cf. Paul’s words in Philippians 3:4-6. 
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(3) Viewing a brother as inferior, as worthless, or as a liability to society is a motive for murder. 
The terms “Raca” and “fool” are not just evil because they are names which we call another. These names 
betray an attitude on the part of the name-caller that the world would be a better place without those thus 
named. Many who have taken the life of another have done so thinking they have done society a favor. 

(4) Irreconciled relationships and unresolved conflicts can lead to murder. The Lord applied His 
teaching on murder by urging His hearers to promote and hasten the process of reconciliation. Unresolved 
conflicts only intensify, sometimes to the point murder. 

James adds one more ingredient which can result in murder: “What is the source of quarrels and 
conflicts among you? Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members? You lust and do not 
have; so you commit murder. And you are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel. You do not 
have because you do not ask” (James 4:1-2). He informs us that the lust for those things which bring us 
pleasure often bring us into conflict with our brethren. Worse yet, men sometimes kill others in order to 
enjoy the pleasures which they possess. 

Elsewhere, Jesus taught who the ultimate source and promoter of murder is: “You are of your father the 
devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not 
stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature; 
for he is a liar, and the father of lies” (John 8:44). He said this of His enemies, the scribes and Pharisees, who 
were sons of the Devil, through whom He, Himself, would be murdered. Thus Peter could say to the Jews in 
his powerful Pentecost Sermon: “But you disowned the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to 
be granted to you, but put to death the Prince of life, the one whom God raised from the dead, a fact to which 
we are witnesses” (Acts 3:14-15). 

To those who murdered our Lord, the gospel was proclaimed. Some of these believed. One murderer 
was to become one of the greatest proclaimers of the gospel of all time: “Now Saul, still breathing threats and 
murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest” (Acts 9:1). It is Saul who, when he was 
confronted by the Savior on the road to Damascus, became a man who would willingly lay down his life for 
others. Murder must therefore be regarded as a most serious sin, but not an unpardonable sin. 

Conclusion 
Thus far, we have seen that murder was prohibited very early in the Old Testament. It was defined so 

that premeditated and willful murder was distinguished from that which was unintentional. Thus, the fact that 
a life is taken by another is not always murder, and even when we may call an act murder, there are still 
different levels of culpability. The Old Testament therefore prescribed differing punishments, depending 
upon the circumstances of the killing. 

It is very significant in the light of the severity of the crime of murder to note the gracious provisions of 
the Law for those who unintentionally or without “with malice of forethought” took the life of another. The 
cities of refuge are, I believe, an evidence of the grace of God, and perhaps even a foreshadowing of the 
release which men would experience when Jesus Christ, the Great High Priest, died. 

The Old Testament Law is also instructive in that it helps us to keep the sin of murder in proper 
perspective. Here is a sin which we place at the top of the list. What could be more evil? Perhaps a better 
question would be, “What may be just as evil?” If the severity of the punishment is a clue to the seriousness 
of the sin, then we should remind ourselves of all the sins which are punishable by death. These are: 

• Premeditated murder (Exod. 21:12-14). 
• Kidnapping (Exod. 21:16; Deut. 24:7). 
• Adultery (Lev. 20:10-21; Deut. 22:22). 
• Homosexuality (Lev. 20:13). 
• Incest (Lev. 20:11-12, 14). 
• Bestiality (Exod. 22:19; Lev. 20:15-16). 
• Incorrigible delinquency and persistent disobedience to parents and authorities (Deut. 17:12; 

21:18-21). 
• Striking or cursing parents (Exod. 21:15; Lev. 20:9; Prov. 20:20; Matt. 15:4; Mark 7:10). 
• Offering human sacrifice (Lev. 20:2). 
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• False prophecy (Deut. 13:1-10). 
• Blasphemy (Lev. 24:11-14, 16, 23). 
• Profaning the Sabbath (Exod. 35:2; Num. 15:32-36). 
• Sacrificing to false gods (Exod. 22:20). 
• Magic and divination (Exod. 22:18). 
• Unchastity (Deut. 22:20-21). 
• Rape of a betrothed virgin (Deut. 22:23-27).63 
If we are tempted to feel smug because we have not sinned so greatly as to have committed murder, we 

must also see if there are any sins listed above which we are guilty of, and for which the death penalty has 
been prescribed. 

To go one step further, in the New Testament, James seems to teach that it really does not matter which 
of the Ten Commandments we have not violated, for to have violated one makes us guilty of all: For 
whoever keeps the whole Law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all. For He who said, 
‘Do not commit adultery,’ also said, ‘Do not commit murder.’ Now if you do not commit adultery, but do 
commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the Law” (James 2:10-11). 

For this reason, hell will be populated not only by murderers, but also by many other kinds of sinner: 
“But for the cowardly and unbelieving and abominable and murderers and immoral persons and sorcerers and 
idolaters and all liars, their part will be in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death” 
(Rev. 21:8). In the final analysis, whether one is sent to hell as a murderer or as a liar, he is a sinner deserving 
of hell. There will be little status and no satisfaction in hell, knowing that you were not guilty of murder, as 
though this makes you a better sinner as a liar.  

The implications of the Sixth Commandment are broad and significant. Let me suggest how you and I 
should respond to this commandment on different levels: 

First, on the literal level, you and I do not have the right to take a life in any way which constitutes 
murder, that is, which deprives one of life whom God has intended and indicated should live. Certainly, I 
believe that this commandment prohibits a mother from abortion on demand, for the God-given life of the 
child in her womb is taken. Euthanasia, or more bluntly “pulling the plug” is called into question. Sometimes 
machines are employed to artificially sustain life or to unnecessarily prolong the process of death. To “pull 
the plug” in such cases is not murder, in my opinion. However, when one deprives an individual of the 
necessities of life (for example, oxygen or nutrition), this is very likely an act of murder. Outright, 
cold-blooded, murder or suicide is clearly forbidden by the Sixth Commandment. 

Second, murder is forbidden in its seminal or formative stages. Jesus clearly taught that murderous 
thoughts and attitudes were, in effect, murder in principle, or at least murder in embryonic form. Thus, any 
attitude or act which could lead to murder is to be dealt with quickly and decisively. Lust, greed, hatred and 
demeaning prejudice (“you fool”) must be dealt with as murderous attitudes. Unresolved conflict and 
animosity must be quickly dealt with, so that reconciliation occurs. Prolonged hostility only increases the 
temptation to destroy one’s enemy. 

Third, the principle underlying the prohibition of murder is that of THE SACREDNESS OF 
LIFE. Murder is sin and thus is forbidden because God has given life to man and has reserved the sole right 
to take it away. Even in cases where capital punishment is administered, it is done in God’s behalf, with man 
acting as the agent of God’s wrath (cf. Gen. 9:5-6; Rom. 13:4). 

The sacredness of life demands far more of us than merely prohibiting murder. It demands that we seek 
to save the life of those who are in danger of death, those whose lives we are able to spare. It means, as many 
Christians have grasped, that we cannot stand idly by without attempting to stop abortion on demand. It 
means, just as much, that when a person is dying of starvation, disease, or natural disaster, you and I are 
obligated to do everything in our power to save their lives. It means that those political refugees, whose lives 
are in danger in foreign countries, may need to be allowed to find sanctuary in America, even though some 
jobs may be taken in the process and some economic sacrifices may have to be made by Americans to find a 
place for them. 
                                                             

63 This list is virtually identical with that provided by Walter C. Kaiser in his book, Toward Old 
Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1983), pp. 91-92. 
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Fourth, the sacredness of life underscores the urgency and priority of evangelism. Our Lord once 
said, “And do not fear those who kill the body, but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able 
to destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28). Death is a terrible thing, especially when it plunges one 
into a Christless eternity in hell. If death is something which we are commanded to prevent if at all possible, 
then surely the greater evil, to be prevented as a matter of highest urgency, is that of one entering into 
eternity without Jesus Christ and the salvation He offers to any who will trust in Him. It is not the “first 
death” (physical death) which is to be most feared, but the “second death” (spiritual death) which we must 
seek to prevent men from entering into without warning and the message of deliverance—the good news of 
the gospel. 

Fifth, while the Old Testament commands us not to take the life of another, the New Testament 
calls upon the Christian to lay down his life for another. “Every one who hates his brother is a murderer; 
and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him. We know love by this, that He laid down His life 
for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren” (1 John 3:15-16). 

When Cain killed Abel and was questioned by God about his whereabouts, Cain responded, “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” In effect, Cain did not seem to think it was his concern, even if his brother were dead. 
When we follow the precedent set by our Lord, we not only find it necessary to be our “brother’s keeper,” 
but to be willing to do so at the cost of our own life. We are not only told not to take our brother’s life, but to 
lay down our own life for our brother. 

This attitude, which is also described in Philippians chapter 2 as the “mind of Christ,” is that view of life 
which turns the Christian’s values upside down and the world’s values inside out. Once we have made the 
decision to give up our life for our brethren, we find it possible to put the interests of others above our own. 
We find it therefore necessary to “take up our cross daily,” dying to self, which is what the New Testament 
tells us the Christian life is all about. 

By no means let any of you suffer as a murderer, or thief, or evildoer, or a troublesome 
meddler; but if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not feel ashamed, but in that name let 
him glorify God (1 Peter 4:15-16). 

• Self-defense values one’s own life above that of another. 
• Murder values one’s self-interests above the life of another—abortion? 
• Christianity lays down one’s life for others (Phil. 2) 
As I conclude, let me suggest several clever ways in which we may try to avoid the application of the 

Sixth Commandment to our lives. 
First, we may seek to apply this commandment as a precept, but not as a principle. If we, like the 

scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day, see this only as a command not to kill another, we have generally made it 
irrelevant to our life, for few will actually consider killing another. If we understand the principle to be the 
sanctity of human life, the principles are profound and intensely practical. Let us think of this commandment 
as a principle, then, and not just as a precept. 

Second, we may avoid this commandment by narrowing the application. The lawyer who asked 
Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life was told that he must keep the Law (cf. Luke 10:25-28). Seeking 
to avoid all that this implied (v. 29), the lawyer asked the question, “And who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:29). 
This was a very significant question, and our Lord’s answer was very pointed. You see, the Jew was willing 
to apply the commandments related to men to Jews, but not to Gentiles. He hoped that the kindness which the 
Law required was only kindness toward fellow-Jews. When our Lord told the story of the Good Samaritan, it 
was a Levite and a priest who failed to help the victim who was beaten. It was a Samaritan, a despised 
foreigner (whom the Jews would not want to consider “neighbors,” who was a neighbor. If neighbors 
included Gentiles, the Ten Commandments were a bitter pill for the Jews to swallow. 

It is easy for us to be touched by the murder of innocent, helpless babes, still in need of the refuge and 
safety of the mother’s womb. But let me ask you, my friend, how do you feel when you hear of the execution 
of a criminal, or how do you feel when you hear of the death of a homosexual who has died of aids? If life is 
sacred, then we must seek to save the lives (and the souls) of all men and women, not just those who seem 
innocent, or helpless, or socially desirable. If we favor capital punishment because we value human life, that 
is one thing, consistent with the teaching of Genesis chapter 9. If we are delighted with the news of 
someone’s death because we disdain and despise the person, we are guilty of the very sin which the Sixth 
Commandment forbids. 
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Third, we can miss the point of this commandment if we stratify sin so that murder is the greatest 
sin and that lying or adultery or some other sin is somehow less evil. I do not mean to say that all sins are 
equally sinful. Surely it is worse to kill a person than it is to think about it. But when we make a sin (like 
murder) the worst sin, a sin which we will likely never commit, we often are only minimizing our own sins, 
which may be just as deadly, and are surely just as damning. Let us remember that James has told us the one 
who breaks one Law has broken the whole Law. Let us remember that men are condemned to hell for lying 
just as much as they are for murder. Often times the seriousness of a particular sin is merely the measure of 
its social acceptability. Let us view all sin as deadly and damning. Let us flee from all sin. And let us not 
deceive ourselves that there is any sin we cannot or could not commit, including murder. We need only 
remember king David. 

May God give us the ability to grasp the sacredness of life, and to have an attitude of being willing to lay 
down our lives for the benefit of others. 
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The Sanctity of Marriage 
(Exodus 20:14) 

Introduction 
A few months ago, I was talking on the phone to my friend, John Maurer. In the midst of that 

conversation I said to John, “John you would not have been very happy with me. I did something which 
would make you cringe. Can you guess what that was?” John did not hesitate, even for a moment. He 
responded, “I’ll bet you’ve been using that Stanley wood chisel to scrape gaskets off of automobile engines 
again.”  

To understand John’s response, you have to understand John. To John, my Stanley chisel is a wood 
chisel, only to be used for chiseling wood. He is a purist in that regard—I am not. To me, my Stanley wood 
chisel is a very fine instrument for scraping old gasket material off an automobile engine. The difference 
between John and me in this instance is that John believes everything should be used for the purpose it was 
made.  

You may wonder what wood chisels have to do with the Seventh Commandment. As a matter of fact, my 
differences with John over the proper use of a wood chisel have a great deal to do with the commandment, 
“You shall not commit adultery.” The principle underlying this commandment is that of the sanctity of 
marriage. The difference between John and myself over the use of a wood chisel is also a matter of 
sanctification. To John, a wood chisel is to be sanctified—set apart for use only on wood. To me, a wood 
chisel can be used for any number of things, including, if necessary, automobile engines. 

Throughout the Bible, God sets certain things apart; He restricts their use; He sanctifies them. Mount 
Sinai, from which God spoke to Moses and the Israelites, was sanctified, set apart. Neither man nor beast was 
allowed to draw too near to it (Exod. 19:12-13, 23-24). The Israelites themselves were set apart from the 
Egyptians and from all other nations. We will discover in our lesson that marriage and sex were also 
sanctified by God. The implications of the sanctity of sex and marriage are the subject of this lesson. 

Our approach to this study will be to consider the progressively revealed truths of God about sex and 
marriage, beginning in the Old Testament, and then going to the New Testament. Finally, we shall attempt to 
distill the biblical teaching into a few guiding and governing principles. Finally, we will attempt to discover 
how these principles apply to our daily Christian walk. 

Adultery in the Old Testament 
The foundation for the sanctity of marriage and sex is laid early in the Book of Genesis, where we read 

of the first marriage. 
Then the LORD GOD said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a 
helper suitable for him.” And out of the ground the LORD GOD formed every beast of the 
field and every bird of the sky, and brought them to the man to see what he would call 
them; and whatever the man called a living creature, that was its name. And the man gave 
names to all the cattle, and to the birds of the sky, and to every beast of the field, but for 
Adam there was not found a helper suitable for him. So the LORD GOD caused a deep 
sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then He took one of his ribs, and closed up the 
flesh at the place. And the LORD GOD fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken 
from the man, and brought her to the man. And the man said,  
“This is now bone of my bones, And flesh of my flesh; She shall be called Woman, 
Because she was taken out of Man.” For this cause a man shall leave his father and his 
mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and they shall become one flesh (Gen. 2:18-24). 

Just as God gave life to all of His creatures in Genesis chapter 1, now in chapter 2 He gives a woman to 
Adam as his wife. It is God who brought Adam and Eve together as husband and wife. God not only created 
man and woman, He also created the institution of marriage. He joined the first man and the first woman 
together in marriage. This union involved the husband’s leaving of his parents64 and cleaving to his wife. The 

                                                             
64 One may wonder why only the husband is to leave his father and mother, and not the wife. Some of 

this may be cultural, but I think the primary reason is that in those days especially (and in other cultures still 
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old dependent and submissive relationship of child to parent had to be set aside so that this unity of husband 
and wife could be established (v. 24). God has here joined a man and a woman so that they have become a 
unity. He has also set this unity apart, distinguishing it from the previous parental-child entity. In short, there 
has been both a leaving and a cleaving, a separation and a union. I believe that the sexual union of Adam and 
Eve consummated their marital union, and thus there is implied here a sanctity of both the marriage and the 
sexual relationship of Adam and Eve. From the very beginning of creation, to commit adultery was to violate 
the sanctity of sex in marriage. 

The third chapter of the Book of Genesis is significant to our study as well. When the first sin was 
committed by partaking of the “forbidden fruit” God pronounced punishments which were appropriate to 
each party involved, as well as the consequences for all mankind. The important thing to note here is that 
God also promised salvation through the seed of the woman in the midst of the curse pronounced on Satan: 
“And I will put enmity Between you and the woman, And between your seed and her seed; He shall bruise 
you on the head, And you will bruise him on the heel” (Gen. 3:15). 

Satan, to save his skin, would begin to understand that he must begin to wage war on the seed of the 
woman. We would thus expect him to wage war on the marital union, for it is through marital union that the 
seed will be preserved and the promised seed will come. We know, of course, that the Lord Jesus was not 
born of the union of Mary and Joseph, but by a supernatural conception brought about by the Holy Spirit. But 
the messianic line until Mary was preserved through the union of a man and a woman in marriage. Satan can 
be expected to attack the sanctity of marriage in order to wage war on the “seed.” 

In Genesis chapter 12 further revelation about man’s salvation is given as the benefits brought about by 
human (and ultimately divine) seed: “And I will make you a great nation, And I will bless you; And make 
your name great; And so you shall be a blessing; And I will bless those who bless you, And the one who 
curses you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:2-3). God told 
Satan, Adam and Eve that the Savior of mankind would be the seed of the woman. Now, he tells Abram that 
the blessings He will give him and all the nations will come through his seed. Just a few verses away from 
the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 12:1-3, Abram places the “seed” in jeopardy, at least from a human 
perspective: 

Now there was a famine in the land; so Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the 
famine was severe in the land. And it came about when he came near to Egypt, that he said 
to Sarai his wife, “See now, I know that you are a beautiful woman; and it will come about 
when the Egyptians see you, that they will say, ‘This is his wife’; and they will kill me, but 
they will let you live. Please say that you are my sister so that it may go well with me 
because of you, and that I may live on account of you” (Gen. 12:10-13). 

Abram’s request was for Sarai to lie, representing herself as an eligible bride, and thus potentially 
putting her in another man’s bed in order to save his life. In effect, Abram was not only endangering the 
promises of God and the purity of his wife, but he was paving the way for men to unknowingly commit 
adultery with his wife. This is not one of the high points in Abram’s life. 

There are other instances of sexual immorality in Genesis, but let us turn our attention to the bright light 
of Joseph’s character, in contrast to that of his close relatives.65 Joseph was a young man, with all of the 
sexual desires of any other healthy male. Away from his family, perhaps never again to return to his own 
people, how easy it would have been for him to succumb to the advances of his master’s wife: 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
today) the woman is under the authority of her parents, and her parents authority over her is simply transferred 
to her husband. The man, on the other hand, is under his parents’ authority as a child, but when he “leaves” 
them he terminates that “chain of command” and establishes a new “chain of command,” being the head of his 
wife and the family which may follow. 

65 In Genesis chapter 34, Dinah is apparently forcibly raped by Shechem, a deed to which Jacob’s sons 
violently reacted as an abomination (cf. 34:7). In chapter 35, Ruben lay with one of his father’s concubines 
(35:22). In chapter 38, Judah engaged in sexual union with his daughter-in-law, whom he thought to be a 
Canaanite cult prostitute (38:14-23). His indignation at discovering his daughter-in-law was pregnant out of 
wedlock (not knowing yet it was by him), reveals that sexual immorality was clearly condemned (cf. v. 24). The 
incidents in chapters 34 and 38 indicate that the Law of Moses only codified what was already understood to be 
wrong. 
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And it came about after these events that his master’s wife looked with desire at Joseph, 
and she said, “Lie with me.” But he refused and said to his master’s wife, “Behold, with me 
around, my master does not concern himself with anything in the house, and he has put all 
that he owns in my charge. There is no one greater in this house than I, and he has withheld 
nothing from me except you, because you are his wife. How then could I do this great evil, 
and sin against God?” And it came about as she spoke to Joseph day after day, that he did 
not listen to her to lie beside her, or be with her (Gen. 39:7-10). 

This incident reveals several important truths: 
(1) Joseph knew he could not lie with this woman because she was the wife of another man. 

Marriage, in Joseph’s understanding, was an exclusive relationship. Not only did his master not give him 
authority over his wife, he could not have done so. 

(2) We can see by Joseph’s words that adultery was not only wrong, but that he understood it to be 
sin. 

(3) Joseph understood that, more than anything else, adultery was a sin against God.  
(4) The immediate results of Joseph’s actions were painful, but the ultimate outcome was the 

blessing of God. 
It is against the backdrop of Israel’s history as described in Genesis that the Seventh Commandment is 

given to the Israelites: “You shall not commit adultery” (Exod. 20:14; Deut. 5:18). 
From what we have already learned in Genesis, it is apparent that the Israelites understood what adultery 

was and that it was sin. Nevertheless, the rest of the Pentateuch (the Pentateuch is the five books of the Old 
Testament, written by Moses) provides us with a great deal of detail concerning sexual sins, and the various 
forms of punishment required by each. Let us briefly summarize this revelation. 

