The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #1

“No Second Fiddle”

Exodus 20:1-3

Few things about the Bible are more commonly known and more controversial than the Ten Commandments. For years the Ten Commandments were taught in schools, lauded as the foundation for our own laws in America, and adorned the walls of schools and courtrooms. I remember playing a board game in which one of the objects was amassing game pieces of all ten of the commandments. Everybody, it seemed, knew about the Ten Commandments—maybe they couldn’t recite them all, but they knew the gist of them.

How times have changed.

Today, the Ten Commandments have been removed from our schools, courtrooms, and legislative buildings; so-called experts deny any influence of the Ten Commandments on the founding of our nation; and the only thing most people know about the Ten Commandments is the classic film by Cecil B. deMille by that name with Charlton Heston portraying Moses.

Most surprising of all, though, is the attitude many Christians have toward the Ten Commandments. Many scholars and preachers teach that the Ten Commandments

…are no longer relevant today! 
…are for the Jews only! 
…are an archaic legal code!

Another writer records this tendency to believe that the Ten Commandments “were a masterful document in its era: a concise, direct, and sensible code of ethics for a much more primitive people. However, they say, the Ten Commandments are no longer adequate, since we have come of age; in a very real sense, we say, we have outgrown them.”
 

Some take a more theological approach. Charles Ryrie contends that the Ten Commandments have been “done away” with.
 One internet site states, “The 10 Commandments Are Abolished Today.”
 Yet Billy Graham states that, “The Ten Commandments will always be relevant.”
 Who are we to believe?

I agree that, “we need to rescue, repeat, and reemphasize the Ten Commandments.”
 As D. L. Moody put it, “The commandments of God given to Moses in the Mount at Horeb are as binding today as ever they have been since the time they were proclaimed in the hearing of the people. The Jews said the law was not given in Palestine (which belonged to Israel), but in the wilderness, because the law was for all nations.”

Therefore, let’s take a look at the Ten Commandments for the twenty-first century.

The Permanence of this List

Before we get into the individual commands, there are two foundational principles that apply to the study as a whole. The first is the permanence of this list. The Ten Commandments are not obsolete; they are absolute. They were not made for any particular period in history. They were made for human nature and therefore were commandments for all seasons, all centuries, and all cultures. They are as universal and perpetual as honor and truth. No nation can survive apart from a moral base built on them.
 As Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser puts it, “In Exodus 20, there is an absolute standard for a relativistic age.”

The phrase “ten commandments” actually appears in Scripture. In Exodus 34:28 we read, “And he wrote on the tablets the words of the covenant—the Ten Commandments.” Moses repeats this in Deuteronomy 4:13, “He declared to you his covenant, the Ten Commandments, which he commanded you to follow and then wrote them on two stone tablets.” And, again, in Deuteronomy 10:4, “The Lord wrote on these tablets what he had written before, the Ten Commandments he had proclaimed to you on the mountain, out of the fire, on the day of the assembly. And the Lord gave them to me.”
Sometimes this is also referred to as the Decalogue, literally meaning “ten words.” Exodus 20:1 introduces the Ten Commandments in this way: “God spoke all these words.” And the term words, in Hittite treaties and in covenant contexts of the type before us, specifically means, “covenant stipulations.”
 While this is the cornerstone of the law, these “ten words” were distinguished from the rest of the law of God in that they were delivered in an audible voice by God himself and then later written by God on two tables of stone.
 After the first two tables were broken by Moses in anger at the people’s apostasy during his absence, God provided a second set, which were later deposited, on His instructions, in the ark of the covenant as its sole original contents.

It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of the Ten Commandments for Old Testament ethics. It is simple yet profound. It is at once the very heart and kernel of a complex system of legislation that follows and elaborates on it.
 

“But didn’t Jesus do away with the Law?” you might ask? Hardly! Jesus said in Matthew 5:17-19,

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 

Later, we see the relationship between the Ten Commandments and Jesus’ teaching: 

One of them, a lawyer, asked him a question, to test 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 first commandment. And a second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets” (Matthew 22:35-40). 

The lawyer was trying to trap Jesus with a loaded question. The Master simply answered that the law has two major aspects. The first aspect is the vertical relationship between God and man. The first four commandments of the Decalogue were summed up beautifully by the Lord in His answer: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind.” The second aspect covers the last six commandments mat deal with horizontal relationships—person to person. Jesus wrapped this up with even more brevity: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
 We will come back to this concept later in the series.