Exodus 22:16-17—A man who seduces a virgin must marry her or pay the price of a virgin’s dowry. 
Leviticus 18—Israel is to distinguish herself from practices of Egypt and Canaan by maintaining sexual 

purity (vss. 3, 24-30). Uncovering the nakedness of a relative is prohibited (vss. 6-18), as well as illicit 
intercourse (vss. 19-23). Sexual sin defiles the people (vss. 24, 30) and the land (vss. 25, 27, 28), thus 
resulting in expulsion from the land. 

Leviticus 20—Israel is not to “play the harlot” by consulting mediums or spiritists, but they are to 
consecrate themselves to the God of Israel, who sanctifies them (vss. 6-8). Sexual sins and their penalties are 
spelled out in detail (vss. 10-21). Sanctification is then stressed, so that Israel must not practice the 
immorality of the Canaanites before them, lest they too be thrust from the land (vss. 22-27). 

Numbers 5—A test is given to determine whether or not a wife has been unfaithful to her husband. The 
consequences of either guilt or innocence are spelled out (vss. 11-31).  

Deuteronomy 22—When a man accuses his wife of not being a virgin at the time they were married, the 
parents can show her (blood-stained) garment as proof of her purity. The consequences of guilt or innocence 
are spelled out (vss. 13-21). 

Taken as a whole, I believe that the above passages convey several vitally important truths, which we 
must pause to underscore: 

(1) Adultery is a more serious sexual sin because it is a violation of a marriage. While the seduction 
of a virgin entails either marriage to the virgin or the payment of her dowry price to the father, sexual union 
with a married woman is punishable by death. While illicit sexual union is a sin, those unions which violate a 
marriage are taken more seriously. The reason seems to be solely because God has sanctified the marriage 
and the sexual sin has profaned it.  

(2) Sexual impurity defiles both the persons involved and the land. Leviticus 18 and 20 emphasize 
the defiling nature of adultery, and warn that the practice of such sins will defile the land and will result in 
expulsion from the land, just as the Canaanites were expelled (cf. Lev. 18:24-30; 20:22-26). 

(3) Terms referring to adultery and sexual immorality are employed non-literally, referring to 
Israel’s infidelity to God. “‘As for the person who turns to mediums and to spiritists, to play the harlot after 
them, I will also set My face against that person and will cut him off from among his people’” (Lev. 20:6). This 
is a point which the prophets of the Old Testament will take up and greatly expand upon in later times. 
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The dubious distinction for the most well-known case of adultery would have to go to David, who sinned 
by committing adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah: 

Then it happened in the spring, at the time when kings go out to battle, that David sent Joab 
and his servants with him and all Israel, and they destroyed the sons of Ammon and 
besieged Rabbah. But David stayed at Jerusalem. Now when evening came David arose 
from his bed and walked around on the roof of the king’s house, and from the roof he saw a 
woman bathing; and the woman was very beautiful in appearance. So David sent and 
inquired about the woman. And one said, “Is this not Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the 
wife of Uriah the Hittite?” And David sent messengers and took her, and when she came to 
him, he lay with her; and when she had purified herself from her uncleanness, she returned 
to her house. And the woman conceived; and she sent and told David, and said, “I am 
pregnant.” Then David sent to Joab, saying, “Send me Uriah the Hittite.” So Joab sent 
Uriah to David. When Uriah came to him, David asked concerning the welfare of Joab and 
the people and the state of the war. Then David said to Uriah, “Go down to your house, and 
wash your feet.” And Uriah went out of the king’s house, and a present from the king was 
sent out after him. But Uriah slept at the door of the king’s house with all the servants of 
his lord, and did not go down to his house. Now when they told David, saying, “Uriah did 
not go down to his house,” David said to Uriah, “Have you not come from a journey? Why 
did you not go down to your house?” And Uriah said to David, “The ark and Israel and 
Judah are staying in temporary shelters, and my lord Joab and the servants of my lord are 
camping in the open field. Shall I then go to my house to eat and to drink and to lie with 
my wife? By your life and the life of your soul, I will not do this thing.” Then David said to 
Uriah, “Stay here today also, and tomorrow I will let you go.” So Uriah remained in 
Jerusalem that day and the next. Now David called him, and he ate and drank before him, 
and he made him drunk; and in the evening he went out to lie on his bed with his lord’s 
servants, but he did not go down to his house” (2 Samuel 11:1-13).  

In these verses the sin of David is contrasted against the backdrop of the devotion and discipline of 
Uriah. Note these points of contrast: 

(1) Uriah’s military devotion in the “front lines” of battle is contrasted with David’s complacency, 
who never even makes it to the battle. 

(2) While David enjoys all the luxuries of the palace, Uriah refused to enjoy them, even when 
urged on him. 

(3) While David enjoyed sexual intimacy with Bathsheba, even though forbidden, Uriah refused 
such pleasure, even when legitimate and encouraged by the king. 

(4) While Uriah was willing to lay down his life for the king and the nation, David was willing to 
take Uriah’s life to save his own reputation and to satisfy his own sexual desires. 

(5) Though David had many wives, he was willing to take the one wife that Uriah possessed. 
(6) Though David was of the chosen seed, Uriah was but a Hittite. Uriah was a Canaanite, but a 

godly one, while David, the Israelite, acted like a heathen. 
The Scriptures frankly tell us that sexual sin can be the source of other sins. It can dull the mind, like 

wine, making one insensitive to reality (Hos. 4:11-12). Here, David’s immorality led to the additional sin of 
murder. Sexual sin is also related to religious apostasy (cf. Num. 25:1-9). 

The Old Testament prophets take up the themes already developed in the Pentateuch. The sexual 
immorality of Israel has defiled the people and the land, and necessitates their expulsion from the land. 
Spiritual adultery has also become rampant, and is condemned. Judgment awaits this nation, which is likened 
to a harlot. Her restoration is described as a marriage between God and His bride.  

“Why should I pardon you? Your sons have forsaken Me And sworn by those who are not 
gods. When I had fed them to the full, They committed adultery And trooped to the harlot’s 
house. They were well-fed lusty horses, Each one neighing after his neighbor’s wife. Shall 
I not punish these people,” declares the LORD, “And on a nation such as this Shall I not 
avenge Myself?” (Jer. 5:7-9). 
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“As for your adulteries and your lustful neighings, The lewdness of your prostitution On 
the hills in the field, I have seen your abominations. Woe to you, O Jerusalem! How long 
will you remain unclean?” (Jer. 13:27). 
“I will also put an end to all her gaiety, Her feasts, her new moons, her Sabbaths, And all 
her festal assemblies. And I will destroy her vines and fig trees, Of which she said, ‘These 
are my wages Which my lovers have given me.’ And I will make them a forest, And the 
beasts of the field will devour them” (Hos. 2:11-12). 
Harlotry, wine, and new wine take away the understanding. My people consult their 
wooden idol, and the diviner’s wand informs them; For a spirit of harlotry has led them 
astray, And they have played the harlot, departing from their God (Hos. 4:11-12). 

Thus, because Israel practiced the same sins as the Canaanites, who lived in the land before them, they 
were thrust forth from the land, just as their predecessors, and just as God had warned: 

“’Do not defile yourselves by any of these things; for by all these the nations which I am 
casting out before you have become defiled. For the land has become defiled, therefore I 
have visited its punishment upon it, so the land has spewed out its inhabitants. But as for 
you, you are to keep My statutes and My judgments, and shall not do any of these 
abominations, neither the native, nor the alien who sojourns among you (for the men of the 
land who have been before you have done all these abominations, and the land has become 
defiled); so that the land may not spew you out, should you defile it, as it has spewed out 
the nation which has been before you. For whoever does any of these abominations, those 
persons who do so shall be cut off from among their people. Thus you are to keep My 
charge, that you do not practice any of the abominable customs which have been practiced 
before you, so as not to defile yourselves with them; I am the LORD your GOD’” (Lev. 
18:24-30). 
“’You are therefore to keep all My statutes and all My ordinances and do them, so that the 
land to which I am bringing you to live will not spew you out. Moreover, you shall not 
follow the customs of the nation which I shall drive out before you, for they did all these 
things, and therefore I have abhorred them. Hence I have said to you, “You are to possess 
their land, and I Myself will give it to you to possess it, a land flowing with milk and 
honey.” I am the LORD your God, who has separated you from the peoples. You are 
therefore to make a distinction between the clean animal and the unclean, and between the 
unclean bird and the clean; and you shall not make yourselves detestable by animal or by 
bird or by anything that creeps on the ground, which I have separated for you as unclean. 
Thus you are to be holy to Me, for I the LORD am holy; and I have set you apart from the 
peoples to be Mine. As for a man or a woman, if there is a medium or a spiritist among 
them, they shall surely be put to death; they shall be stoned with stones, their 
bloodguiltiness is upon them’” (Lev. 20:22-27). 

Adultery in the New Testament 
Jesus did not have nearly as much to say about adultery and sexual immorality as did the apostles. 

Furthermore, He may even appear to be lenient on those guilty of immorality. Such could be the conclusion 
one would reach from a reading of John chapter 4, where Jesus spoke to the immoral woman at the well, or 
of John chapter 8, where Jesus refused to cast stones at the woman caught in the very act of adultery. There 
are several reasons for the difference in the emphasis of our Lord from that of the Old Testament, which 
condemned adultery and demanded the death penalty. 

(1) Jesus had come to bear the penalty for sinners, and thus He did not come to condemn anyone, 
but to offer salvation to all (cf. John 3:16-17). At His second coming He will bring judgment to the wicked. 

(2) Jesus was speaking to a Jewish audience, while most of the apostles addressed Gentiles. Judaism 
condemned adultery and sexual immorality, as can be seen from John chapter 8. The Gentiles were more like 
the Canaanites of Old Testament times—they were distinctly pagan in their sexual conduct and values. Thus, 
it was not necessary for our Lord to dwell on the sinfulness of sexual immorality, since the Jews of His day 
agreed with Him on this point.  

(3) The Jewish religious leaders felt smugly self-righteous because they did not practice this form 
of sin, but they were guilty of other, more subtle, sins, which were more socially acceptable. The 
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sexually immoral, such as the woman caught in the act of adultery, honestly acknowledged their sin, but the 
scribes and Pharisees were hypocritical, refusing to acknowledge their own self-righteousness. Thus Jesus 
majored on those sins which were more subtle, and which were more characteristic of the religious leadership 
of Israel. 

If these Jewish leaders condemned sins which were overtly wrong actions, Jesus chose to focus on those 
hidden sins which were attitudes. Thus, in the gospels we see how our Lord pressed beyond the actual act of 
adultery to the attitudinal sins of adultery: 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY’; but I say 
to you, that every one who looks on a woman to lust for her has committed adultery with 
her already in his heart. And if your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out, and throw it 
from you; for it is better for you that one of the parts of your body perish, than for your 
whole body to be thrown into hell. And if you right hand makes you stumble, cut it off, and 
throw it from you; for it is better for you that one of the parts of your body perish, than for 
your whole body to go into hell. And it was said, ‘WHOEVER DIVORCES HIS WIFE, 
LET HIM GIVE HER A CERTIFICATE OF DISMISSAL’; but I say to you that every one 
who divorces his wife, except for the cause of unchastity, makes her commit adultery; and 
whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (Matt. 5:27-32). 
“For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false 
witness, slanders” (Matt. 15:19). 
“And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another 
commits adultery” (Matt. 19:9). 

These three texts provide us with the essence of our Lord’s teaching on adultery and sexual immorality. 
Let us briefly consider the important truths our Lord taught on sex and marriage. 

(1) Jesus teaches here that it is not enough to keep the Law in its letter, but must also keep it in 
spirit. We must begin by taking the Bible literally, and thus we acknowledge that any act of adultery must be 
avoided. But this does not take the Law far enough, as our Lord must continually point out to His listeners, 
and to His literalistic opponents, the scribes and Pharisees. 

(2) Jesus thus teaches here that attitudinal sins precede sins of action (cf. James 1:13-15). He does 
not necessarily teach that attitudinal sins are as bad as action sins. From the standpoint of the harm done to 
men, action sins are more serious. (It is better for society that a man only think of murder than it is for him to 
take a life.) From the standpoint of our sin against God, attitudinal sins and action sins are both rebellion 
against God. 

(3) The way to fully keep the Seventh Commandment is to view sexual sin as so serious (damning) 
that we are willing to take any measure required to prevent it. We must begin by understanding that 
plucking out eyes and cutting off hands will not cure sin or assure us of keeping the Seventh (or any other) 
Commandment. Hands and eyes are involved as precipitating causes of immorality, however. Visual and 
sensory (touch) stimulation are often the prelude to immorality. Having said this, let us note that eyes and 
hands are very precious body members. To remove either is a drastic action (as, for example, one would do 
in the case of cancer). If one were so serious as to be willing to pluck out an eye or cut off a hand then that 
person’s attitude is what it should be with regard to adultery. Our Lord is teaching us that we must, unlike 
our culture, take sexual sin most seriously. When we are willing to do whatever it takes to avoid a sin, we 
will likely take the steps necessary to avoid it. 

(4) Adultery is a violation of the union of marriage. It is significant that our Lord began by talking 
about adultery, but that He almost immediately came to the subject of divorce. It is also significant that He 
taught divorce causes adultery, except in the case where the divorce was based upon previous adultery. The 
inference is quite clear: since sexual union joins a man and woman in marriage, adultery violates that union. 
Thus, when a divorce is granted due to adultery, a later marriage on the part of the innocent (that is, not 
guilty of adultery) party is not viewed to be adulterous. 

It is very important for me to be precise in what I say here. First, I believe that a Christian has the right 
to divorce a spouse for adultery, but that this is never one’s duty, and seldom one’s highest calling. I do not 
think that it is correct to conclude that adultery terminates a marriage, any more than it is correct to conclude 
that sin terminates our salvation. Thus, one should be careful not to think or say that since adultery is a sin 
against a marriage, it has also, de facto, terminated the marriage. 
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(5) Divorce causes adultery. How many times have we heard that adultery breaks the marriage union, 
that is, that adultery (legitimately) causes divorce? Our culture believes that the obtaining of a certificate of 
divorce legitimizes adultery. Our Lord teaches us here that divorce causes adultery. According to Matthew 
19:9, if one divorces and marries another (except for the divorce based on the immorality of the other 
partner) that person commits adultery. The assumption here is that the divorce is obtained in order to marry 
another, or that it will ultimately result in marriage to another. Furthermore, the one who divorces their 
spouse also causes them to commit adultery, since a remarriage is assumed. Let those who would consider 
divorce an option carefully ponder the implications of their actions in accordance with our Lord’s words 
here. Let those who have already divorced and remarried remember that divorce and immorality (as all other 
sins save unbelief) is not an unpardonable sin. Let those who think this is an occasion or an excuse for sin 
read Romans chapter 6 very carefully. 

When we leave the gospels of the New Testament and come to the epistles, there is a change which we 
should recognize and appreciate. First, we move from a Jewish to a Gentile culture. Pagan religion often 
intermingled sexual immorality with its “worship.” We therefore would expect to find some very specific 
revelation on the subject of adultery and sexual sin in the epistles. Second, we move from an Old 
Testament dispensation (centered around the nation Israel) to a New Testament dispensation (centered 
around a predominantly Gentile church). Israel’s sexual conduct set them apart from the Egyptians and 
the Canaanites. It also assured the integrity of the home and a righteous seed, through whom the Redeemer 
would come. This was now accomplished. What is it that makes sexual purity so important to the New 
Testament saint, who is not an Israelite, but a member of the church, the body of Christ? This is what we 
shall seek to learn from the writings of the apostles in the New Testament.  

The apostle Paul has the most to say of the apostles on the subject of sexual purity. In the Book of 1 
Corinthians he focuses on illicit sexual union and its relationship to the believer’s union with Christ: 

Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Shall I then take away the 
members of Christ and make them members of a harlot? May it never be! Or do you not 
know that the one who joins himself to a harlot is one body with her? For He says, “THE 
TWO WILL BECOME ONE FLESH.” But the one who joins himself to the Lord is one spirit with 
Him. Flee immorality. Every other sin that a man commits is outside the body, but the 
immoral man sins against his own body. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? 
For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body (1 Cor. 6:15-
20). 

Throughout the Scriptures, both Old Testament (cf. Gen. 39:9; 2 Sam. 12:13; Ps. 51:4) and New, 
adultery is, first and foremost, a sin against God. From the Old Testament perspective, adultery was a 
violation of the sanctity of marriage, which God established, and which the Law sought to maintain. Paul’s 
words in 1 Corinthians chapter 6 go much farther, showing the implications of a Christian’s sexual 
union with a harlot. When one comes to faith in Christ, when he is born again, that person becomes one 
with Christ. Thus, whatever one does, he does in union with Christ. 

Sexual intercourse with a harlot, contrary to popular thought, is no casual matter, it is a union as well. 
Indeed, in verse 16 Paul makes a statement of monumental importance. He equates sexual union with marital 
union. When one enters into a sexual union, Paul reasons, one enters into marital union. For a Christian to 
engage in sexual intercourse with a harlot puts two unions in conflict: his union with Christ and his union 
with a harlot. Just as no man can have two masters, neither can one have two unions—one with Christ, and 
another with a harlot. Sexual sin has very serious theological implications.  

In Ephesians chapter 5 Paul focuses on the relationship between the Christian husband and wife, and the 
way it portrays an important spiritual truth to the world:  

So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who loves his own 
wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just 
as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His body. FOR THIS CAUSE A 
MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER, AND SHALL CLEAVE TO HIS WIFE; AND THE 
TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH. This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to 
Christ and the church (Eph. 5:28-32). 
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While I have cited only a portion of this important paragraph (vss. 22-33), the important point to 
recognize here is that the relationship of a Christian husband and wife is to be a reflection of the relationship 
of Jesus Christ to His church. 

Finally, sexual purity is vitally important to the Christian life because it is directly related to one’s 
sanctification: 

For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual 
immorality; that each of you know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and 
honor, not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God; and that no man 
transgress and defraud his brother in the matter because the Lord is the avenger in all these 
things, just as we also told you before and solemnly warned you. For God has not called us 
for the purpose of impurity, but in sanctification (1 Thess. 4:3-8). 
Nevertheless, the firm foundation of God stands, having this seal, “The Lord knows those 
who are His,” and, “Let everyone who names the name of the Lord abstain from 
wickedness.” Now in a large house there are not only gold and silver vessels, but also 
vessels of wood and of earthenware, and some to honor and some to dishonor. Therefore, if 
a man cleanses himself from these things, he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to 
the Master, prepared for every good work. Now flee from youthful lusts, and pursue 
righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart (2 
Tim. 2:19-22). 

In 1 Thessalonians chapter 4 Paul says that the will of God is for us to be sanctified. He then 
immediately turns to our sanctification as it relates to our sexual conduct. Our sanctification cannot be 
expressed or realized apart from a radical change in our sexual conduct—that is, a radical change in the way 
we conduct ourselves sexually, as contrasted with our former conduct and that of the pagan world around us. 

In 2 Timothy chapter 2 Paul’s instruction is more general, but still very much to the point of sexual 
morality. Sanctification involves setting something apart for a special use. Sanctification involves purity, the 
absence of what is unclean. And, Paul says, it involves for Timothy the fleeing of youthful lusts, which 
surely include illicit sexual passions and conduct. 

When we come to our last text, we come full circle: “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the 
marriage bed be undefiled; for fornicators and adulterers God will judge” (Heb. 13:4). The marriage union 
which God established, God also sanctified. Sexual purity begins with highly esteeming that which God has 
given—marriage, and the one whom God has given—our mate. When we thus honor marriage, we will see to it 
that the marriage bed, the blessing of sexual union, remains undefiled by sexual union outside of that marriage, 
which profanes. 

Conclusion 
We can see, then, that throughout the Bible, the enjoyment of sex is restricted to marriage, and to that 

which is consistent with our position and calling in Christ. Let us conclude by seeking to isolate the 
principles which underlie and govern sexual purity, and then some of the practical outworkings of these 
principles. 

(1) The principle of sanctification. Sanctification is one of the great principles of the Bible, whether in 
the Old or the New Testament. Sanctification was, for example, the first great test which man failed in the 
Garden of Eden. Some have attempted to show that the sin committed in the Garden of Eden was a sexual 
sin. I think there is little evidence for this conclusion. I do, however, believe that the first sin is similar to that 
of adultery, and thus very instructive. Consider, for a moment, how that “forbidden fruit” (whatever it might 
have been) is similar to the “forbidden fruit” of illicit sex. 

In both cases, the “forbidden fruit” is very desirable. I find it interesting that the fruit of this tree of 
knowledge of good and evil was good, like everything else God created (cf. Gen. 1:11-12, 31). More than 
this, it was very desirable: “And out of the ground the Lord God caused to grow every tree that is pleasing to 
the sight and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil” (Gen. 2:9). It is no wonder, then, that Eve was attracted to the “forbidden fruit”: “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 desirable 
to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate” (Gen. 
3:6). 
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In both cases, the “forbidden fruit” is available. Just as God placed the “forbidden fruit” in sight and 
within the reach of Adam and Eve, so the “forbidden fruit” of sexual immorality is visible and available. 

In both cases, the “forbidden fruit” is forbidden. Just as God had clearly forbidden the partaking of 
the “forbidden fruit” in the garden, so He has clearly forbidden the “fruit” of sexual impurity. 

In both cases, partaking of the “forbidden fruit” brings disastrous results. Satan made great 
promises about the benefits of partaking of the fruit of that tree, but he failed to tell all. Great were the 
consequences. Sin entered the human race and human history, and the consequences are evident all about us. 
So, too, the pleasures of sexual sin are prominently proclaimed, but the price for immorality is exceedingly 
high (cf. Prov. 2:16-22). 

The “forbidden fruit was not forbidden because is was intrinsically bad. It did not look bad, it did not 
taste bad. In fact, it wasn’t bad, in and of itself. Remember that God made it, and that all He made was good. 
The forbidden fruit was forbidden, not because of any evil characteristic of the fruit itself, but because God 
“sanctified” or set it apart. He did not permit man to use it. 

Sanctification, therefore, was the first test which God gave mankind, and it was this test which man 
failed. It is little wonder, then, that God has so much to teach man about sanctification in the Bible. 

Abraham, and his seed, is set apart from the rest of mankind, and through Him Messiah will come and 
will bring blessing and salvation to all nations. The nation Israel is kept apart from other nations by her time 
in Egypt, and in the plagues, the Israelites are distinguished from the Egyptians. The covenant which God 
made with Israel on Mt. Sinai was a further means of sanctifying His people, to be a priestly nation: 

“‘You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians and how I bore you on eagles’ 
wings, and brought you to Myself. Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep 
My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth 
is Mine; and you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’” (Exod. 19:4-6a).  

To play out her role as God’s priestly nation, Israel had to be separate, sanctified, different from the 
surrounding nations. Those distinctions are spelled out in the Law, one of which is that of the maintenance of 
sexual and marital sanctity. 

The New Testament portrays a very similar picture. Here, the church is the “bride of Christ,” with the 
responsibility of exemplifying the relationship of Christ to His church (Eph. 5:22-33). In order to do this, 
Christians must be holy, sanctified, just as God is holy (1 Peter 1:14-16). The Christian life therefore 
involves making many distinctions and then living them out. We must distinguish between truth and error, 
between good and evil, between holiness and unrighteousness. We must even distinguish between what is 
personally permissible and what is personally beneficial (1 Cor. 6:12). Furthermore, there must be a 
distinction drawn between what is personally permissible and what is detrimental to others (cf. 1 Cor. 8-10). 

The differences between holy and unholy, clean and unclean are crucial. In a divine vision, God said to 
Peter, “What God has cleansed, no longer consider unholy” (Acts 10:15). At times we are tempted to think 
that what God has called clean is really unclean (as was the case with Peter; cf. also 1 Tim. 4:1-5). At other 
times, we are tempted to call “clean” what God has called “unclean.” One of the most important decisions the 
Christian can make is to rightly distinguish between the holy and the unholy—the see what God has 
sanctified and what He has not. Sanctification is therefore one of the great, governing and guiding principles 
of the Word of God. 

(2) The sanctity of marriage. If we have accepted the principle of sanctification in general, we must 
then see it in the particulars of our Christian experience. One of these particulars is that of marriage. 
Marriage, by God’s decree, is sanctified, it is a relationship that is set apart and restricted. The sin of adultery 
is dealt with so severely because it is a violation of the sanctity of the marriage which God has ordained and 
set apart. 

The sanctity of marriage is indicated by the statement in Genesis 2:24, that a man must leave his father 
and mother and cleave to his wife. This union is set apart, it is to be distinct from the previous relationship of 
parent and child. When our Lord commented on this text He said, “Consequently they are no more two, but 
one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate” (Matt. 19:6). The Law pertaining to 
adultery also confirms the sanctity of marriage. 

Just what is it that distinguishes a man’s relationship with his wife from other relationships? In other 
words, what is it that makes a marriage distinct, unique, sanctified? I believe that there are several ways in 
which marriage is sanctified: 
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Unity. The relationship between a husband and his wife is a union. The husband and wife become one. 
They become one in spirit, and sexually they become one in physical union. This sexual union consummates 
and symbolizes the union of marriage. Our Lord says that this union of husband and wife must not be severed 
(Matt. 19:6). The Bible seems to teach that this union is not severed by anything but death, anything 
including divorce. The union of husband and wife is one of the unique elements of marriage. This union is 
violated and defiled by adultery. Adultery mocks the union of a man and his wife, and the God who joined 
them together. 

Intimacy. Closely related to the union of a husband and his wife is the intimacy which they experience 
in marriage. Physical intimacy is the most obvious, but there is also a spiritual and emotional intimacy. This 
intimacy can be both constructive and destructive. One can build up the other in those intimate areas of one’s 
heart and life, but one can also do great damage in the intimate areas as well. Who knows better how to hurt 
his mate than the one who has the most intimate knowledge of her? 

Reproduction. When God brought man and woman together as husband and wife, He commanded them 
to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:27-28). The reproduction of life is that function which is carried out 
within the marriage union, according to God’s design and decree. It marks out yet another way in which the 
marriage is sanctified. 

Fellowship. When God had created a mate for all of His other creatures, He looked upon Adam in his 
solitude and said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him” (Gen. 
2:18). God created Eve and brought her to Adam for fellowship, to be his helper and his companion. 
Marriage is sanctified in the degree to which a man and his wife have fellowship with one another. 

There are two specific applications which I would suggest emerge from the observation of these unique 
areas in which marriage is sanctified, unique. The first is that the sanctity of marriage not only demands that 
we not defile the union in any way, including adultery, but that we actively seek to enhance the marriage. I 
would suggest that the categories of unity, intimacy, reproduction, and fellowship are four specific 
benchmarks of the quality of our marriages, and thus four specific areas for concentrated effort. I would 
further suggest that these four areas (there are probably others, too) provide the “glue” which holds a 
marriage together. Let us work at growth in each of these areas. 

The second layer of application relates to the church. I would suggest that the four things which set a 
marriage apart from other relationships are the very four things which distinguish a Christian’s relationship 
with his Lord and with His body, the church. Time will not permit further exploration, but take note of how 
often unity (e.g. Eph. 4:1ff.,), intimacy and fellowship, and reproduction (evangelism, fruit bearing) are 
discussed in the context of one’s personal walk with the Lord or with the corporate union of believers in the 
body of Christ. 

(3) The sanctity of sex. If the Seventh Commandment teaches the sanctity of marriage, it also teaches 
the sanctity of sex, for it is only in marriage that the pleasure and product (children) are to be experienced. 
Our culture is adamantly opposed to the sanctity of sex. Most Americans seem to think that human sexuality 
is to be used in the same way I use my Stanley chisel—the more uses to which it can be put, the better. 
Viewed from a contemporary secular perspective, sexual pleasure restricted only to marriage is a tragic 
waste, a failure to make full use of one’s sexual potential, and thus to deprive oneself of a great deal of sexual 
pleasure. Virginity is thus looked upon as a stigma, from which one should rid oneself as quickly as possible.  

In my opinion, the rampant sexual immorality of our day is not primarily the result of greater temptation, 
of increased sexual desire, of greater opportunity, or even of the availability of the pill and abortion. The 
epidemic of sexual immorality is, I believe, the result of a failure to understand or appreciate the sanctity of 
sex and of marriage. For this and other reasons, the Seventh Commandment is of vital importance, not only 
to a pagan world, but to a carnal and permissive church.  

Here we come to one of the very crucial implications of the sanctity of sex. When we sanctify sex, it is 
because we value it highly, not because we disdain it as something of little worth. We sanctify those things to 
which we attach great value. Our culture protests that Christians disdain and demean sex, that we have little 
appreciation for it. The opposite is true. We sanctify sex because we value it highly, as a good gift from the 
hand of a gracious God. 

Think about this carefully, for it is of the greatest importance. Women, why do keep your silver in a 
special place, bringing it out only for “special” occasions? The same could be asked about your best china, or 
that very special dress (maybe even your wedding dress). Men, what about that special car, or gun, or golf 
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club? If you owned a Mercedes Benz, would you loan it to a neighbor to go hunting in, or to haul firewood? 
We all restrict the use of (we sanctify) those things which we most highly prize. 

Teenagers, culture is lying to you. Our culture does not value sex, it thinks of it as very common, so 
common that virtual strangers will share life’s most intimate treasure. How tragic it is to see young people 
seduced (philosophically and physically), so that they will share that most treasured gift with those who 
cannot even be named or numbered. The sanctity of sex in marriage clearly calls for the sanctity of sex 
before marriage. May God grant you the conviction to stand against the flood of cultural and peer pressure. 

In conclusion, let me suggest three additional ways in which the sanctity of sex is to be applied in a 
practical way. First, since the sanctity of sex reflects its value, its beauty, its goodness, let us never think of 
sex as something dirty and defiling. Some people seem to disdain sex in marriage as much as the Bible 
disdains it outside of marriage. The Bible speaks otherwise. In both the New and Old Testaments we are 
urged to let the pleasure and enjoyment of sex within marriage serve as a godly defense against sexual 
immorality:66 

Drink water from your own cistern, And fresh water from your own well. Should your 
springs be dispersed abroad, Streams of water in the streets? Let them be yours alone, And 
not for strangers with you. Let your fountain be blessed, And rejoice in the wife of your 
youth. As a loving hind and a graceful doe, Let her breasts satisfy you at all times; Be 
exhilarated always with her love. For why should you, my son, be exhilarated with an 
adulteress, And embrace the bosom of a foreigner? (Prov. 5:15-20).  
Let the husband fulfill his duty to his wife, and likewise also the wife to her husband. The 
wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; and likewise also 
the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. Stop depriving 
one another, except by agreement for a time that you may devote yourselves to prayer, and 
come together again lest Satan tempt you because of your lack of self-control (1 Cor. 
7:3-5). 

Second, in order to avoid the evils of sex, we need to minimize our exposure to those things which only 
stimulate lustful thoughts and sexual temptations. Specifically, I am referring to what Paul has written in the 
Book of Ephesians, which especially relates to sexual impurity: 

Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children; and walk in love, just as Christ also 
loved you, and gave Himself up for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God as a fragrant 
aroma. But do not let immorality or any impurity or greed even be named among you, as is 
proper among saints; and there must be no filthiness and silly talk, or coarse jesting, which 
are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks. For this you know with certainty, that no 
immoral or impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, has an inheritance in the 
kingdom of Christ and God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of 
these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience. Therefore do not be 
partakers with them; for you were formerly darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; 
walk as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness and righteousness 
and truth), trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord. And do not participate in the 
unfruitful deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them; for it is disgraceful even to 
speak of the things which are done by them in secret. But all things become visible when 
they are exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is light. For this reason it 
says, “AWAKE, SLEEPER, AND ARISE FROM THE DEAD, AND CHRIST WILL SHINE ON YOU” (Eph. 
5:1-14). 

Third, we must beware of that teaching (either by direct statement or by inference, or by silence) which 
holds that any and every sexual pleasure can be enjoyed by a married couple behind closed doors. I 
understand that “possessing one’s vessel in sanctification and honor” (1 Thes. 4:4), and “holding the 
                                                             

66 In saying that sexual pleasure in marriage is one of God’s safeguards against immorality, I am not 
saying that the husband or wife who gives freely of themselves in a sexual way thereby guarantees the sexual 
purity of their partner. I have heard it cruelly stated or implied that had a mate satisfied his or her partner in 
marriage, adultery would have been prevented. While depriving a partner tempts them, fulfilling a partner does 
not necessarily keep them from sexual sin. We need only look at men like David and Solomon, who had so 
many wives they couldn’t keep up with them, but still sought after more (such as David sought Bathsheba). 
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marriage bed in honor,” “keeping the marriage bed undefiled” (Heb. 13:4) implies that not every sexual 
practice of the pagan world is permissible or beneficial for the Christian. This may be a matter of personal 
conviction, over which there is some disagreement, but marriage does not make every sexual practice holy. 

May God grant that we hold sex and marriage to be sacred, and may God enable each of us, by His grace 
and through His Spirit, to move ahead in the process of sanctification, to the praise of the glory of His grace. 
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The Sanctity of Truth 
(Exodus 20:16) 

Introduction 
This past week, I was given a copy of an apocryphal memo from a superintendent of schools regarding 

Halley’s Comet. It demonstrates how communication often fails: 
MEMO to Assistant Superintendent from Superintendent: 
Next Thursday at 10:30 a.m. Halley’s Comet will appear over this area. This is an event 
which occurs only once every 75 years. Call the principals and have them assemble their 
teachers and classes on the athletic fields and explain this phenomenon to them. If it rains, 
then cancel the day’s observation and have the classes meet in the auditorium to see a film 
about the Comet. 
MEMO to Principals from Assistant Superintendent: 
By order of the Superintendent of Schools next Thursday at 10:30 a.m. Halley’s Comet will 
appear over your athletic field. If it rains, then cancel the day’s classes and report to the 
auditorium with your teachers and students where you will show films—a phenomenal 
event which occurs every 75 years. 
MEMO to Teachers from Principal: 
By order of the phenomenal Superintendent of Schools, at 10:30 a.m. next Thursday 
Halley’s Comet will appear in the auditorium. In case of rain over the athletic fields the 
superintendent will give another order—something which occurs only every 75 years. 
MEMO to Students from Teachers: 
Next Thursday at 10:30 a.m. the Superintendent of Schools will appear in our school 
auditorium with Halley’s Comet—something which occurs every 75 years. If it rains the 
Superintendent will cancel the comet and order us all out to our phenomenal athletic field. 
MEMO to Parents from Students: 
When it rains next Thursday at 10:30 a.m. over the school athletic field, the phenomenal 75 
year old Superintendent of Schools will cancel all classes and appear before the whole 
school in the auditorium accompanied by Bill Halley and the Comets.67 

If we have learned anything about communication over the centuries it is that even when we strive to 
convey a given truth, it often comes out somewhat distorted. The well-known party game of “gossip” is but 
another evidence of the same phenomenon. When we add to this the fact of the fall of man and the sinful 
inclinations of our hearts, it is apparent that our speech will be corrupted and distorted. Thus, we read: 
“THEIR THROAT IS AN OPEN GRAVE, WITH THEIR TONGUES THEY KEEP DECEIVING, THE POISON OF ASPS IS UNDER 
THEIR LIPS; WHOSE MOUTH IS FULL OF CURSING AND BITTERNESS” (Rom. 3:13-14).  

In this message we are studying the Ninth Commandment, which states: “You shall not bear false 
witness against your neighbor” (Exod. 20:16; Deut. 5:20). Technically, this is not a prohibition of lying in 
general, but of that “false testimony” which is given in a court of Law, by which another is either convicted 
or found innocent. The implications of this commandment go much farther, as we shall soon see. 

The approach of this study will be similar to that in dealing with the other commandments. We will 
begin with a study of false witness in the Old Testament. We will then consider the subject of false witness in 
the New Testament. Finally, we will seek to isolate the underlying principle of this precept, along with the 
guiding principles for bearing witness. We will then attempt to explore some of the ways in which this 
commandment intercepts our everyday life. 

False Witness in the Old Testament 
When God created Adam and Eve He gave them the gift of speech, which was one of the ways He 

distinguished them from the rest of His creatures. The gift of speech was distorted and corrupted at the fall. It 
was not long after the fall that falsehood raised its ugly head in the Scriptures. It is appropriate that the first 
                                                             

67 I regret that I do not have the source of this humorous illustration. 
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falsehood in the Bible should be spoken by Satan, the “father of lies” (8:44). He assured Eve that partaking of 
the forbidden fruit would not result in death, as God had said (Gen. 3:4). Cain lied to God, insisting that he 
did not know where his brother was (Gen. 4:9). Abraham lied about his wife, passing her off as his sister 
(Gen. 12:11-13). Jacob was a master of deceit (e.g. Gen. 27). Joseph’s brothers deceived Jacob, their father, 
into thinking he had been killed by a wild animal (Gen. 37:20, 32-33). The midwives were not completely 
truthful with Pharaoh, when he asked why the Hebrew boy babies were not put to death (Exod. 1:18-19). 
Moses was not forthright with his father-in-law about his reasons for returning to Egypt (Exod. 4:18). 

The falsehood which is forbidden by the Ninth Commandment, however, is much more specific: “You 
shall not bear false witness against your neighbor” (Exod. 20:16; Deut. 5:20).68 The false testimony which is 
forbidden here is that which is given in the context of a trial, by which a person will be found innocent or guilty 
of an offense against God or man. 

Before we consider this commandment in greater detail, let us briefly consider the cultural context, 
which makes this commandment necessary. We live in a world that is quite different from that of the ancient 
Near East. Our laws are made by men, not given by God. Our laws are carried out by Law-enforcement 
professionals. When we speed, a radar-equipped policeman may pull us over and give us a ticket. When our 
house or car is broken into, or when we are robbed, we very often do not know the criminal. The automobile 
has given the criminal great mobility, and consequently anonymity. 

In ancient Israel, there were no policemen. Society was not very mobile. Courts were much less formal. 
If a man was robbed, it was frequently by a neighbor, someone the victim knew and associated with day after 
day. One did not call the police if one was victimized illegally; it was that person’s obligation to press 
charges. These charges were most often presented to the group of the elders or leaders of the town or city in 
which the victim (or the villain) lived. The accused and the alleged victim both produced their witnesses and 
the leaders passed judgment. The sentence was frequently imposed immediately, initiated by the one who had 
pressed charges (cf. Deut. 17:6-7). 

In American Law, Law cases are usually divided into two categories: criminal and civil cases. In Israel, 
criminal, civil, and religious violations were considered by the same “court.” A man could not only be 
accused of murder or rape (a criminal case), but of damaging property (a civil case), or of idolatry or 
witchcraft (a religious violation, something which our courts would not consider). Some crimes, like theft, 
were dealt with more as civil cases, because restitution was the prescribed punishment. There were no 
prisons, and so one either made restitution in some way, or paid for his crime with his life, or the loss of 
some member of his body. 

At first thought, the prohibition of perjury (which is really what the Ninth Commandment does) would 
seem to be rather unimportant—not important enough to make a part of the Ten Commandments, at least. 
Our culture would seem to agree, since perjury is an offense which merits little more than a “slap on the 
wrist,” at least in comparison with the penalties prescribed in the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 19:16-20). There 
are several reasons why perjury should be viewed as a serious offense, not only in Old Testament times, but 
in our own as well. 

(1) Truthful testimony is essential for a just trial. “A rascally witness makes a mockery of justice, And 
the mouth of the wicked spreads iniquity” (Prov. 19:28). Essentially, there were three components in Israel’s 
judicial system, which are common to most judicial systems, including our own. First, there is a body of laws, 
                                                             

68 It is important to note that the wording in the two statements of the Ninth Commandment is not 
the same. Hyatt points out that Exodus 20:16  “… may be literally rendered, ‘You shall not answer against 
your neighbour as a lying witness [‘ed seker].’ The corresponding commandment in Dt. 5:20 has ‘as a 
witness of emptiness [‘ed saw].’ The Exodus form is the more original, since the phrase ‘lying witness’ 
occurs elsewhere in the OT (Ps. 27:12; Prov. 6:19; 12:17; 14:5; 19:5,9; 25:18), and the phrase ‘ed saw’ 
occurs only in Dt. 5:20. This commandment was originally directed against the giving of false testimony in a 
judicial trial, not against all forms of lying or untruthfulness. The language of the verse is that of the Law 
court. Hebrew ‘anah (‘answer’) was a technical term meaning to testify, give testimony in a court, as in 
Num. 35:30; Dt. 19:16, 18.” J. Philip Hyatt, Exodus (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 
1980), p. 215. 

The Exodus commandment seems to zero in on that testimony which, by malicious intent, is false. The 
commandment in Deuteronomy seems to be more general, condemning any testimony which, whether 
deliberate or not, may prove to be false. 
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which distinguish the evils which a society wishes to punish and to prevent. Second, there are the judges, who 
apply the Law to the specific facts of the particular case. Third, there are the witnesses, who by their testimony, 
make certain claims as to the facts of the case. (In our own judicial system, the duty of the jury is to determine 
what the facts of the case are, on which the judge will rule, applying the Law. The jury must determine which 
testimony is true and which is not, since testimony constitutes a large part of the evidence.)69 

In Exodus God was giving Israel the Law, to serve as His perfect standard for men’s conduct. Since this 
Law was written by God, it was untainted by man’s sin. It was, as the psalmist wrote, perfect (Ps. 19:7). The 
“judges” varied. Sometimes judgment was rendered by the “elders” of the particular city in which the trial 
was held. Later, when Israel had a king, he could render judgment, especially on appeal (cf. 1 Ki. 3:16-28).70 
Even though the Law was perfect, justice could be perverted by unjust judges, of which there were many. 
The Old Testament has much to say about rendering just judgment (as is the case in Proverbs, addressed to 
some degree to kings).  