The Purpose of the Law

The second foundational principle is the purpose of the law. This is an oft misunderstood concept, because a very popular way of interpreting the Bible contrasts law and grace into historical periods of time. C. I. Scofield, author of the Scofield Study Bible, wrote in his book Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth,

In 2 Timothy 2:15 he is told what is required of him as a workman: “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.” The Word of truth, then, has right divisions, and it must be evident that, as one cannot be “a workman that needeth not to be ashamed” without observing them, so any study of that Word which ignores those divisions must be in large measure profitless and confusing.

These divisions, called “dispensations,” described by Scofield, 

The Scriptures divide time (by which is meant the entire period from the creation of Adam to the “new heaven and a new earth” of Revelation 21:1) into seven unequal periods, usually called dispensations (Ephesians 3:2), although these periods are also called ages (Ephesians 2:7) and days, as in “day of the Lord.” etc.
These periods are marked off in Scripture by some change in God's method of dealing with mankind, or a portion of mankind, in respect of the two questions: of sin, and of man's responsibility. Each of the dispensations may be regarded as a new test of the natural man, and each ends in judgment, marking his utter failure in every dispensation. Five of these dispensations, or periods of time, have been fulfilled; we are living in the sixth, probably toward its close, and have before us the seventh, and last: the millennium.

While seven (or sometimes eight) dispensations are taught, only two are emphasized: the age of law and the age of grace. Scofield distinguishes them this way: “The sacrificial death of the Lord Jesus Christ introduced the dispensation of pure grace, which means undeserved favour, or God giving righteousness, instead of God requiring righteousness, as under law.”
 This gives the impression that, before Christ’s death and resurrection, people were saved by keeping the Law, but now that Christ has come, people are saved by grace through faith. This is heresy; if you prefer a more common term: hogwash!
Paul is very clear in Romans 3:20 that no one was ever saved by keeping the law: “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.” He also writes in Galatians 2:15-16,

We who are Jews by birth and not ‘Gentile sinners’ know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.

“Well, yes,” someone might object, “but Paul was writing in the age of grace, not the age of law.” Yet twice—in the some books of Romans and Galatians—Paul (as well as the author of Hebrews) proves his point by quoting the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk, “The righteous shall live by faith.” That was written under what is called the “age of law”! There has always been only one means of salvation: by God’s grace through faith. Paul makes clear in Romans 4 that Abraham was saved by faith, and Hebrews 11 is filled with Old Testament saints who were all saved “by faith.” 

Thankfully, recent dispensationalists have tried to clear up this confusion. Warren Wiersbe writes, 

The law was never given as a way of salvation for either Jews or Gentiles, because “by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified” (Gal. 2:16). Salvation is not a reward for good works but the gift of God through faith in Jesus Christ (Rom. 4:5; Eph. 2:8–9). The Law reveals God’s righteousness and demands righteousness, but it can’t give righteousness (Gal. 2:21); only Jesus Christ can do that (2 Cor. 5:21). The law is a mirror that reveals where you’re dirty, but you don’t wash your face in the mirror (James 1:22–25). Only the blood of Jesus Christ can cleanse us from sin (1 John 1:7, 9; Heb. 10:22).

The most succinct statement of the purpose of the law is found in The NIV Study Bible notes: “The law was the way of life for the redeemed, not a way of salvation for the lost.”
 

This is seen here in Exodus 20 by observing how the Ten Commandments are introduced. We may be tempted to jump to verse three to the first commandment, but this would be foolish. Note the first two verses: “And God spoke all these words: ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.’” First we see that what follows are not the ideas of Moses but the words of God Himself. He identifies Himself: “I am the Lord your God,” or, literally, “I am the I am.” This is Yahweh, the great “I am that I am” speaking these words.

Furthermore, the Lord reveals what He had done: “…who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” God had already redeemed His people through the blood of the Passover lamb and brought them out of Egypt. This demonstrates that grace arrived before commandment, law, or obligation were demanded.
 Alec Motyer observes,

It was the God of salvation who imposed his law on his people; the grace that saves preceded the law that demands. The people were given the law not in order that they might become the redeemed, rather it was because they had already been redeemed that they were given the law. The law of God is the way of life he sets before those whom he has saved, and they engage in that way of life as a response of love and gratitude to God their Redeemer. Grace and law belong together, for grace leads to law; saving love leads to and excites grateful love expressed in obedience.