In the Ninth Commandment, attention is drawn to the witnesses in any given trial. If the testimony given 
in the course of a trial were false, a just verdict is threatened. The Ninth Commandment seeks to insure a just 
verdict by prohibiting the bearing of false, that is untrue, testimony, which may either wrongly incriminate or 
justify a person who is accused of wrongdoing.71  

(2) Just trials are essential for righteousness to prevail in any nation. There is a very close 
relationship between justice and righteousness, so close that you cannot have one without the other. If a 
nation is to be righteous, as the nation Israel was called to be, then there must be justice rendered in its 
judicial decisions. This is worth reflecting upon for a moment. 

The outcome of the judicial process has a direct bearing on our understanding and application of the 
Law. God’s Law is perfect; men are not. The way the perfect Law is applied to imperfect men affects both 
men and the Law. To uphold the Law vigorously motivates men to keep the Law zealously. To be lax in 
applying the Law causes men to take the Law less seriously. 

Let me illustrate the impact of the judicial process on the Law by pointing to the role which the courts 
(and ultimately the Supreme Court) have on the laws of the land in the United States. It has been the 
decisions of the courts on cases related to racial segregation, abortion, and the teaching of evolution or the 
offering of prayers in public schools which have dramatically affected the laws of the land. Abortion, once 
unlawful, is now legal. Prayer and the teaching of creationism in public schools is now considered unlawful 
(or virtually so). The particular rulings of the courts have wide-ranging implications. Unjust rulings in court 
thus promote unrighteous living in the land. 

In the case of the nation Israel, it was not enough for the people of God to have just laws. God’s purpose 
was for His people to be holy, sanctified, set apart, so that they could reveal His character to the surrounding 
nations, so that they could serve as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod. 19:6). The Law which God 
gave to define righteousness, also addressed itself to the process by which unrighteousness could be dealt 
with. Thus, God gave His Law, judges, and this Law prohibiting untrue testimony, on the basis of which 
decisions would be reached. 

(3) False testimony is a barrier between man and God, which hinders his worship.  
O Lord, who may abide in Thy tent? Who may dwell on Thy holy hill? He who walks with 
integrity, and works righteousness, And speaks truth in his heart. He does not slander with 
his tongue, Nor does evil to his neighbor, Nor takes up a reproach against his friend; In 

                                                             
69 All of this is more profoundly impressed on the writer since I was selected to sit on a jury panel just 

last week, for three days! In His providence, God was helping to prepare me for this message. 
70 The thought occurred to me that when Nathan confronted David he may have done so as though he 

were presenting a legal case for David to pronounce judgement on. Only after David had rendered his verdict 
did Nathan expose the villain—David himself. This would add some force to the indictment, I believe. It would 
also help to explain the way in which Nathan brought David’s sin home to him. 

71 True testimony was also considered vital by other ancient peoples. Craigie writes, “The Code of 
Hammurabi begins with four laws specifying various types of false witness: (a) bringing an unproved charge of 
murder; (b) bringing an unproved charge of sorcery; (c) false witness in a capital case; (d) false witness in a 
civil case (ANET, p. 166).” Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1976), p. 162, fn. 26. 
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whose eyes a reprobate is despised, But who honors those who fear the Lord; He swears to 
his own hurt, and does not change; He does not put out his money at interest, Nor does he 
take a bribe against the innocent. He who does these things will never be shaken (Psalm 
15).  

The question with which this psalm begins is, in essence, “Who can worship God and fellowship with 
Him?” The answer includes many aspects of personal righteousness, but most prominent here is the 
righteousness which has to do with one’s speech. The one who can approach God in worship is the man who 
is careful in choosing his words, and is careful to keep his word. In this psalm false testimony is surely one of 
those things which a godly man avoids.  

(4) False testimony is a violation of the rights of the falsely accused, which can do great harm. 
“With his mouth the godless man destroys his neighbor, But through knowledge the righteous will be 
delivered” (Prov. 11:9). “Like a club and a sword and a sharp arrow Is a man who bears false witness against 
his neighbor” (Prov. 25:18).  

The second half of the Decalogue is concerned with one’s responsibility toward his fellow man. False 
testimony is surely an offense against one’s neighbor, just as true testimony is one’s duty. False testimony 
can not only ruin a man’s reputation, it may even cost him his life. Perhaps one of the most abominable acts 
of false witness is found in 1 Kings chapter 21, where Ahab and Jezebel obtain the property of Nabal by 
means of false testimony, which results in his execution (which is murder). 

In our own day, we have recently seen the injury imposed upon Lenell Geter, a 26-year-old engineer, 
who was convicted for armed robbery and sentenced to life in prison. This was based upon his identification 
from a driver’s license photo (who would ever want to be identified by or with those pictures?), and the 
inaccurate statement that he was known to have been involved in criminal activity. All of this in spite of the 
fact that he was proven to be at work at the time of the robbery. Cathleen Crowell Webb’s recent 
“recantation” of rape charges against Gary Dotson, still doubted by some, may be another example of the 
injustice imposed by false testimony. 

As we look at the Law in the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Old Testament) as it relates to false 
witness, we find that it provides us with considerable clarification on the Ninth Commandment. We will 
briefly summarize some of the ways in which the Pentateuch explains and expands this commandment. 

(1) The Law clarifies what false witness includes. The language of the commandment itself indicates 
that false witness, first and foremost is that testimony which is given in a trial, which could convict an 
individual of a charge or prove him innocent. False witness is broadened, however, to include one’s 
statements outside of the courtroom (in the case of Israel, outside of the city gates). Thus, slander (Lev. 
19:16) and its closely-related evil of spreading rumors (Exod. 23:1) are prohibited. Both entail statements 
which falsely accuse another of a transgression. In some ways, slander and gossip are the more evil, for these 
are statements made which are unlikely to be scrutinized or challenged, as they would be in a legal trial. I 
would take it from Deuteronomy 5:20 that careless or sloppy testimony is also condemned. There, “vain” 
witness is forbidden, which I understand to be that which is “empty” or “without substance.” While some 
would willfully condemn another by deliberately false testimony, there are many others who would 
unknowingly convict another by testimony which is not precise, which goes beyond the facts and actual 
knowledge. Those in the legal professions (prosecutors or lawyers) can urge their witnesses to be more 
specific or more confident than what the facts will sustain. 

Finally, the Law condemns that “false witness” which is the result of one’s silence. There are many 
instances in which a person does not want to give testimony. Leviticus 5:1 deals with such cases by teaching 
that when one who has personal knowledge of a matter before the court, but who does not wish to testify, that 
person will be placed under oath, and if they refuse to testify under oath, they are guilty of false witness. 
Thus, in Proverbs, the false witness becomes an accomplice in the crime, a partner to the thief: “He who is a 
partner with a thief hates his own life; He hears the oath but tells nothing” (Prov. 29:24). I understand this to be 
what took place in the trial of our Lord. He refused to answer the trumped up charges of His adversaries, until 
He was placed under oath, at which time He directly answered the question put to Him, but not to their 
satisfaction (cf. Matt. 26:62-66). 

(2) The Law identifies evil causes of false witness. Witnesses are necessary because all men are sinful. 
The prohibition against false witness was necessary because all witnesses are sinful. There are certain 
pressures to which men are vulnerable, which will influence them to give witness which is false. The Law 
recognizes these influences, and cautions the witness to guard against them. One such factor is prejudice. 
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For some, it will be prejudice for the poor (Exod. 23:3, 6; Lev. 19:15); for others prejudice for the rich or 
powerful (Lev. 19:15). Some may even favor the evil (Exod. 23:1). 

Peer pressure is another strong influence, and so the witness is warned against testifying contrary to the 
facts and consistent with the desires of the majority (Exod. 23:2). Hatred and animosity can create such 
enmity that one will bear false witness in an attempt to have vengeance against an enemy (Lev. 19:18). 
Finally, bribery is not to change one’s testimony (Exod. 23:8). 

(3) The Law prescribes safeguards against false witness. The Law goes beyond warning against false 
witness, to prescribing preventative measures, which promote a truthful testimony. No one may be executed 
on the basis of the testimony of one person (Deut. 17:6-7), thus requiring a conspiracy to convict one of a 
capital offense. The requirement of at least two or three witnesses assumes that the testimony of any witness 
is going to be incomplete and possibly distorted. When there is only one witness to a particular (non-capital) 
offense, an oath must be taken and the testimony of both parties (the witness and the one accused) must be 
carefully scrutinized (Deut. 19:16-20). In a capital case, the witness must initiate the execution (Deut. 13:1-5; 
17:6-7), thus making the false witness a murderer, which will stop some short, who would be willing to kill 
another with their words, but not with their own hands. Finally, the false witness must be punished for the 
same crime about which their testimony bore witness (Deut. 19:16-20). 

(4) The Law holds the individual Israelite responsible for leading and initiating charges against a 
Law-breaker (Deut. 13:1-5). When any Israelite gained knowledge of a violation of the Law, it was that 
person’s duty to initiate the corrective process. In fact, from what we have already learned, the 
knowledgeable witness must commence the process and consummate it, by casting the first stone if required. 
There were no police officers, no sheriffs. The individual was to take action. 

(5) Thorough investigation is required to assure that charges are legitimate (Deut. 13:12-18; 
19:16-20).  

(6) The testimony which is to be carefully scrutinized and investigated must include “prophetic 
revelations” (i.e. the “testimony of God,” Deut. 13:1-5; 18:20-22). False prophets falsely testify for God, and 
thus all prophetic testimony must be carefully scrutinized. 

Bearing false witness is a prominent theme in the Old Testament prophets. When Israel sinned, God 
bore witness72 against the sinners. The Law itself was a witness against the Israelites if and when they 
disregarded and disobeyed it:73 

“Then it shall come about, when many evils and troubles have come upon them, that this 
song will testify before them as a witness (for it shall not be forgotten from the lips of their 
descendants); for I know their intent which they are developing today, before I have 
brought them into the land which I swore” (Deut. 31:21). 

God spoke to the Israelites, bearing testimony against them through the prophets. When the prophets 
spoke they spoke for God; when they spoke, it was God speaking, bearing witness against His people: 

Yet He sent prophets to them to bring them back to the LORD: though they testified 
against them, they would not listen (2 Chron. 24:19). 
“Because they have acted foolishly in Israel, and have committed adultery with their 
neighbors’ wives, and have spoken words in My name falsely, which I did not command 
them; and I am He who knows, and am a witness,” declares the Lord” (Jer. 29:23). 

                                                             
72 There were many “witnesses” against sinners in the Old Testament. Included were: (a) The Law (Dt. 

4:45; 6:17, 20; 1 Ki. 2:3; 1 Chron. 29:19; 2 Chron. 34:31, etc. (b) Our Sins—Isa. 59:12; Jer. 14:7. (c) The 
prophets—2 Chron. 24:19; Mal. 2:14; 3:5 [Note that both in Isaiah’s case (6) and Jeremiah’s (1:9), their lips 
were touched by God before they were sent forth to speak to men for God]. (d) God Himself—Deut. 8:19-20; 
Ps. 50:7; Mal. 3:1-6; Mic. 1:2. 

73 One of the frequently employed synonyms for the Law was “testimony” or “testimonies” (cf. Deut. 
4:45; 6:17, 20; 1 Ki. 2:3; 1 Chron. 29:19; 2 Chron. 34:31; Ps. 19:7; 119:2, etc.). Does this confirm the fact that 
the Law is the testimony which God has borne to men concerning sin? I have not followed through with this 
thesis, but it is a possibility. 
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The language of the prophets often refers to God’s dispute in legal terms, just as though God were 
pressing charges against His people. The sins for which God indicted the nation included perjury and false 
witness: 

“Then I will draw near to you for judgment; and I will be a swift witness against the 
sorcerers and against the adulterers and against those who swear falsely, and against those 
who oppress the wage earner in his wages, the widow and the orphan, and those who turn 
aside the alien, and do not fear Me,” says the Lord of hosts (Mal. 3:5). 
“And they bend their tongue like their bow; Lies and not truth prevail in the land; For they 
proceed from evil to evil, And they do not know Me,” declares the Lord. “Let every one be 
on guard against his neighbor, And do not trust any brother; Because every brother deals 
craftily, And every neighbor goes about as a slanderer. And everyone deceives his 
neighbor, And does not speak the truth, They have taught their tongue to speak lies; They 
weary themselves committing iniquity; Your dwelling is in the midst of deceit; Through 
deceit they refuse to know Me,” declares the Lord (Jer. 9:3-6). 
“For thus says the LORD of hosts, ‘Just as I purposed to do harm to you when your fathers 
provoked Me to wrath,’ says the LORD of hosts, ‘and I have not relented, so I have again 
purposed in these days to do good to Jerusalem and to the house of Judah. Do not fear! 
These are the things which you should do: speak the truth to one another; judge with truth 
and judgment for peace in your gates. Also let none of you devise evil in your heart against 
another, do not love perjury; for all these are what I hate,’ declares the LORD” (Zech. 
8:14-17; cf. Jer. 2:9; 5:1-9). 

God’s people did not listen to His rebuke. Instead, they rejected His accusations and maintained their 
innocence. This necessitated the discipline of God in the form of their exile from the land. “Yet you said, ‘I 
am innocent; Surely His anger is turned away from me.’ Behold, I will enter into judgment with you Because 
you say, ‘I have not sinned’” (Jer. 2:35).74 Not only did the Israelites refuse to repent when confronted with 
God’s charges against them; they chose to listen to false prophets, who told them what they wanted to hear: 

But it came about, as soon as Jeremiah whom the Lord their God had sent, had finished 
telling all the people all the words of the Lord their God—that is, all these words—that 
Azariah the son of Hoshaiah, and Johanan the son of Kareah, and all the arrogant men said 
to Jeremiah, “You are telling a lie! The Lord our God has not sent you to say, ‘You are not 
to enter Egypt to reside there’” (Jer. 43:1-2).  
“For from the least of them even to the greatest of them, Every one is greedy for gain, And 
from the prophet even to the priest Every one deals falsely. And they have healed the 
wound of My people slightly, Saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ But there is no peace” (Jer. 6:13-14; 
cf. 8:10-11; chap. 23).  

It became increasingly clear to the prophets that if righteousness were to come to the earth, Messiah 
would be the One to bring that righteous rule, and to execute judgment on the earth. The Messiah would be 
God’s witness to men: 

“Hear, O peoples, all of you; Listen, O earth and all it contains, And let the Lord GOD be a 
witness against you, The Lord from His holy temple. For behold, the Lord is coming forth 
from His place. He will come down and tread on the high places of the earth. The 
mountains will melt under Him, And the valleys will be split, Like wax before the fire, 
Like water poured down a steep place” (Mic. 1:2-4; cf. Ps. 85:8-13; Isa. 42:1-4).  
“Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will clear the way before Me. And the 
Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple; and the messenger of the 
covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is coming,” says the LORD of hosts. “But who 
can endure the day of His coming? And who can stand when He appears? For He is like a 
refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. And He will sit as a smelter and purifier of silver, and 
He will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, so that they may 
present to the LORD offerings in righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem 
will be pleasing to the LORD, as in the days of old and as in former years. Then I will draw 

                                                             
74 Cf. also Isa. 1 and 2; 48:1; 59 (all); Jer. 5:1-9; Zech. 8:14-17; Mal. 3:1-5. 
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near to you for judgment; and I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers and against the 
adulterers and against those who swear falsely, and against those who oppress the wage 
earner in his wages, the widow and the orphan, and those who turn aside the alien, and do 
not fear Me,” says the LORD of hosts (Mal. 3:1-5). 
“Ho! Every one who thirsts, come to the waters; And you who have no money come, buy 
and eat. Come, buy wine and milk Without money and without cost. Why do you spend 
money for what is not bread, And your wages for what does not satisfy? Listen carefully to 
Me, and eat what is good, And delight yourself in abundance. Incline your ear and come to 
Me. Listen that you may live; And I will make an everlasting covenant with you, 
According to the faithful mercies shown to David. Behold, I have made him a witness to 
the peoples, A leader and commander for the peoples. Behold, you will call a nation you do 
not know, And a nation which knows you not will run to you, Because of the LORD your 
God, even the Holy One of Israel; For He has glorified you” (Isa. 55:1-5). 

False Witness in the New Testament 
Let us briefly look at the way the false witness is taken up and developed in the New Testament. 
(1) Our Lord was the faithful and true witness. In the Book of Revelation, our Lord is called, “the 

faithful and true witness” (Rev. 1:5; 3:14). The Book of Hebrews begins with the statement that God has 
finally and fully given testimony to men in the person of Christ: “God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers 
in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He 
appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world” (Heb. 1:1-2). 

Jesus was like the prophets of old in that He came to bear witness to the truth, but He was unlike them in 
that He was the truth (John 14:6). He was the “light” who had come to expose the sins of men: “Again 
therefore Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in the 
darkness, but shall have the light of life’” (John 8:12). The things which Jesus spoke were the things of the 
Father. He spoke for the Father: 

“I have many things to speak and to judge concerning you, but He who sent Me is true; and 
the things which I heard from Him, these I speak to the world. … I speak the things which I 
have seen with My Father; therefore you also do the things which you heard from your 
father” (John 8:26, 38). 

(2) Jesus taught that truthfulness should be habitual, and that oaths ought not be necessary for 
those who give testimony.  

“Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT MAKE FALSE VOWS, 
BUT SHALL FULFILL YOUR VOWS TO THE LORD.’ But I say to you, make no oath at all, 
either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His 
feet, or by Jerusalem, FOR IT IS THE CITY OF THE GREAT KING. Nor shall you make an oath 
by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. But let your statement be, ‘Yes, 
yes’ or ‘No, no’; and anything beyond these is of evil” (Matt. 5:33-37).  

In the Old Testament, a witness was sometimes put under oath, swearing to tell the truth. Our Lord 
taught that truthfulness should be a way of life, so that no oath taking is ever necessary. We should, as it 
were, always speak as though under oath. 

(3) The Lord Jesus directly applied the Old Testament teachings on giving testimony to the 
maintenance of purity in the church. In my opinion, we cannot read our Lord’s instructions in Matthew 18 
without seeing their relationship to the Old Testament teaching which we have been studying: “But if he does 
not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that BY THE MOUTH OF TWO OR THREE WITNESSES EVERY 
FACT MAY BE CONFIRMED” (Matt. 18:16). 

Just as the individual Old Testament Israelite was responsible to take the initiative in the execution of 
justice when a Law was broken by a fellow-Israelite, so the individual Christian is responsible to deal with 
sin in the church. As in the Old Testament, one witness is not sufficient, but 2 or 3 are required for so serious 
a matter as excommunication. Since the passing away of the old covenant, the state is not the instrument for 
dealing with spiritual sins, the church is, and thus the same principles which the Israelites were to apply are 
carried over (or largely so) into the church. 
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(4) Those who rejected the witness of our Lord, sought to do away with Him by their own false 
testimony. The witness of our Lord, like that of the Old Testament prophets, was rejected by sinful men: 
“The Pharisees therefore said to Him, ‘You are bearing witness of Yourself; Your witness is not true’” (John 
8:13). Consequently, it was not too long before the scribes and Pharisees determined that they must be rid of 
Jesus and that they must put Him to death. After some time, they found the opportunity to use Judas to help 
arrest Jesus. Ironically, it was through false testimony that they were able to find Him worthy of death, so that 
they could crucify Him: 

Now the chief priests and the whole Council kept trying to obtain false testimony against 
Jesus, in order that they might put Him to death; and they did not find it, even though many 
false witnesses came forward. But later on two came forward and said, “This man stated, ‘I 
am able to destroy the temple of God and to rebuild it in three days.’” And the high priest 
stood up and said to Him, “Do You make no answer? What is it that these men are 
testifying against You?” (Matt. 26:59-62). 

Here, we see Israel’s judicial system at its very worst, using it to condemn the One who authored it. The 
judges were corrupt and personally prejudiced; the witnesses were false; and the Law was ignored. 

(5) The Lord’s final command to His disciples was to be His witnesses. 
“And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world for a witness to all 
the nations, and then the end shall come” (Matt. 24:14). 
“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19). 
“But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be 
My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest 
part of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

In some of His last words to His disciples our Lord promised them that He would provide them with all 
that they needed to be His witnesses. First and foremost, they were eyewitnesses of His death, burial, and 
resurrection. In John 14-17 there are several specific provisions for the witness of His disciples mentioned. 
Their obedience to His commandments and their love for one another would be a witness to the world. Then, 
He would leave them with His word, which they were to obey and to share with others. His Spirit, the Spirit 
of Truth, would bear witness to the Word of God and the word of their testimony. Finally, His high priestly 
prayer in chapter 17 was related to their role as His witnesses.  

Jesus came as a witness, and when He departed from the earth, He left His church behind to be His 
witnesses. Thus, in the Book of Acts, the believers were frequently described as bearing witness to their faith 
and the fact of the resurrection. “This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses” (Acts 2:32). It 
was this testimony which the Pharisees sought to silence by their persecution and intimidation (Acts 4:15-18), 
and yet the apostles could not cease to share what they had seen and heard (Acts 4:19-20). In answer to their 
prayer, the Holy Spirit came upon these witnesses, giving them boldness to speak the word of God (Acts 
4:27-31). 

(6) The apostles taught that those who would give witness to their faith would suffer persecution 
for doing so. Our Lord had indicated that those who gave witness to their faith would be persecuted, just as 
the Old Testament prophets were: “Blessed are you when men revile you, and persecute you, and say all 
kinds of evil against you falsely, on account of Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, 
for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matt. 5:11-12).  

Peter also taught that men would bear false witness against those who were godly: “Keep your behavior 
excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which they slander you as evildoers, they may on 
account of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation” (1 Pet. 2:12).  

At the time of Paul’s conversion, it was revealed that his calling was to bear witness of God’s salvation 
to the Gentiles, and that he would suffer much in carrying out his commission: “But the Lord said to him 
[Ananias], ‘Go, for he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the 
sons of Israel; for I will show him how much he must suffer for My name’s sake’” (Acts 9:15-16). 

Paul wrote of the suffering which he endured for the sake of his gospel witness (cf. 1 Cor. 4:9-13; 2 Cor. 
6:1-10). Thus, he also taught that those who would be faithful as witnesses would suffer as well (cf. 1 Thes. 
2:1-2, 14-16; 2 Thes. 1:3-5; 2 Tim. 3). The Book of Revelation does not avoid the fact that there will be 
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many martyrs for their faithful testimony. Paul knew that persecution or the fear of it would silence some, 
thus resulting in false witness.  

In the midst of persecution, the believer was exhorted by the apostles to be ready to give testimony to 
their faith: 

But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed. And do not 
fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled, but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, 
always being ready to make a defense to every one who asks you to give an account for the 
hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence, and keep a good conscience so that 
in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may 
be put to shame (1 Pet. 3:14-16). 

Just as sinful men did not want to hear God’s witness against them through the prophets, neither will 
many wish to hear God’s testimony today. Not only will these people refuse to hear our testimony and 
persecute us for speaking the truth, so they will also turn to those “false witnesses,” those teachers who speak 
the things that accommodate the sinner (cf. 2 Tim. 3:6-8; 4:1-4; 2 Pet. 2:1-3, 18-19). 

(7) The apostle Paul warned that to proclaim as the gospel something which is not true is to be a 
false witness. “Moreover we are even found to be false witnesses of God, because we witnessed against God 
that He raised Christ, whom He did not raise, if in fact the dead are not raised” (1 Cor. 15:15). To bear 
witness to the resurrection of Christ, if this did not happen in history, would make one a false witness. To 
extend Paul’s point, to proclaim a doctrinally or factually inaccurate gospel is to become a false witness. Let 
us be sure that our message is biblical. 

Conclusion 
If we are to deal with some specific implications and applications of the Ninth Commandment, we must 

determine the principle underlying the commandment so that we can then pursue its practical ramifications. 
We know of course, that the tongue is a powerful tool, for good or evil. It can either bless or curse, do good 
or evil (cf. James 3:3-12; 4:11-12). With his tongue, Peter spoke words of the greatest significance (Matt. 
16:15-19; Acts 2:14-42). With the same tongue, Peter spoke words that were Satan’s testimony, not God’s 
(Matt. 16:21-23). If we were to attempt to deal with the broad area of our speech and the use of our tongue, 
that would be study of great magnitude, and frankly, one that would go far beyond the specific intent of the 
Ninth Commandment. What, then, was the principle underlying this commandment, which we are to 
understand and apply? TRUE TESTIMONY IS ESSENTIAL FOR THE ADMINISTRATION AND 
EXECUTION OF JUSTICE AND JUSTICE IS THE OUTWORKING OF RIGHTEOUSNESS. 

Israel was set apart from the other nations in order to manifest God to the nations as a “kingdom of 
priests” and a “holy nation” (Exod. 19:6). The Law was God’s definition of the righteousness which God 
required of Israel. The judicial system was established to interpret and enforce the Law. Testimony was 
necessary as a basis for righteous judgment. False testimony would undermine the justice and righteousness 
which God required of His people as a “holy nation” and “a kingdom of priests.” 

Of course, God requires truthfulness of His people at all times and in every situation. But here 
truthfulness is required of those who would give testimony because of the dire consequences of falsehood. In 
establishing the requirement for truthfulness in testimony, God is also requiring that men be truthful in all 
speech, a point which our Lord emphasized in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:33-37). 

If we should learn anything from the Ninth Commandment, it is how seriously God takes the matter of 
justice, and of anything which perverts it. Justice and righteousness are two of the most important qualities in 
the heart and mind of God. Perhaps more than anything else, these two terms sum up the character of the 
kingdom which our Lord is going to establish on earth. Justice, righteousness, and mercy are three of the key 
concepts of the Old Testament prophets. It is not for her failure to follow all of the right ceremonies that God 
condemned Israel, but for her failure to preserve and promote righteousness, justice, and mercy. 

There have, at various times in history, been men like William Wilberforce, who have championed a 
particular cause in the name of justice, but these have not been as numerous as they should have been. I must 
say, however, to our shame, that the evangelical church in America has not been known for her zeal to 
preserve and promote justice. The evangelicals were not leading the way for the prohibition of slavery, nor 
for the end of segregation. All too often, evangelicals were searching their Bibles for proof texts which 
justified the injustice of segregation. If we are to catch and put into action the spirit of the Law, then we must 
learn to love justice, and be zealous to preserve and promote it. 
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Having considered God’s love for justice, let us briefly survey some principles which bear upon the 
matters of false witness and the promotion of justice. 

(1) False testimony is a very strong temptation and a very pernicious evil in our society. Giving 
false testimony is a way for one person to do great harm to another, and yet seem innocent, even pious in 
doing so. In the nature of the case, there is great potential for sin in the process of giving testimony. We can 
distort the truth for any number of reasons. People are tried for overt acts, not thoughts or attitudes, and thus 
testimony tends to dwell on the outward appearance, not the heart of the matter. This understanding and 
application of the Law is what Jesus sought to correct in the Sermon on the Mount, which focused on the 
underlying attitudes, not just the outward actions of sin. The witness can give testimony for very impure 
reasons (social pressure, hatred, spite, even for a bribe), and yet seem to have righteous indignation at the sin 
of another. Think, for example, of how pious the scribes and Pharisees and high priests were acting as they 
tried the Lord and found Him worthy of death. 

(2) There is the principle of the priority of witnessing. It is evident in the Ninth Commandment that 
false witness is forbidden, but beyond this we should see that truthful witness is imperative. As we have seen, 
to fail to testify for God against sin is to give false testimony. Thus, one of our highest obligations to our 
fellow man is to hold them accountable for sin. This holds true for fellow-Christians, but also for unbelievers. 
Our neighbor’s highest interest is best served by the exposure of their sin and the grace of God in the person 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

(3) The principle of plurality in witness. The requirement of two or three witnesses suggests that no 
one person can really know enough about a particular act of another to condemn them. The New Testament 
has much to say about the unity of the body of Christ (the church) and of the interdependence of Christians 
on one another. It is not uncommon to have one Christian try to “straighten out” another Christian, and yet be 
completely mistaken in his or her analysis of the problem. I would suggest that the principle of plurality 
applies here. Any sin which merits strong corrective action also requires plural participation. An accusation 
made against us by one person should not be shrugged off casually, but one confirmed by others must be 
taken most seriously. 

The principle of plurality means that “no Christian is an island,” who does not need the encouragement 
and admonition of the church body. It means that one who justifies himself in the face of plural criticism may 
be foolish and sinful in doing so. It certainly means that we should seek godly counsel from others to learn 
more of our own wickedness. It means that for us to justify ourselves is to take our own testimony (the 
testimony of one) over that of others. Those who are strong-willed and headstrong need to beware of the 
tendency to trust one’s own assessment of matters, rather than to listen to the rebuke of others. 

Conversely, there are some whose tendency is not to justify themselves, but to condemn themselves. I 
would suggest that since Satan is both the “father of lies” (John 8:44) and “the accuser of the brethren” (Rev. 
12:10), his accusations are nearly always false (in one way or another). Just as we should not justify 
ourselves in the face of the correction of others, neither should we condemn ourselves without seeking the 
evaluation of others. Whether we justify or condemn ourselves, we should always seek testimony other than 
our own. 

(4) The principle of purity in our witness. Righteousness and justice cannot be preserved and 
promoted by deception and falsehood. One may wonder at why such a statement even needs to be made. The 
reason is that Christians sometimes fail at this very point. We tend to use the same deceptive advertising 
techniques to promote the gospel that others use to sell soap or toothpaste. I have seen evangelicals use 
“interviews” and “polls” as shabby excuses for giving their testimonies. Such practices pressed the ragged 
edge of honesty, in my opinion. More currently, I know of anti-abortion groups who attempt to lure pregnant 
women into a counseling session by deliberately misrepresenting themselves as a pro-abortion agency. God’s 
purposes must never be pursued through falsehood and deception.  

For we are not like many, peddling the word of God, but as from sincerity, but as from 
God, we speak in Christ in the sight of God (2 Cor. 2:17). 
Therefore, since we have this ministry, as we received mercy, we do not lose heart, but we 
have renounced the things hidden because of shame, not walking in craftiness or 
adulterating the word of God, but by the manifestation of truth commending ourselves to 
every man’s conscience in the sight of God (2 Cor. 4:1-2). 

Even one step beyond this, Paul even refused to use lofty and persuasive speech, but taught in simple 
terms: 
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For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified. And 
I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling. And my message and my 
preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and 
of power, that your faith should not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God (1 
Cor. 2:2-5). 

(5) The love of justice is a purifying force. Throughout the Old and the New Testament, godly men and 
women have longed for the day when the Messiah would come to the earth and establish His righteous rule, 
when justice will finally and fully come to the earth. Until then, human justice will be fallible and imperfect. 
But knowing that He will come to judge the wicked is a motivation to live godly lives now (cf. 2 Pet. 3:8-13). 
When He comes again, the Lord Jesus will not be a “babe in a manger,” nor will He be one whose deity, 
majesty, and power are not recognized. He will be the One who is described in the Book of Revelation, the 
One in whose presence men will fall, as though dead. He will be an awesome judge. He will need no 
witnesses, for He knows all. He knows what men do, and why they have done it. No testimony will be 
needed then, for He will know all. Even in His first coming there were indications of this. Our Lord knew 
what men were doing, and what they were thinking. We will have no excuses when we stand before Him. 
Those who love justice will look for His coming. Those who love wickedness will dread His return and do 
everything they can to convince themselves that He will not return (cf. 2 Pet. 3:1-7). 

(6) The justice and righteousness which God requires of His people must be preserved and 
promoted by the practice of church discipline. Not only does Matthew chapter 18 apply the Old Testament 
principles of bearing witness to the preservation of the purity of the church, but a number of other texts as 
well. We are individually “our brother’s keeper.” We must initiate and carry through with the corrective 
process, giving testimony for God against the sin of a fellow-believer, even as our Lord taught. 

(7) False witness includes many of the “little sins” which are so prevalent among Christians and in 
the church. My contention is that false witness is included among the Ten Commandments because of the 
seriousness of this sin. It is significant, I think, that many of the sins included in the general category of false 
witness are the most prevalent sins among Christians, and that they are not viewed as being very serious 
transgressions.  

Tattling among children (often) and gossip among adults is one form of false witness, as identified in the 
Old Testament (Exod. 23:1), and which is also forbidden in the New (cf. Rom. 1:29; 2 Cor. 12:20; 2 Thes. 
3:11; 1 Tim. 5:13; 1 Pet. 4:15). Very often, slanderous gossip is given in the name of a “prayer request” or 
information which enables one to “pray more intelligently.” The bottom line is that the reputation of many 
has been sacrificed on the altar of gossip. Such “testimony” is doubly evil, for it is not spoken in the hearing 
of the accused, or before impartial judges, nor is it open to challenge, as it would be in a public trial. Let us 
beware of sanctified sins. 

Let me suggest several differences between the false witness of gossip and slander and the true witness 
of the Bible: 

• False witness bears testimony to the wrong people. True witness takes up the matter with the 
offender first, and then with those in authority, and finally, before all if necessary. 

• False witness neglects the God-given process; true witness begins with the individual and ends with 
a public proceeding, if required. Evidence and testimony is carefully scrutinized. 

• False witness seeks the harm of the innocent and the practice of evil; true testimony seeks to protect 
the innocent, to preserve justice, to restore the sinner and to remove unrighteousness. 

• False witness seeks to make a matter as public as possible; true witness makes sin only as public as 
is required. Put differently, love seeks to cover sin, while animosity seeks to publicize it. 

• False witnesses sometimes keep quiet when they should speak out; true witnesses speak out, even 
when it is painful to do so. 

• False witnesses are motivated by evil; true witnesses by their love for God, for good, and for justice. 
• False witness tears down and destroys others; true witness ultimately edifies others, even if it is 

initially painful and unpleasant. 
• False witness is selfish at its root; true witness is selfless and sacrificial. 
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The Sin of Stealing  
(Exodus 20:15) 

Introduction 
Stealing is a subject well worth our attention for several reasons. First, stealing has become a national 

problem of epidemic proportions. For example, consider the impact of “time theft” on our economy: 
The Robert Half Personnel Agencies has calculated that time-theft will cost the American 
economy as much as $70 billion a year. Time-theft is defined as those deliberate employee 
actions which result in the massive, growing misuse and waste of time. Estimated 
time-theft are: arriving to work late, leaving early, taking unjustified ‘sick’ days, extensive 
socializing with co-workers, turning the water cooler into a conversation pit, inattention to 
the job at hand, reading novels and magazines on the job, operating a business on the side 
during working hours, eating lunch at the desk and then going out for the ‘lunch hour,’ 
excessive personal phone calls, on-the-job daydreaming and fanticizing, long, frequent 
coffee and snack breaks, etc.75 

Second, our culture sends us “mixed signals” as to how serious a problem stealing is. On the one 
hand, stealing is taken very seriously, when compared with some other evils. An adulterer is not even 
punished by the Law enforcement agencies any longer, even though there may be laws against it. A person 
may be given a lengthy sentence for misappropriating money (e.g. banking violations) while another may 
serve less time for murder. On the other hand, stealing is often romanticized in the media. Television 
programs portray police officers as either inept or bound by the Law from apprehending the villains, and so 
the private eyes always get their man, often by the use of a “pick” to break into locked quarters, where they 
steal incriminating evidence. 

Third, stealing is a much more complex problem in our society than it was in the days of ancient 
Israel. In the ancient world, very tangible objects were stolen: cattle, property, wives, and the like. One could 
hardly argue that he had not taken anything if it were found in his possession. On the other hand, we now live 
in an age of sophisticated technology. For example, we have ideas which are patented and materials which 
are printed, both of which can be stolen. Credit cards and electronic banking have made matters even more 
complicated. And then there are the electronic gadgets. Satellite dishes are available to “steal” electronic 
signals from the sender, electronic recordings may be duplicated, so that the owner does not get any 
remuneration for his labor. And now there is computer software, much of which can be copied in seconds, 
making it possible for thousands of dollars worth of programming to be obtained for the few pennies it costs 
for a diskette. 

Fourth, stealing is often viewed as an evil for the wrong reasons. Usually we think of stealing as a 
violation of the right of private property. While this may be true, I believe that there are much more serious 
problems than this, which we shall explore in this sermon. 

Finally, stealing is a serious sin because it is included in the Ten Commandments, which identifies 
the “ultimate evils” of Israel’s day, and of our own as well. I have come to view the evils prohibited by 
the Ten Commandments as the “ultimate evils” which God prohibits. There are other evils, but they are 
condemned under one of the “ultimate evils.” For example, if it is wrong to kill our neighbor, it is also wrong 
to do bodily harm to him, or to destroy his reputation (as taken up in the Sermon on the Mount). If it is wrong 
to commit adultery, it is also wrong to practice other sexual sins. In our society, since first degree murder is 
wrong, then so is second degree murder or manslaughter. (Thus, one charged with first degree murder may 
be charged with any lesser offense. But one charged with a lesser offense cannot be charged with a greater, of 
the same kind.) The greater offense thus includes the lesser. 

My approach in this lesson will differ somewhat from that of the study of previous commandments. 
Rather than to follow the development of the commandment (or the evil condemned) progressively through 
the Bible, I will seek to explore the nature of stealing, ending up with a concise definition. This will enable us 
to explore some of the ways in which we steal today. Finally, we will conclude by focusing on the biblical 
solution for stealing, as prescribed in the Scriptures. 

                                                             
75 Cited in  Mission Outreach, January, 1986, p.12. 
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Stealing—Its Categories 
Broadly speaking, stealing falls into two categories: active stealing and passive stealing. Active stealing 

aggressively, willfully, maliciously takes what belongs to someone else, through a variety of means. In 
Leviticus chapter 6 we find several forms of active theft identified: 

Then the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “When a person sins and acts unfaithfully against 
the LORD, and deceives his companion in regard to a deposit or a security entrusted to 
him, or through robbery, or if he has extorted from his companion, or has found what was 
lost and lied about it and sworn falsely, so that he sins in regard to any one of the things a 
man may do; then it shall be, when he sins and becomes guilty, that he shall restore what he 
took by robbery, or what he got by extortion, or the deposit which was entrusted to him, or 
the lost thing which he found, or anything about which he swore falsely; he shall make 
restitution for it in full, and add to it one-fifth more. He shall give it to the one to whom it 
belongs on the day he presents his guilt offering, and the priest shall make atonement for 
him before the LORD; and he shall be forgiven for any one of the things which he may 
have done to incur guilt” (Lev. 6:1-7). 

(1) Embezzlement. Embezzlement is the misuse or misappropriation of something that has been 
entrusted to us (Lev. 6:2). Embezzlement is a violation of trust, for what has been placed in a person’s 
keeping has been appropriated for selfish purposes. Embezzlement is frequently an offense of a bank 
employee or of a comptroller of a corporation. 

(2) Robbery. Robbery is the act of taking what belongs to another (Lev. 6:2). Robbery, I believe, is a 
broad definition, covering several kinds of stealing. Robbery generally takes things directly, often by the use 
of superior force (frequently involving a weapon). Stealing suggests stealth. A pick-pocket for example, uses 
stealth, as does a burglar. Fraud may also be included here. If so, fraud involves getting what belongs to 
another by deception. Here, the victim often gives what is stolen to the thief, thinking that doing so will be 
profitable. The only one who profits, however, is the thief. 

(3) Extortion. Extortion gains possession of another person’s property by the illicit use of authority or of 
force (not a weapon, however).76 Sometimes, charging an excessive price is included here, if one feels 
compelled to buy the product. For example, if your child was seriously ill and there was only one medicine 
which would cure the child, you would be willing to pay almost anything to obtain it, even if the cost were 
excessive. In many parts of the world, Law enforcement officers use their position of authority to extort 
funds from those who are vulnerable. If a policeman could, by his false testimony alone, convict you of a 
crime that would imprison you, you would gladly pay his extortion fee to avoid the threatened punishment. 
Thus, John the Baptist told the tax gatherers and soldiers of his day: 

“Collect no more than what you have been ordered to.” And some soldiers were 
questioning him, saying, “And what about us, what shall we do?” And he said to them, “Do 
not take money from anyone by force, or accuse anyone falsely, and be content with your 
wages” (Luke 3:13-14). 

(4) Kidnapping. In the ancient Near East, kidnapping was considered a form of theft (Deut. 24:7), 
probably because the individual would be kept as a slave, rather than because he or she would be ransomed. 

In addition to these “active” forms of stealing, there are a variety of “passive” forms of stealing. While 
the thefts previously described wrongly took something from the possession of another, passive theft is the 
failure to give to another what belongs to them or is due them. For a variety of reasons, we may have in our 
possession what rightfully belongs to another, and yet fail or refuse to give it to them. While a more passive 
act, it is nevertheless stealing. The following forms of passive stealing are forbidden in the Bible: 

(1) A man’s negligence which results in a loss to his neighbor. Exodus chapter 22 (verses 1-15) 
describes several acts of negligence which deprive a neighbor of his property, and which thus require 
restitution. For example, if a man’s pasture land has been grazed bare, and he therefore lets his animal loose, 
so that it grazes on his neighbor’s pasture, consuming it, the negligent man is guilty of passive stealing 
(Exod. 22:5). 

                                                             
76 This would seem to cover usury (loans made at excessive rates of interest), cf. Exod. 22:25-27; Lev. 

25:35-38; Neh. 5:1-14; Hab. 2:6-11. 
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(2) A man’s failure to return something lost to its owner is stealing. In Leviticus 6:3, the old adage, 
“finders keepers, losers weepers,” is shown to be an excuse for theft. To find what belongs to another, and 
not to return it, is to steal it, by one’s negligence or refusal to return it.77 Clear instructions regarding the 
returning of lost items is given in the Book of Deuteronomy: 

“You shall not see your countryman’s ox or his sheep straying away, and pay no attention 
to them; you shall certainly bring them back to your countryman. And if your countryman 
is not near you, or if you do not know him, then you shall bring it home to your house, and 
it shall remain with you until your countryman looks for it; then you shall restore it to him. 
And thus you shall do with his donkey, and you shall do the same with his garment, and 
you shall do likewise with anything lost by your countryman, which he has lost and you 
have found. You are not allowed to neglect them. You shall not see your countryman’s 
donkey or his ox fallen down on the way, and pay no attention to them; you shall certainly 
help him to raise them up (Deut. 22:1-4).  