God’s act of redeeming love came first. His demands followed. This order is important. God did not impose the Ten Commandments on Israel arbitrarily or capriciously, demanding the nation’s obedience in the face of terrible sanctions. He acted first in saving grace, and only then spelled out the ways in which His redeemed people could respond freely and gratefully to His love. Those who kept His commandments were those who loved Him.

The words were addressed to those who had already been brought into liberty. The law of the Lord was addressed to those brought out of bondage, and its aim was not to bring them into a new bondage, but rather to establish them in their new freedom. As those who had come out of “the house of slaves,” they needed to be instructed in the behaviour and lifestyle of the free. Such is the law of the Lord—it is, as James 1:25 puts it, the true “law of liberty.”

In fact, the very giving of the law was an act of grace. For that newly freed, teeming mass of people in the wilderness to become a nation, they needed to know how to live for God and with one another. The law is a revelation of God’s character. It is an expression of how living in the presence of and for the purpose of this God would look in the details of life.

As mentioned previously, the Ten Commandments are not obsolete; they are absolute. They were not made for any particular period in history. They were made for human nature and therefore were commandments for all seasons, all centuries, and all cultures. They are as universal and perpetual as honor and truth.

With that in mind, the interpreter’s main task is first to discover how a particular commandment was understood in its original context, and then to discern the basic moral principle it expresses. That principle can be related to the conditions of a different culture, allowing specific application to be made. The underlying principle is like an unchanging chapter heading. The chapter itself has to be rewritten for every age.
 This is what we will endeavor to do throughout this series on the Ten Commandments for the 21st century.

The Priority of the Lord

The first commandment is found in Exodus 20:3, “You shall have no other gods before me.” The Hebrew for the word “before” is translated “in hostility toward” in Genesis 16:12 and 25:18. Something of that sense may be intended here.
 It can be understood as literally “to my face.” 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. It then links with the description of God as a “jealous God” in verse 5.

To forbid the worship of other gods “before” or “beside” Yahweh implies that there are no other gods. As Isaiah 45:6 states, “I am the Lord, and there is no other.” We do not need to worship the sun, the moon, and the stars to break this first commandment. We break it whenever we give first place in our lives to anybody or anything other than God. Instead, we are to love Him with all our powers, making His will our delight and His glory our goal.

The atheist may say, “I don’t believe in any god. Therefore, this doesn’t apply to me.” I think not. As G. Campbell Morgan points out, 

Every man needs a god. There is no man who has not, somewhere in his heart, in his life, in the essentials of his being, a shrine in which is a deity whom he worships. It is as impossible for a man to live without having an object of worship as it is for a bird to fly if it is taken out of the air. The very composition of human life, the mystery of man’s being, demands a center of worship as a necessity of existence. All life is worship. There may be a false god at the center of the life; but every activity of being, all the energy of life, the devotion of powers—these things are all worship. The question is whether the life and powers of man are devoted to the worship of the true God or to that of a false one.

The question is not, “Will you worship a god?” but “Which god will you worship?” A god is something or someone that becomes most important in our lives. It could be a person, a dream, a belief, a position, a reputation, a bank account. Whatever or whoever it is that comes first in our life competes with the Almighty for top priority. When God must share the ultimate place with something else, His influence is impaired or nullified. God will not force His way into the center of our existence, but He has let as know that we take an awful chance when we shove Hun out of first place. It is dreadfully easy to let mundane, even important things, overly crowd our lives. Before we know it, a shift in the balance of power has occurred and God is no longer able to do for us what He would like to do. This first commandment not only sets the tone for the ten, it is also the starting place. When God is given highest priority in the life of an individual, a family, or society itself, other priorities fall into place.
 While the living God lives and the ever-present Lord is present with his people, no matter what the time or where the place, there is to be only one God, one sole loyalty, the total capture of the heart.

This is the foundation for all morality, for morality is our conformity to the character and will of God. If God is supreme and without any competitors, then there will be no higher standard of obligation or object of pleasure, service, or praise.

Jesus summarized this command in the classical sentence found in the Sermon on the Mount: Seek first God’s kingdom, and all these things shall be yours as well. Putting it another way—when God gets top priority in our life, our family, our world, everything else will fall into its proper place. Somehow, somewhere, someone must make it emphatic that God is not an add-on. When He permeates every aspect of our lives, our plans, our hopes, dreams, careers, vacations, and those times of stress and strain, we’ll soon discover that He is not a meddlesome person to have around but an indispensable and a very welcome presence.

The first commandment leaves no doubt as to the position God wants in our lives. He demands our first allegiance. He will not play second fiddle.
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