(3) Failure to give what belongs to another is stealing. A day laborer is to be paid at the end of the day 
(Lev. 19:13; Deut. 24:14-15). For an employer to keep a laborer’s wages, which at the end of his work day 
rightfully belonged to the worker, was to rob him. So, too, to keep back the tithes, by which the Levites were 
supported, would have been robbery (cf. Deut. 18:1-8; 26:9-13). Withholding the charity which was to be 
shown to the poor, the alien, and the stranger, was also stealing. God instructed the Israelites to make certain 
provisions for the poor, such as leaving the corners of their fields unharvested (Deut. 24:19-22). Whenever an 
Israelite became greedy and did not leave something behind for the poor, he was stealing from them, for God 
had given the gleanings to them. 

Stealing—Its Characteristics and Its Culpability 
Theft, whether actively or passively perpetrated, has certain characteristics, so that stealing can be 

positively identified as an evil act. For each of these characteristics, there is a corresponding principle or 
precept of God which is thereby violated, identifying the act as sin. Several of the tell-tale ear marks of 
stealing are:  

(1) Stealing involves an unauthorized change of possession. When one steals, he takes possession of 
something which does not belong to him. Obviously, ownership of the stolen property belongs to the one 
from whom the property was stolen. Ultimately, all things belong to God: “The land, moreover, shall not be 
sold permanently, for the land is Mine; for you are but aliens and sojourners with Me” (Lev. 25:23). “The 
earth is the LORD’S, and all it contains, The world, and those who dwell in it” (Ps. 24:1). God not only owns 
all things, He also possesses all people. When a person steals, he disregards both divine and private 
ownership of that property.  

God is so concerned that property not accumulate in the hands of a few that He gave Israel regulations 
which would assure a relatively equal distribution. In Deuteronomy chapter 15, for example, a number of 
measures are prescribed to prevent the concentration of Israel’s wealth into the hands of a few. Debts were be 
canceled and slaves were to be liberated every seven years. The land was to revert to its original owner at the 
end of 70 years. The thief resists God’s distribution of property and seeks to concentrate and control it. 

(2) Stealing does harm to one’s neighbor by taking what rightfully belonged to him. Stealing is 
always detrimental to the victim. Indeed, stealing is often accompanied by other evils, which are harmful to 
one’s neighbor (cf. Prov. 1:10-19). The man who was robbed in the story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 
10:25-37) was also beaten. Stealing therefore is a violation of one’s obligation to love his neighbor, and to do 
good to him (Lev. 19:18; Matt. 19:19). 

(3) Stealing takes unfair advantage of one’s neighbor. Stealing is always accomplished by gaining 
some advantage over the neighbor who is the victim. The advantage may be that of strength (including the 
use of a weapon), subtlety (deception or stealth), or power. For example, a person who has wealth may take 
advantage of a neighbor who is in dire economic straits, loaning him money at a high rate of interest (cf. 
Exod. 22:25-27; Lev. 25:35-38; Neh. 5:1-14; Hab. 2:6-11). This is to take advantage of a neighbor’s 
adversity and vulnerability, often preying upon the most vulnerable members of society: 

                                                             
77 This seemingly passive act of negligence could very quickly become more willful in the ancient 

Near East, for one might have to swear to the fact that he did not find the lost item (cf. Lev. 6:3). 
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For the wicked boasts of his heart’s desire, And the greedy man curses and spurns the Lord. 
The wicked, in the haughtiness of his countenance, does not seek Him. All his thoughts are, 
“There is no God.” His ways prosper at all times; Thy judgments are on high, out of his 
sight; As for all his adversaries, he snorts at them. He says to himself, “I shall not be 
moved; Throughout all generations I shall not be in adversity.” His mouth is full of curses 
and deceit and oppression; Under his tongue is mischief and wickedness. He sits in the 
lurking places of the villages; In the hiding places he kills the innocent; His eyes stealthily 
watch for the unfortunate. He lurks in a hiding place as a lion in his lair; He lurks to catch 
the afflicted; He catches the afflicted when he draws him into his net. He crouches, he 
bows down, And the unfortunate fall by his mighty ones. He says to himself, “God has 
forgotten; He has hidden His face; He will never see it” (Ps. 10:3-11).  
Your rulers are rebels, And companions of thieves; Every one loves a bribe, And chases 
after rewards. They do not defend the orphan, Nor does the widow’s plea come before 
them (Isa. 1:23). 

The Israelite was not to capitalize on such tragedies and hard times, but was to help without expectation 
of profit, or even of getting back what was given. The biblical principle, both in the Old and the New 
Testaments is that the strong are to support the weak (Deut. 15; Rom. 15:1). One steals when he is strong and 
he gains from the adversity of the weak. Thus, the scribes and Pharisees wrongly used their power to oppress 
the widows, and to “devour their houses” (cf. Matt. 23:14), rather than to help them in their distress (James 
1:27). 

(4) Stealing sins against God by wrongly possessing the property of another. Stealing is a sin against 
God (Lev. 6:1-2, 6-7), profaning His name:  

Two things I asked of Thee, Do not refuse me before I die: Keep deception and lies far 
from me, Give me neither poverty nor riches; Feed me with the food that is my portion; 
Lest I be full and deny Thee and say, “Who is the Lord?” Or lest I be in want and steal, 
And profane the name of my God (Prov. 30:7-9). 

(5) One who steals sins against himself, thereby bringing calamity upon himself. The folly of 
stealing is that while the victim of the theft is harmed, the thief is not benefited. Both the thief and his victim 
will suffer due to the theft. The thief will suffer because he will not gain from stolen goods and God will 
bring divine judgment upon him. In fact, the thief destroys himself by his crime. 

Do not trust in oppression. And do not vainly hope in robbery; If riches increase, do not set 
your heart upon them (Psalm 62:10).  
My son, if sinners entice you, Do not consent. If they say, “Come with us, Let us lie in wait 
for blood, Let us ambush the innocent without cause; Let us swallow them alive like Sheol, 
Even whole, as those who go down to the pit; We shall fill our houses with spoil; Throw in 
your lot with us, We shall all have one purse,” My son, do not walk in the way with them. 
Keep your feet from their path, For their feet run to evil, And they hasten to shed blood. 
Indeed, it is useless to spread the net In the eyes of any bird; But they lie in wait for their 
own blood; They ambush their own lives. So are the ways of everyone who gains by 
violence; It takes away the life of its possessors (Prov. 1:10-19). 
Ill-gotten gains do not profit, But righteousness delivers from death (Prov. 10:2).  
Then I lifted up my eyes again and looked, and behold, there was a flying scroll. And he 
said to me, “What do you see?” And I answered, “I see a flying scroll; its length is twenty 
cubits and its width ten cubits.” Then he said to me, “This is the curse that is going forth 
over the face of the whole land; surely everyone who steals will be purged away according 
to the writing on one side, and everyone who swears will be purged away according to the 
writing on the other side. I will make it go forth,” declares the LORD of hosts, “and it will 
enter the house of the thief and the house of the one who swears falsely by My name; and it 
will spend the night within that house and consume it with timber and stones” (Zech. 
5:1-4).  

(6) Robbery corrupts the nation and the land: 
Listen to the word of the LORD, O sons of Israel, For the LORD has a case against the 
inhabitants of the land, Because there is no faithfulness or kindness Or knowledge of God 
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in the land. There is swearing, deception, murder, stealing, and adultery. They employ 
violence, so that bloodshed follows bloodshed. Therefore the land mourns, And every one 
who lives in it languishes Along with the beasts of the field and the birds of the sky; And 
also the fish of the sea disappear (Hosea 4:1-3). 
When I would heal Israel, The iniquity of Ephraim is uncovered, And the evil deeds of 
Samaria, For they deal falsely; The thief enters in, Bandits raid outside, And they do not 
consider in their hearts That I remember all their wickedness. Now their deeds are all 
around them; They are before My face. With their wickedness they make the king glad, 
And the princes with their lies (Hosea 7:1-3).  

(7) Stealing is destructive to the community, to the unity of the people of God. A friend observed 
that few things adversely affect the sense of unity within a community more than a theft. When the thief is 
not known, everyone tends to look at one another as a possible thief. Thus, the sense of trust which binds a 
group together is destroyed. Stealing is therefore referred to as a “breach of trust” (Exod. 22:9). 

(8) Stealing seeks to set aside the consequences of man’s sin. Because of man’s sin, God decreed that 
man would live “by the sweat of his brow” (Gen. 3:19). Stealing is man’s effort to make a living by the sweat 
of another man’s brow. Often, stealing is obtaining those things which one is not willing to work for. Stealing 
therefore is an attempt to set aside the curse. It is a sin which endeavors to avoid the consequence of sin. 

(9) Stealing seeks to set aside the covenant of God with Israel. The commandments, of which the 
prohibition of stealing is one, are a part of the covenant God made with Israel. The purpose of the covenant 
was to set Israel apart from the surrounding nations, to be a holy people, so that they might be a priestly 
nation, representing God to men. Stealing was one of the evils of that day, as it is today. To refrain from 
stealing would set Israel apart. To practice stealing would be to fail to live up to the high calling of God. 
Stealing would thwart the intent of the covenant.  

Furthermore, the terms of the covenant were that God would prosper Israel as she kept His 
commandments and pursued His purposes. On the other hand, God’s judgment was promised if the covenant 
was violated (cf. Deut. 28). For an Israelite to seek to prosper on account of sin was to disregard, indeed, to 
disdain, the terms of the covenant which God had made with Israel. The thief sought to prosper by sin, rather 
than by obedience.  

But to the wicked God says, “What right have you to tell of My statutes, And to take My 
covenant in your mouth? For you hate discipline, And you cast My words behind you. 
When you see a thief, you are pleased with him, And you associate with adulterers” (Psalm 
50:16-18).  
For I, the LORD, love justice, I hate robbery in the burnt offering; And I will faithfully 
give them their recompense, And I will make an everlasting covenant with them (Isa. 61:8).  
“You also say, ‘My, how tiresome it is!’ And you disdainfully sniff at it,” says the LORD 
of hosts, “and you bring what was taken by robbery, and what is lame or sick; so you bring 
the offering! Should I receive that from your hand?” says the LORD (Malachi 1:13). 

(10) Stealing disregards God’s laws, because of the distrust of God and His promises. In the final 
analysis, stealing evidences a man’s lack of faith in God, and in His promises to provide for His people, who 
keep His commandments. Men trust in stealing because they refuse to trust in God. In the final analysis, the 
thief trusts himself more than God: 

Do not trust in oppression, And do not vainly hope in robbery; If riches increase, do not set 
your heart upon them (Ps. 62:10). 
Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel, “Since you have rejected this word, And have 
put your trust in oppression and guile, and have relied on them, Therefore this iniquity will 
be to you Like a breach about to fall, A bulge in a high wall, Whose collapse comes 
suddenly in an instant” (Isa. 30:12-13).  

(11) Stealing was sometimes an effort to avoid genuine sacrifice. God gave, as a part of the covenant, 
a sacrificial system, by which men were able to approach God and worship Him. As an expression of 
worship and gratitude, the Israelites were to offer a part of their crops and cattle as a sacrifice. In time, they 
refused to do this: 
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“From the days of your fathers you have turned aside from My statutes, and have not kept 
them. Return to Me, and I will return to you,” says the LORD of hosts. “But you say, ‘How 
shall we return?’ Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing Me! But you say, ‘How have 
we robbed Thee?’ In tithes and contributions. You are cursed with a curse, for you are 
robbing Me, the whole nation of you! Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, so that 
there may be food in My house, and test Me now in this,” says the LORD of hosts, “if I 
will not open for you the windows of heaven, and pour out for you a blessing until there is 
no more need. Then I will rebuke the devourer for you, so that it may not destroy the fruits 
of the ground; nor will your vine in the field cast its grapes,” says the LORD of hosts. “And 
all the nations will call you blessed, for you shall be a delightful land,” says the LORD of 
hosts (Malachi 3:7-12). 

In some cases, the Israelites would sacrifice to God, but rather than give of their own goods, they stole 
from their neighbors and sacrificed stolen goods: 

For I, the LORD, love justice, I hate robbery in the burnt offering; And I will faithfully 
give them their recompense, And I will make an everlasting covenant with them (Isa. 61:8).  
“You also say, ‘My, how tiresome it is!’ And you disdainfully sniff at it,” says the LORD 
of hosts, “and you bring what was taken by robbery, and what is lame or sick; so you bring 
the offering! Should I receive that from your hand?” says the LORD (Malachi 1:13). 
The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination, How much more when he brings it with evil 
intent! (Prov. 21:27). 

In effect, the offering of stolen sacrifices enabled men to give to God without really sacrificing at all. It 
was the victim who made the sacrifice, not the thief. How blatant was the sin of the thief, which actually had 
the audacity to give to God what he had stolen. 

(12) Stealing is an act that is completely contrary to the character of God. Perhaps the reason why 
God hates stealing so much is that it is a crime which completely contradicts His character. God is gracious; 
the thief is greedy. God gives; the thief takes. God responds to the cries of the needy; the thief callously 
creates needs and tragedy. Nothing could be more contrary to the graciousness of God than the cruelty of the 
thief. 

Stealing, then, is a sin against God, against one’s neighbor, against one’s nation, and ultimately against 
one’s self. 

Stealing—Its Contemporary Forms 
Before we attempt to expose some of the popular forms stealing takes in contemporary society, let us 

seek to arrive at a simple, working definition of stealing. Originally, I thought that a good definition would 
be: Stealing is getting ahead at another person’s expense. I think this definition has some merit. But upon 
more reflection, I have decided on this definition: STEALING IS TAKING FROM OTHERS WITHOUT 
GIVING IN RETURN. 

Stealing is, in its essence, an unfair exchange. When we steal, we take something from another person, 
but we do not adequately compensate them for what we have gained. In this sense, we gain, but our neighbor 
loses. Let’s consider some of the ways in which men seek to take from others, without giving adequately in 
return. Here, I believe, is where the “rubber meets the road,” where stealing can be seen for what it is—sin. (I 
am going to assume here that the most blatant forms of stealing—armed robbery, extortion, and 
embezzlement, those for which one can be sent to prison, need not be described in detail here.) 

(1) We must beware not to steal on the job. Petty theft is one of the most costly losses of American 
business. Tools mysteriously disappear, along with supplies ranging from paper and pencils to much more 
costly items. Services can also be stolen. We may ask others (our secretaries, for example) to do personal 
work for us. We can also use the copy machine for personal copying, without permission. Then there is the 
stealing of time, which was mentioned in the introduction to this message. Padded expense accounts are 
another tempting way to steal from our employer. 

It has been my observation that we often attempt to justify theft at work by the use of some rather 
questionable reasoning. One of the popular excuses is, “I’ve put in a lot of extra time.” If such is the case, 
turn it in as overtime, or at least be sure that your boss is willing to exchange a given amount of services for 
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your extra time. Another justification is that “I’m worth a whole lot more than they pay me.” If that is so, ask 
for a raise, and then pay for the things you take from the office (if this is permitted). 

(2) Stealing from others by depriving them of the fruit of their labor. The stealing of software 
(“bootlegged” copies) deprives the author and the dealer of the fruit of their labor, and is nothing less than 
stealing. The same is true of duped copies of audio and video recordings. Taking credit for the ideas or the 
labor of another is also stealing. It deprives the individual of the reward they should obtain for their labor. 
Also included in this area would be failing to pay those we owe promptly.78 From a biblical perspective, 
withholding our giving to those who minister to us is also a failure to let the Lord’s servants benefit from 
their labor (cf. 1 Cor. 9:1-14). 

(3) Stealing may also involve the abuse of legal rights. The Law provides certain legal remedies for 
particular evils, but these remedies may be abused so as to rob another. The Law thus becomes the advantage 
one has over another. For example, bankruptcy can be a means for structuring the payback of debts, and as 
such is honorable, but as a legal pretext for non-payment of debts it is robbery. Insurance claims can also be 
abused, so that claims are paid based on false information. Lawsuits provide another means of forcibly taking 
(excess) money from another. Let us be on guard concerning the use of these legal remedies for evil, so that 
the remedy itself does not become an evil. 

(4) Stealing by negligence or neglect. Our negligence can be costly to others. For example, littering and 
polluting is an act of negligence which makes life easy for us, while others pay the price. We avoid the 
inconvenience of disposing of our trash or pollutants, but someone else has to pay for cleaning up our mess. 
And lest you think this is something that doesn’t relate to you, how many of you turn your pet loose in the 
neighborhood to “pollute” someone else’s yard, so that you don’t have to clean up the mess in your own 
yard?  

(5) Stealing in the name of getting a “good deal.” This kind of stealing is far more subtle. Indeed, one 
can actually be praised for this kind of deal. It is getting a “great deal” at the expense of the other party. For 
example, suppose that you went to a garage sale and found a widow selling some of her husband’s tools, at 
far below their real value. We could buy them all up and walk away feeling that we really got a great deal. 
But is this really honest? Is this not stealing, gaining at the expense of this woman, having the advantage over 
her, due to her ignorance of the value of what she possessed? I have had people tell me in the past that I 
“stole” something at a sale. At the time I was flattered. Now, I might be embarrassed. Good deals should not 
be occasions when we got the better deal because of another person’s vulnerability. 

Incidentally, modern advertising has taken note of our greed here. Have you noticed how many 
advertisements include statements like, “getting divorce, must sell,” or, “going out of business,” or “lost our 
lease,” or “fire sale.” All of these statements (often untrue) cause us to think that the seller is in desperate 
straits, and thus vulnerable. Rather than having feelings of sympathy and compassion, we leap at the chance 
to get the upper hand. 

(6) Corporate or collective stealing. There are ways in which we can participate in a theft that is 
perpetrated by a group. For example, some large business can steal, either by fixing prices, or manipulating 
the market, or by using their power to pay inadequate wages. They can also provide unsafe working 
environments, which can certainly produce profits at the expense of their employees. The child labor abuses 
of the last century are an example of corporate theft. The existence of labor unions can be attributed, to a 
large degree, to industry’s gains made at labor’s expense. 

Labor unions quickly learned from the carnality and greed of big business. They, too, have stolen by the 
misuse of their power. By threatening a strike (or worse), which could economically destroy a company, 
unions have been able to demand wages and benefits for workers which they have not earned. In other words, 
labor has gained at the cost of big business. 

Governments, too, can steal. It is possible for the majority of a country’s citizens to impose unfair taxes 
on the rich, so that by a “legal” governmental function (taxation) the poor rob the rich. In other countries, the 
rich use their influence and power to oppress and rob the poor, by manipulating and misusing governmental 
                                                             

78 I have not thought the matter through carefully, but it would seem that Romans 13:8 may apply here: 
“Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another.” Some have said that this prohibits any borrowing. I doubt 
this. It seems to me that the text teaches us that we must not have any unpaid obligations. So long as we are 
repaying a loan according to our original agreement, we have not left an obligation unmet. The only obligation 
we should view as unmet is the obligation to love one another—a debt which will never be paid in full. 
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power. Communism appeals to the greed of the masses, encouraging revolution and the formation of a new 
government which will disenfranchise (take the property away from) the rich, and give it to the poor. 
Functionally, this is stealing. 

Governments can also employ tariffs to steal from people. Tariffs can be levied on foreign goods, so that 
higher prices must be paid to purchase American goods. This could mean that Americans are “forced” to pay 
higher prices for inferior goods, or that foreign peoples are deprived of the ability to sell their goods and to 
make a living. On the other hand, some foreign manufacturers have no qualms about copying (stealing) U. S. 
designs, manufacturing the products with “slave” or “cheap” labor, and then selling their product below the 
U. S. market price, thus stealing from American business. 

(7) Religious robbery. Religious robbery is one of the most serious forms of stealing, in my opinion. 
The reason is that we are either robbing God, robbing in the name of God, or robbing in a way that suggests 
God is our partner in crime. Let us consider “robbing God” first. 

We rob God whenever we withhold from Him what is due Him, or what belongs to Him. We rob God 
when we withhold our offerings from Him. Now I would be the first to point out that the Old Testament tithe 
is not binding on the New Testament saint. I would also point out that everything we have ultimately belongs 
to God, and that we are only stewards of what He has given us. I would suggest that whenever we treat 
ourselves better than we do God’s servants and God’s work, we have withheld from Him. Thus, Haggai, the 
Old Testament prophet, accused the Israelites of robbing God when they lived in paneled houses, while the 
house of God was in shambles and incomplete (Hag. 1:2-4). To put the matter a bit more personally, when 
we find our own houses in better condition and better maintained and furnished than the church building (I 
am not saying that the church building is God’s house) we are in danger of robbing God. 

There is another way that we rob God. Some Christians pride themselves for having left money to the 
church or to Christian causes in their will. I commend those who have the forethought to assure the good 
stewardship of their resources after their death. But we can deceive ourselves in this matter if we are not 
careful. Let us not salve our consciences for poor stewardship now by leaving our worldly goods to God in 
our wills. For some this is only saying, “I’ll enjoy all that my money can do for me now, ignoring the 
pressing needs of others and the great opportunities before me, comforted by the fact that when I am dead 
and gone (and won’t be able to use the money anyway), God will have my money.” We should be good 
stewards of God’s resources now and in the future. 

The most frequent and flagrant way in which men rob God is when we fail to give Him the praise which 
He deserves. Unsaved men and women are condemned for failing to give God praise: 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 
of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because that which is known about God 
is evident within them; for God made it evident to them. For since the creation of the world 
His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being 
understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse. For even though 
they knew God, they did not honor Him as God, or give thanks; but they became futile in 
the speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened (Rom. 1:18-21). 

Perhaps we should expect this of unbelievers, but the tragedy is that Christians also fail to give God the 
praise and adoration He deserves. Frequently this evil is compounded by our taking the credit and praise for 
what God has done in us, most often in spite of us (cf. 1 Cor. 1:26-31; 4:6-7; Eph. 2:8-10). 

Then, there is what I call “sanctified stealing.” Sanctified stealing is that which is done in the name of 
God, in the name of religion, or by the misuse of religious position or power. The scribes and Pharisees were 
sanctified stealers. Jesus accused them of “devouring widows houses,” while at the same time they prayed 
long pretentious prayers (Matt. 23:14). Outwardly, they were pious, but in reality they were thieves: “Woe to 
you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside they are 
full of robbery and self-indulgence (Matt. 23:25). In addition, they used their religious position and power to 
make money in the Temple, buying and selling sacrificial animals and exchanging money. For this these 
religious merchandisers were forcibly cast out of the Temple with the rebuke, “It is written, ‘MY HOUSE SHALL 
BE CALLED A HOUSE OF PRAYER’; but you are making it a robbers’ den” (Matt. 21:13).  

As harsh as it may seem, I believe that some ministries rob God and His people by mismanagement and 
specifically by excessively high operating and administrative costs. This is particularly inappropriate for 
those ministries which are supposed to be caring for the poor. 
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Some ministries and so-called “Christian businesses” rob their employees by paying them sub-standard 
wages. They assure the employee that they are “serving the Lord” and that some of the profits of the 
company are being given to Christian causes, but that does not put food on the tables of the employee. I 
would suggest that Christian companies pay a fair wage and let the employee determine which Christian 
ministries he or she would like to support. Then, of course, some of these employees do poor quality work, or 
steal time, comforting themselves with the fact that they are underpaid anyway. 

The worst robbery of all, in my opinion, is that which is done by the false prophets and teachers of every 
age. They generally live very well, generously provided for by the gullible, who love their “smooth words” 
and who fall prey to their sophisticated fund-raising schemes. And in return the deceived not only fail to 
learn the truth, but very often believe the lies which they are taught, and which will lead them to destruction. 

Stealing—Its Corrective and Its Cure 
For those who had stolen from another, the Old Testament prescribed restitution. The most detailed 

prescription of the restitution required is found in the Book of Exodus: 
“If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and slaughters it or sells it, he shall pay five oxen for the 
ox and four sheep for the sheep. If the thief is caught while breaking in, and is struck so 
that he dies, there will be no bloodguiltiness on his account. But if the sun has risen on him, 
there will be bloodguiltiness on his account. He shall surely make restitution; if he owns 
nothing, then he shall be sold for his theft. If what he stole is actually found alive in his 
possession, whether an ox or a donkey or a sheep, he shall pay double. If a man lets a field 
or vineyard be grazed bare and lets his animal loose so that it grazes in another man’s field, 
he shall make restitution from the best of his own field and the best of his own vineyard. If 
a fire breaks out and spreads to thorn bushes, so that stacked grain or the standing grain or 
the field itself is consumed, he who started the fire shall surely make restitution. If a man 
gives his neighbor money or goods to keep for him, and it is stolen from the man’s house, 
if the thief is caught, he shall pay double. If the thief is not caught, then the owner of the 
house shall appear before the judges, to determine whether he laid his hands on his 
neighbor’s property. For every breach of trust, whether it is for ox, for donkey, for sheep, 
for clothing, or for any lost thing about which one says, ‘This is it,’ the case of both parties 
shall come before the judges; he whom the judges condemn shall pay double to his 
neighbor” (Exod. 22:1-9). 

It is interesting to note that restitution varies in this text, according to several factors. First, restitution 
varies, depending on whether of not the stolen animal is recovered. Second, restitution varies according to the 
value of the animal, especially with regard to the productivity of the beast. I believe that the oxen was more 
valuable than the sheep because it was the “John Deer,” the farm tractor of that day. If a man’s ox was stolen, 
the fields could not be plowed, the wagon pulled, or the grain threshed. Thus, a stolen (and not recovered) ox 
was to be paid for fivefold, while a sheep only fourfold. In Leviticus chapter 6, we find that the sacrificial 
system provided a means for the thief to repent, to make restitution, and to obtain forgiveness. In the New 
Testament, Zaccheus demonstrated his repentance by restoring what he had wrongly taken fourfold (cf. Luke 
19:8-10). 

Restitution reveals both the wisdom of God and the failure of the present approach to criminal justice in 
America. Restitution kept the offender out of prison, and kept him in society. It also enabled him to make his 
offense right by repaying the victim of the crime in a way that replaced the harm by the a positive benefit. 
Thus, both the offender and the offended could live together, both with a sense of justice and human dignity. 
Today, the victim receives little or no compensation, the offender makes no restitution, and is forced to live 
apart from society, at a price society is penalized to pay. For these reasons I believe the efforts of Chuck 
Colson and Prison Fellowship to reform the present criminal justice system have a great deal of merit and are 
worthy of our support. 

Restitution is a corrective, but not a cure for the crime of stealing. The Bible clearly prescribes the cure, 
especially in the New Testament. Crime would have the thief get ahead at the expense of one’s neighbor. 
Justice would have one person gain while, at the same time, the other party gained equally. Jesus Christ 
teaches that we should be willing to sacrifice our own interests if that benefit our neighbor: 

“Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from 
you” (Matt. 5:42). 
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“Give to everyone who asks of you, and whoever takes away what is yours, do not demand 
it back” (Luke 6:30). 
“And if you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love 
those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that 
to you? For even sinners do the same thing. And if you lend to those from whom you 
expect to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, in order to 
receive back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting 
nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for 
He Himself is kind to ungrateful and evil men” (Luke 6:32-35). 
Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you 
regard one another as more important than himself; do not merely look out for your own 
personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have this attitude in yourselves which 
was also in Christ Jesus (Phil. 2:3-5). 

Christ calls for nothing less than what He Himself exemplified, nothing less than a complete reversal of 
the attitudes and actions of the thief. 

Let him who steals steal no longer; but rather let him labor, performing with his own hands 
what is good, in order that he may have something to share with him who has need (Eph. 
4:28). 

The thief does not wish to work, but rather to live off of others who work. The thief looks upon the 
needy as the vulnerable, whose weaknesses he may very well use to his advantage, and thus to prey upon 
them. The Christian must put away laziness and go to work. The Christian views the needs of others as the 
opportunity to manifest the love and grace of God to men, and thus reaches out to help, giving of his own 
resources. Nothing more dramatically demonstrates the radical change which conversion, faith in Christ, 
produces in the life of a sinner than that change which should occur in the Christian who was formerly a 
thief. 

Let me very briefly summarize the thrust of this message: 
• Stealing takes from others with no thought of giving in return. 
• Justice demands that when one takes he must give something equal in return. 
• Christianity teaches us to give freely, with no expectation of getting something in return. 
May God enable all of us to give without expecting to receive anything in return, rather than to take 

without expecting to give anything in return. 
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Everything You Ever Wanted to  
Know About Coveting … and a Whole Lot More!  

(Exodus 20:17)79 
Introduction 

This week will be one of those few unforgettable landmarks of life. People will remember where they 
were and what they were doing when word of the explosion of the space shuttle reached them. The explosion 
cost our nation seven of our astronauts, one of whom was a school teacher, who was planning to teach from 
space. In the eloquent speech of our president, and from the words of many others, two predominant themes 
emerged as the week went on. 

The first theme was the preciousness of human life. While millions of dollars of equipment were 
destroyed, including an expensive satellite which was to be launched from space, there was almost no 
mention of these financial losses, because of the sorrow and grief at the loss of seven precious human lives. 
We were assured by NASA officials that the safety of the crew was the top priority, and that no other 
considerations would in any way be allowed to jeopardize the lives of the crew of the shuttle. 

The second theme was the importance of space exploration. It was clearly stated that space exploration is 
a dangerous task. Lives had previously been lost, and it was grimly accepted that more lives would someday 
be lost in the conquest of space. In spite of the near certainty that lives would be lost in exploring the 
universe, the determination to continue pursuing this goal was reiterated frequently and with resolve. 

The relationship between these two values fascinates me. As precious as human life is to Americans, we 
have openly stated that we are willing to sacrifice human life if need be in the conquest of space. The goal of 
space exploration, then, is so important that what we value most highly—human life—will be sacrificed. 

This illustrates the important role which goals play in our lives. Those goals to which we attribute great 
importance and value become the basis for making sacrifices. Because our nation views the conquest of 
space to be of utmost importance, we sacrifice great amounts of money and even human life in the pursuit of 
this goal. 

The subject of our message is covetousness. On the surface, covetousness may not seem to be related to 
the subject of goals. We will see, however, that what we covet becomes our goal. If we covet the wrong 
things, we will have the wrong goals, and we may thus sacrifice things of great value in our effort to attain 
what has little ultimate and eternal value. 

I believe that as we study this 10th and final commandment we will discover that we will learn a great 
deal about coveting. In fact, as my title suggests, we may learn a great deal more about coveting than we 
really wish to know. 

My approach will be to first characterize the coveting which the Bible condemns. This will help to 
explain why coveting is sin, as well as to enable us to better identify those forms of coveting which have 
become a part of our own lifestyle. Next, we will consider coveting as a goal, and seek to learn why the Bible 
calls covetousness idolatry. Then we will seek to learn how our Lord addressed the evil of covetousness in 
His teaching. Finally, we will seek to discover how coveting corrupts our lives and the means God has 
provided to cure us of this evil. 

The Characteristics of Coveting 
As we search the Scriptures we learn that the coveting which is forbidden in the Tenth Commandment 

(and elsewhere in the Bible) has certain characteristics, which make it possible to identify this evil in it 
various forms: 

(1) Coveting is a desire. It is a matter of the heart, an attitude, a matter of strong emotion. As such, 
coveting is somewhat unique among the evils condemned by the commandments. The evils prohibited by the 
                                                             

79 The key texts for a study of coveting in the Bible are: Gen. 6:5; Exod. 18:21; 20:17; Deut. 5:21; 
15:7-10; Josh. 7:21; Ps. 119:33-40; Prov. 11:6-7; 21:25-26; 23:1-8, 17-21; 28:22; 30:7-9; Ecc. 4:8; Jer. 
22:13-17; Ezek. 33:31; Micah 2:1-2; Hab. 2:4-9; Matt. 6:19-24; 13:44-46; 16:21-27; Mark 7:20-23; 10:17-22; 
Luke 12:13-21; 16:14; Acts 20:33-35; Rom. 7:7-11; 8:5-8; 1 Cor. 5:9-13; 6:10; 12:31; 14:39; 2 Cor. 9:5; Eph. 
5:3-6; Phil. 3:17-20; 4:11-13; Col. 3:1-7; 1 Tim. 6:6-10; Heb. 13:5-6; James 1:13-15; 4:1-2. 
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other commandments were such that one could be tried and found guilty of committing a certain act. This act 
was based upon attitudes, of course, but a society cannot convict people for what they are thinking and 
feeling. The final commandment is a forbidden feeling, as it were, not a forbidden act. 

(2) Coveting is a strong desire.80 Coveting is a desire, a motivation so strong that the one who covets 
something will have it if there is any way possible to do so, even if it involves evil. Coveting is a consuming 
desire, which is highly competitive. It is an evil attitude, which will likely lead to an evil act. Coveting is a 
kind of conspiracy in one’s soul to commit evil.  

(3) The coveting which the Tenth Commandment condemns is the desire to have something which 
one does not have, or which one does not think he or she has enough of. In brief, coveting wants more. 
It is not content with what it already has, no matter how much that might be. As Habakkuk put it, “He 
enlarges his appetite like Sheol, And he is like death, never satisfied” (Hab. 2:5).  

Ecclesiastes also describes the futility of the man who is discontent with what he has:  
There was a certain man without a dependent, having neither a son nor a brother, yet there 
was no end to all his labor. Indeed, his eyes were not satisfied with riches and he never 
asked, “And for whom am I laboring and depriving myself of pleasure?” This too is vanity 
and it is a grievous task (Ecc. 4:8). 

(4) Coveting wants not only what one does not have, but what one cannot have. Coveting wants 
what is forbidden, that which belongs to another and which cannot be obtained. It is possible, of course to 
buy a neighbor’s animal, but not his wife. The assumption here, I believe, is that what we covet is what we 
cannot have, that is, what our neighbor either cannot give up (like his wife, or his land), or what he will not 
give up. 

(5) Coveting is a deliberate desire, of which one is conscious, and for which one is responsible. The 
coveting which this commandment forbids is one for which the individual is responsible. In effect, the 
individual is held accountable for discovering the sin, and for dealing with it. This is necessary because no 
other human being can know our thoughts. God thus holds us responsible for what we determine in our hearts 
and minds. 

(6) The coveting which the commandment prohibits is a well defined desire. Coveting must be 
distinguished from lust. Lust is a general desire. Greed is a lust for money and possessions. Coveting is a 
specific, focused desire, a desire to have a particular thing, which belongs to a particular person. Greed may 
desire money or material things; coveting desires our neighbor’s car, or his house, or his wife. Coveting is 
lust well defined and specifically focused. “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 
belongs to your neighbor” (Exod. 20:17). 

(7) Coveting is a selfish desire, which is willing to gain at the expense of others. The covetousness 
which is condemned is that which wants what one’s neighbor has. This kind of covetousness is clearly 
self-centered. 

Do not weary yourself to gain wealth. Cease from your consideration of it. When you set 
your eyes on it, it is gone. For wealth certainly makes itself wings, Like an eagle that flies 
toward the heavens. Do not eat the bread of a selfish man, Or desire his delicacies; For as 
he thinks within himself, so he is. He says to you, “Eat and drink!” But his heart is not with 
you. You will vomit up the morsel you have eaten, And waste your compliments (Prov. 
23:4-8). 

(8) Coveting is a devious desire that is complex and complicated, which is often well concealed. The 
heart, we are told, is deceitful and desperately wicked (Jer. 17:9). We must expect that covetousness, which 
is a matter of the heart, is deceitful and deceptive, and that it may be well disguised. 

(9) Covetousness is a detrimental, destructive, desire. One of the reasons why covetousness is 
condemned is because of its consistently detrimental effects. There are several dimensions of this destructive 
impact of covetousness. First, covetousness hinders the generosity which God requires of His people. 

                                                             
80 Cf. Proverbs 21:26, where the “craving” mentioned is literally a reference to the fact that the 

sluggard “desires desire.” 
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“If there is a poor man with you, one of your brothers, in any of your towns in your land 
which the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart, nor close your 
hand from your poor brother; but you shall freely open your hand to him, and shall 
generously lend him sufficient for his need in whatever he lacks. Beware, lest there is a 
base thought in your heart, saying, ‘The seventh year, the year of remission, is near,’ and 
your eye is hostile toward your poor brother, and you give him nothing; then he may cry to 
the LORD against you, and it will be a sin in you. You shall generously give to him, and 
your heart shall not be grieved when you give to him, because for this thing the LORD 
your God will bless you in all your work and in all your undertakings (Deut. 15:7-10). 
So I thought it necessary to urge the brethren that they would go on ahead to you and 
arrange beforehand your previously promised bountiful gift, that the same might be ready 
as a bountiful gift, and not affected by covetousness (2 Cor. 9:5). 

The one who is covetous wants more, and thus he or she will certainly not be inclined to give of what 
they already have. Covetousness is the number one enemy of generosity. Think about it for a minute. How 
many occasions have you had to give to someone in need, and as you were thinking about doing so, into your 
mind comes a specific item that you have always wanted, which you know you will have to give up if you 
are generous. Covetousness thinks of generosity as a threat to the accumulation of things which are strongly 
desired. 

Second, covetousness is destructive and dangerous because it is often the motive for offenses 
against one’s neighbor. The man who covets his neighbor’s ox is likely to steal his neighbor’s ox. While 
coveting does not always lead to sin, sin most often begins with coveting. Thus, the Scriptures speak of 
coveting as the source of many evils: 

“When I saw among the spoil a beautiful mantle from Shinar and two hundred shekels of 
silver and a bar of gold fifty shekels in weight, then I coveted them and took them; and 
behold, they are concealed in the earth inside my tent with the silver underneath it” (Josh. 
7:21). 
“Woe to him who builds his house without righteousness And his upper rooms without 
justice, Who uses his neighbor’s services without pay And does not give him his wages, 
Who says, ‘I will build myself a roomy house With spacious upper rooms, And cut out its 
windows, Paneling it with cedar and painting it bright red.’ Do you become a king because 
you are competing in cedar? Did not your father eat and drink, And do justice and 
righteousness? Then it was well with him. He pled the cause of the afflicted and needy; 
Then it was well. Is not that what it means to know Me?” declares the Lord. “But your eyes 
and your heart Are intent only upon your own dishonest gain, And on shedding innocent 
blood And on practicing oppression and extortion” (Jer. 22:13-17). 
“And they come to you as people come, and they sit before you as My people, but they do 
the lustful desires expressed by their mouth, and their heart goes after their gain” (Ezek. 
33:31). 
Woe to those who scheme iniquity, Who work out evil on their beds! When morning 
comes, they do it, For it is in the power of their hands. They covet fields and then seize 
them, And houses, and take them away. They rob a man and his house, A man and his 
inheritance (Micah 2:1-2).  
And He was saying, “That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the man. For 
from within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts and fornications, thefts, 
murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as deceit, sensuality, envy, 
slander, pride and foolishness. All these evil things proceed from within and defile the 
man” (Mark 7:20-23). 
Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot be 
tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt any one. But each one is tempted when he 
is carried away and enticed by his own lust. Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to 
sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death (James 1:13-15). 

Third, the covetousness of a person is also self-destructive. A covetous person destroys himself, as 
well as others. 
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The hope of the righteous is gladness, But the expectation of the wicked perishes (Prov. 
10:28). 
Riches do not profit in the day of wrath, But righteousness delivers from death (Prov. 
11:4).  
The righteousness of the upright will deliver them, But the treacherous will be caught by 
their own greed. When a wicked man dies, his expectation will perish, And the hope of 
strong men perishes (Prov. 11:6-7). 
Do not let your heart envy sinners, But live in the fear of the LORD always. Surely there is 
a future, And your hope will not be cut off. Listen, my son, and be wise, And direct your 
heart in the way. Do not be with heavy drinkers of wine, Or with gluttonous eaters of meat; 
For the heavy drinker and the glutton will come to poverty And drowsiness will clothe a 
man with rags (Prov. 23:17-21).  
A man with an evil eye hastens after wealth, And does not know that want will come upon 
him (Prov. 28:22).  
“Will not all of these take up a taunt-song against him, Even mockery and insinuations 
against him, And say, ‘Woe to him who increases what is not his—For how long—And 
makes himself rich with loans?’ Will not your creditors rise up suddenly, And those who 
collect from you awaken? Indeed, you will become plunder for them. Because you have 
looted many nations, All the remainder of the peoples will loot you—Because of human 
bloodshed and violence done to the land, To the town and all its inhabitants. Woe to him 
who gets evil gain for his house To put his nest on high To be delivered from the hand of 
calamity!” (Hab. 2:6-9). 
Nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, shall inherit the 
kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:10). 

(10) Covetousness is a deified desire—idolatry. The Ten Commandments began with a prohibition of 
idolatry, and they end with a prohibition of covetousness, which is called idolatry: 

But do not let immorality or any impurity or greed even be named among you, as is proper 
among saints; and there must be no filthiness and silly talk, or coarse jesting, which are not 
fitting, but rather giving of thanks. For this you know with certainty, that no immoral or 
impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, has an inheritance in the kingdom of 
Christ and God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the 
wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience (Eph. 5:3-6). 

This text tells us that the covetous man is an idolater. Thus, we have come full circle. The last 
commandment takes us back to the first commandments, condemning idolatry. But why is covetousness 
called idolatry? We will now explore the reasons why covetousness is called idolatry.  

The Relationship Between Covetousness and Idolatry 
Coveting is especially significant because it is a “root sin,” from which all kinds of other evils flow: 

But godliness actually is a means of great gain, when accompanied by contentment. For we 
have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take anything out of it either. And if we 
have food and covering, with these we shall be content. But those who want to get rich fall 
into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into 
ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by 
longing for it have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves with many a 
pang (1 Tim. 6:6-10). 

Just because coveting is the root of all kinds of evil, we must be very careful not to conclude that 
all coveting is evil. The term “covet” for most of us is a loaded one, suggesting only evil desires. In the 
Scriptures, however, “covet” may be used both positively and negatively. One may covet in a good sense or 
in a bad sense, depending on the context in which the term is used.81 Our Lord strongly desired (He desired 
                                                             

81 “The word used for ‘covet’ can also refer to a good rather than an evil desire (cf. Ps. 19:10 KJV …). 
But here [Exodus 20:17] it is used in a negative sense.” W. H. Gispen, Exodus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1982), pp. 198-199. 



Deffinbaugh Notes                            Exodus 20   Dec 1, 2014 

 88 

with desire, Luke 22:15) to eat the Passover with His disciples. Paul strongly desired to know Christ more 
intimately (Phil. 3:7-14), to be with those whom he loved in the Lord, as well as for their spiritual well-being 
and growth (cf. Phil. 1:7-11). Paul also encouraged the Corinthian saints to covet the better spiritual gifts: 

But earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I show you a still more excellent way (1 Cor. 
12:31). 
Therefore, my brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, and do not forbid to speak in tongues 
(1 Cor. 14:39).  

The covetousness which the Bible prohibits is restricted to the illicit strong desire to possess what one 
doesn’t have, which rightfully belongs to another, and which we cannot rightly obtain. Thus, we should not 
conclude that all coveting is sin, only that misdirected desire is evil. What, then, is the good which we should 
covet, and why is other covetousness evil? 

The answer can be found by employing a bit of biblical logic. I will first develop this line of logic, and 
then show this to be the teaching of our Lord: 

(1) It is only wrong to covet what God has denied us, or what is of little value. In the Tenth 
Commandment God has forbidden us to desire those things which He has not given and which we cannot 
rightly have. Coveting is only evil when we covet the wrong things. 

(2) W covet most what we value most, what we believe to be good. Coveting is a reflection of our 
value system. No person covets what he believes to be of no value. We do not covet our neighbor’s garbage, 
we covet those possessions of our neighbor which we value highly. I have never known a man who coveted 
another man’s wife, whom he thought to be ugly and undesirable. We covet most those things which we 
value most. 

(3) What we covet most we will sacrifice to obtain. We will sacrifice those things which we value less 
to gain those things we value most. Thus, whatever a man covets is something he will make sacrifices to 
attain. What he will sacrifice is determined by what he most values, for ultimately a man will sacrifice most 
anything for what he values most highly. 

There are some times in life when the hard choice of giving up some things in order to keep others is 
imposed upon us unwillingly. Sometimes these choices are agonizing. I remember one of my college 
professors telling of his days as a prisoner of war in a Japanese P.O.W. camp during the Second World War. 
The prisoners were all to be marched up into the mountains, to a remote camp. Each prisoner was granted 20 
pounds of goods to take along. All the prisoners were instructed to go around in a circle, placing in the center 
those items which they were disposing. The problem was that when one man cast off an item, another 
decided he liked it more than what he had, so the event turned into a giant swap meet, which the Japanese 
soldiers eventually had to terminate. 

The point is that life imposes these agonizing choices upon us, so that we must give up some things to 
attain others. What we value most determines what we are willing to give up. In the case of exploring space, 
this is a goal of such value, our government has determined that we will sacrifice life to attain it. 

(4) If God is the greatest good and of infinite value, then we men should covet having fellowship 
with Him, and make whatever sacrifice is required to attain and enjoy it. If we once agree that God is 
the greatest good, then He must be man’s highest goal. Whatever sacrifices a man must make to know God 
and have fellowship with Him is worth the price. 

(5) To covet anything more than God, is to place that thing we covet above God, which is idolatry. 
Coveting anything above God is making that thing our god. It is assigning to that thing ultimate value and 
worth. That which has ultimate value and worth in our eyes is our god, it is our idol. Thus, covetousness 
(which assigns highest value to things, rather than to God) is idolatry. 

Coveting is a crucial matter because it assigns value to certain things, and at the same time is willing to 
sacrifice other things to attain what is coveted. This is what our Lord taught in the New Testament. This can 
be demonstrated by considering several New Testament texts. 

Matthew 13:44-46 “The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in the field, which a 
man found and hid; and from joy over it he goes and sells all that he has, and buys that 
field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking fine pearls, and upon 
finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had, and bought it.” 
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Our Lord here taught that what one recognizes to be of great value he will seek to attain, and that he will 
pay a high price to do so. In the context, it is clear that it is the kingdom of God which is the treasure which 
men should sacrifice anything to attain. He is the kingdom personified, so that it is Jesus Christ who is most 
precious, for whom men should be willing to give up all to gain. 

Luke 12:13-21 And someone in the crowd said to Him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide 
the family inheritance with me.” But He said to him, “Man, who appointed Me a judge or 
arbiter over you?” And He said to them, “Beware, and be on your guard against every form of 
greed; for not even when one has an abundance does his life consist of his possessions.” And 
He told them a parable, saying, “The land of a certain rich man was very productive. And he 
began reasoning to himself, saying, ‘What shall I do, since I have no place to store my 
crops?’ And he said, ‘This is what I will do: I will tear down my barns and build larger ones, 
and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, “Soul, you have 
many goods laid up for many years to come; take your ease, eat, drink and be merry.”’ But 
God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your soul is required of you; and now who will 
own what you have prepared?’ So is the man who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich 
toward God.” 

The point which our Lord makes here which is of particular importance to our study is that what we 
covet (possessions, things) are not the essence of life. In the words of our Lord, “… not even when one has an 
abundance does his life consist of his possessions” (v. 15).  

In the gospel of Matthew, our Lord puts the matter even more pointedly: 
Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If any one wishes to come after Me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever wishes to save his life shall 
lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake shall find it. For what will a man be profited, 
if he gains the whole world, and forfeits his soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for 
his soul?” (Matt. 16:24-26). 

Life, Jesus taught, eternal life, is not attained by gaining, but by giving up. The gaining of things, even 
the whole world, does not gain one life. To gain everything at the cost of one’s soul is a bad bargain. Thus 
one must give up his own life to gain it; one must give up the gaining of things in order to gain his own soul. 

Matthew 6:19-24 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures upon 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 or steal; for where 
your treasure is, there will your heart be also. The lamp of the body is the eye; if therefore 
your eye is clear, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eye is bad, your whole 
body will be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in you is darkness, how great is 
the darkness! No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the 
other, or he will hold to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.”  

At the outset of His ministry our Lord warned of the danger of covetousness.82 Covetousness (an “evil 
eye”) could corrupt a person. The covetous person becomes the slave of possessions, and thus one must 
choose between serving God or money, for he cannot serve both (v. 24). The way for a person to cause his 
affections to turn toward the kingdom of God is to have his treasure there, and the way to have one’s treasure 
in heaven is to “lay up treasures in heaven” by using money to help others, rather than to indulge self. 

What our Lord taught in a general way in Matthew chapter 6, He applied specifically to the rich young 
ruler: 

Mark 10:17-22 And as He was setting out on a journey, a man ran up to Him and knelt 
before Him, and began asking Him, “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” 
And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone. You 
know the commandments, ‘DO NOT MURDER, DO NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, DO NOT STEAL, 
DO NOT BEAR FALSE WITNESS, Do not defraud, HONOR YOUR FATHER AND MOTHER.’” And 

                                                             
82 The “bad eye” of Matthew 6:22 and 23 is, I think, synonymous with the “evil eye” of Deuteronomy 

15:9 and Proverbs 28:22 (contrast Prov. 22:9). An “evil eye” is a symbol, a figure of speech, for a man’s 
looking on the things of another with the hope that he can have them. In other words, the “evil eye” is 
covetousness. 
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he said to Him, “Teacher, I have kept all these things from my youth up.” And looking at 
him, Jesus felt a love for him, and said to him, “One thing you lack: go and sell all you 
possess, and give it to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow 
Me.” But at these words his face fell, and he went away grieved, for he was one who 
owned much property. 

It is of great importance to note that our Lord loved this man. Some seem to think that our Lord was 
brushing this man aside, or that He asked something excessive and unnecessary. My conviction is that Jesus 
acted entirely out of love and that what He required was both necessary and beneficial. To what ever degree 
we identify with the grief of this man at the words of our Lord we reveal the same kind of covetousness 
which kept him from heaven. 

The issue which Jesus raised with the “rich young ruler” was that of “goodness,” occasioned by the 
words of the man himself. He had called Jesus “good teacher.” Jesus pressed him to define this goodness. 
Our Lord pointed out that God alone is good in any absolute sense. Had this man really believed that Jesus 
Christ was good in the same way that God is good, then he would have to admit that Jesus Christ was God. 
Had He acknowledged Christ as God and as (ultimate) good, he would have had no problem giving up 
everything to follow Him, just as the man who found the pearl of great price gladly sold all that he had to 
obtain the pearl. 

This man believed that he was a Law-keeper. Jesus cited every Law of the Ten Commandments which 
related to one’s relationship to his neighbor, save one. The one commandment which our Lord did not 
mention was the Tenth Commandment, the commandment which forbade coveting. It is this evil which our 
Lord exposed when he commanded the man to sell all that he possessed and to give the proceeds to the poor. 
Had the young ruler sold his goods and given the proceeds to the poor, his heart would have turned from 
earthly treasure to heavenly treasure. Jesus was urging him to redirect his heart by divesting himself of his 
worldly riches, which had become his highest good, and thus his god. The man who began by thinking of 
himself as a Law-keeper now had to accept the fact that he was not willing to forsake covetousness, and was 
thus a Law-breaker. 

The rich young ruler’s problem was, at its roots, a problem with his values, with what he believed to be 
good, and what therefore constituted his goal in life. He was willing to serve Jesus in addition to serving 
money, but he was not willing to sacrifice his money to serve God. Consequently, this man went away sad. 
Because he coveted money, he served money as his highest goal, the highest good. Because he served 
money, he sacrificed his soul, his relationship with God. How tragic this story is.  

Conclusion 
Understanding coveting gives us a very practical insight into the pathology of sin, and thus a means of 

avoiding the evils which stem from coveting. Many Christians have puzzled at how a mature brother or sister 
in Christ can throw off the teachings of the word of God and pursue some blatant sin. Surely one who knows 
Bible doctrine so well could not fall prey to such obvious sin. The explanation is frequently found in an 
understanding of coveting and its relationship to one’s ultimate goals. Once our heart is turned toward that 
which is forbidden as our highest (or at least most desirable) goal, we are willing to sacrifice whatever we 
value less to attain it.  

It is seldom lack of knowledge of what is right (or wrong) which is the reason for man’s sin, it is his 
decision to desire the wrong things, and to whatever is necessary to have them. When a man decides to 
forsake his wife and family it isn’t that he doesn’t know its wrong, it is that he has no commitment to do what 
is right. The reason why we do the wrong thing, knowing it is wrong, is because we want (covet) it more than 
we covet what is right. Coveting what is wrong causes us to be willing to sacrifice what is right to attain what 
we want, even if it is sin. 

The bottom line is simply this: sin is more often a problem with our heart (coveting) than it is a problem 
with our mind (knowledge). Solomon knew more than any man who ever lived, and yet his heart was turned 
to foreign wives, until finally his heart was turned from God by his foreign wives (1 Kings 11:1-8). Such is 
most often the case. We sin, not because we don’t know better, but because we desire to have what is wrong 
more than we desire to know God and to serve Him. It is indeed tragic that Solomon did not take his own 
advice: “Watch over your heart with all diligence, For from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23). 

One of the most common reasons why men refuse to submit to Jesus Christ and to follow Him is because 
they cannot commit themselves to Christ and continue to covet things. Covetousness and Christ are two 



Deffinbaugh Notes                            Exodus 20   Dec 1, 2014 

 91 

different masters, and many men do not wish to forsake their coveting for Christ. This is because coveting 
has made things their god, and God (in Christ) will not take second place to things. 

Unlike Christ, Christians today attempt to lead men to Christ by minimizing the cost of following Him. 
Throughout Jesus’ life, He refused to minimize the cost of discipleship. Jesus refused to commit Himself to 
those who were uncommitted (John 2:23-25). He gave no encouragement to those who would have 
half-heartedly followed Him (Luke 9:57-62). He said that those who would follow Him would have to deny 
themselves and take up their cross (Matt. 16:24). 

Why is it, then, that we try to make discipleship so undemanding, so easily attained? Why are we 
reluctant to ask men and women to give up everything to follow Him? Why are we so timid as to only ask 
people to follow Christ conditionally? The great travesty of this is that it demeans the worth of our Lord. It 
suggests that He is not worthy of a total sacrifice of self and of self-interest. It is no wonder so many fall 
away, when they finally realize the high price of discipleship. 

Let me make the gospel as clear as I possibly can. There is nothing you can do, no sacrifice you can 
make which will ever be sufficient to earn salvation. All our righteous deeds are like filthy rags, the Bible 
tells us (Isa. 64:6). There is nothing we can do to earn God’s favor, for we are dead in our trespasses and sins. 
We are helpless and hopeless, apart from God’s grace (Eph. 2:1-3). The gift of salvation is free to the sinner, 
but at great cost to God—the death of His only Son (John 3:16). To receive the gift of salvation, all one has 
to do is to acknowledge his sinfulness, his lost condition, and receive by faith the death of Jesus Christ in his 
place. You need only trust in the righteousness of Christ which you receive by faith in His death, burial, and 
resurrection in your place. 

Having said that we cannot earn our salvation by self-sacrifice or good works does not mean that 
discipleship is of no personal cost or sacrifice. The Scriptures clearly stress the high cost of discipleship, and 
we dare not minimize it. When we recognize Christ as the “pearl of great price” we should be willing and 
ready to sacrifice anything and everything in order to follow Him. Let us never lose sight of the self-sacrifice 
which our Lord requires for discipleship. 

Covetousness is something which our culture seems to value, and which the church has become 
accustomed to, even catering to it instead of condemning it. I honestly believe that if coveting were to 
immediately cease in America, our economy would be in shambles. Madison Avenue incites us to 
covetousness, and credit buying enables us to buy what we don’t need and can’t afford. If coveting stopped, 
our economy would collapse. Coveting therefore seems to be one of those “sacred sins” which we dare not 
tamper with.  

Competitiveness is another of the foundational elements in American society. We will hardly consider 
hiring or promoting anyone who does not have great ambition, but at its roots, ambition is built upon the 
competitive desire to do better than his neighbor so that we can have what he or she has: their position, their 
prestige and power, and their pleasures. 

With covetousness so interwoven into the fabric of our society, one would expect that the church would 
be condemning covetousness, especially among the saints, as the Old Testament prophets did. This is seldom 
the case. Instead, the church treads softly on matters of covetousness. 

Worse yet, the church has come to accept covetousness as one of the “givens” of our culture, and has 
gone so far as to capitalize on covetousness by appealing to this illicit desire to motivate people to serve and 
to give. The “gospel of the good life” is one form of this error. We tell people that if they “do things God’s 
way” God will wonderfully bless them and prosper them. We tell people that God’s desire is to prosper 
everyone, if they will simply follow God’s prescribed guidelines for success. We appeal to men’s 
covetousness when we present the gospel, making it sound as if discipleship were the key to success and 
prosperity. We minimize the cost of discipleship or its demands of self-denial and self-sacrifice. We speak 
only of its benefits and blessings. 

When we speak of the benefits of discipleship we often refer to those passages which promise us that 
God will grant us the desires of our heart (cf. Ps. 37:4). In our carnality, we tend to think of these “desires” as 
the things which we covet. The commandment not to covet is a command to clean up the “desires of our 
heart” so that our desires conform to God’s word (cf. James 4:3). 

We do not ask Christians to give sacrificially, without any expectation of return, we speak of giving as a 
sure-fire investment, for which the giver is certain to gain back many fold. Whenever we attempt to induce 
people to give because of the returns they will receive, we are appealing to the ungodly motivation of 
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covetousness, not the Christian motivation of sacrifice. We cease talking of treasures in heaven, and talk only 
of treasure here and now. I am sad to say that I know of very few Christian ministries which ask people to 
contribute without promising to give something (a book, a tape, a “cloth”) in return. In doing so we are in 
danger of appealing to people’s covetousness, not their commitment to Christ. God help us in this area. 

The church should therefore be calling Christians to self-sacrifice, but all too often it is the church which 
is characterized by self-indulgence. The Laodicean church of the Book of Revelation (3:14-22), for example, 
was very comfortable, but also very complacent and self-satisfied. We, too, are very much like the Laodicean 
church, I fear, and rather than calling the saints to commitment and self-sacrifice, we are caving in to the 
covetousness of our society. 

Put negatively, the Tenth Commandment, confirmed by the commands of the New Testament, is 
teaching us that we should put off coveting, that we must cease from making anything but God our God. 
Positively, this commandment is urging us to cultivate a hunger for God, the kind of hunger which 
characterized the psalmist when he wrote, “As the deer pants for the water brooks, So my soul pants for 
Thee, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; When shall I come and appear before God?” (Ps. 
42:1-2). It is the kind of godly coveting on which our Lord pronounced His blessing: “Blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matt. 6:6). It is the orientation toward heaven 
and heavenly things which the apostles urged the saints to cultivate: 

Brethren, join in following my example, and observe those who walk according to the 
pattern you have in us. For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even 
weeping, that they are enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, whose god 
is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who set their minds on earthly things, 
For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord 
Jesus Christ, who will transform the body of our humble state into conformity with the 
body of His glory, by the exertion of the power that He has even to subject all things to 
Himself (Phil. 17-21). 
If then you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, 
seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on the things that are 
on earth. For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is 
our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory (Col. 3:1-4). 

I believe that more than any other of the Ten Commandments, the Tenth Commandment exposes the 
depth of our depravity, the seriousness of our sin. Our Lord used this commandment to convict the rich 
young ruler of his sin. Paul confessed that this commandment “wiped him out” also: 

What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be! On the contrary, I would not have 
come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have known about coveting if 
the Law had not said, “YOU SHALL NOT COVET.” But sin, taking opportunity through the 
commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind; for apart from the Law sin is dead. 
And I was once alive apart from the Law; but when the commandment came, sin became 
alive, and I died; and this commandment, which was to result in life, proved to result in 
death for me; for sin, taking opportunity through the commandment, deceived me, and 
through it killed me. So then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous 
and good (Rom. 7:7-12). 

May I ask you very candidly my friend, does this commandment forbidding covetousness condemn you, 
just as it did Paul? Have you ever experienced the kind of coveting for God which we find in the psalmists 
and in the godly men and women of the Bible? Then I urge you to come to the cross of Christ, where the 
commandments were nailed to the cross in Christ (Col. 2:14). Jesus Christ bore your guilt, shame, and 
punishment. He died in your place, and was raised for your justification (declaration of righteousness), if you 
will but receive Him. Once loosened from the bondage of sin and self-interest, you will find an appetite for 
God you never knew. 

And the Spirit and the bride say, “Come.” And let the one who hears say, “Come.” And let 
the one who is thirsty come; let the one who wishes take the water of life without cost 
(Rev. 22:17). 

My Christian friend, may I ask if you still have that same desire you once had? Can you honestly say, 
with the psalmist of old, that you thirst for God as a deer pants for water? I must admit to you that I have 
been convicted in my study this week of my own coldness of heart, of my own lack of strong desire for God. 
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There is a way back, for God knows that our love for Him can grow cold. Let me close by suggesting some 
of the means God has provided for rekindling the flame of our desire for Him. 

(1) First, pray that God will renew your heart, and that He will give you a passion for fellowship 
with Him. David, whose sin with Bathsheba began with covetousness, prayed this prayer, which can just as 
easily apply to us: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, And renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast 
me away from Thy presence, And do not take Thy Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of Thy 
salvation, And sustain me with a willing spirit” (Ps. 51:10-12). 

(2) Second, saturate your heart and mind with the word of God, which will expose impurity and 
which will give you an appetite for the things of God: 

Teach me, O Lord, the way of Thy statutes, And I shall observe it to the end. Give me 
understanding, that I may observe Thy Law, And keep it with all my heart. Make me walk 
in the path of Thy commandments, For I delight in it. Incline my heart to Thy testimonies, 
And not to dishonest gain. Turn away my eyes from looking at vanity, And revive me in 
Thy ways. Establish Thy word to Thy servant, As that which produces reverence for Thee 
(Ps. 119:33-38). 
For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and 
piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to 
judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And there is no creature hidden from His 
sight, but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have to do 
(Heb. 4:11-12). 

(3) Third, work at your worship of Him, for it is in our worship that we are reminded again of His 
worth, of His purity and perfection, and thus of Him as our ultimate goal, both to know and to serve. 

(4) We must begin to “take up our cross” of self-denial, while at the same time putting off our 
self-indulgence. 

(5) Finally, we should practice sacrificial giving. By thus “laying up our treasures in heaven” we will 
begin to experience that our hearts will follow our treasure, and begin to focus on heaven and not earth, on 
Christ and not things.  

May God grant that each of us may covet Him, for His glory, and for our good. 
 


