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The Decalogue Project
Discipleship and the Blessing of Meditating on God’s Law
Thomas K. Johnson, United States and Czech Republic

Psalm 1 begins:

Blessed is the man

who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stands in the way of sinners,

nor sits in the seat of scoffers;
but his delight is in the law of the Lorb,

and on his law he meditates day and night.

Our team of scholars from six continents has invested thousands of hours
meditating on God’s law on behalf of the millions of members of the body
of Christ. We have not done this instead of your efforts but rather to stir
you up to join us in our meditation. Our meditation on God’s law is an or-
ganic component of our discipleship to Jesus Christ, to whom we belong.

The Hebrew word translated “law” in this Psalm is Torah, which some-
times refers to the five books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Num-
bers, and Deuteronomy), sometimes refers to the comprehensive teaching
found in the Old Testament, and sometimes refers especially to the Ten
Commandments as a focal point of Old Testament teaching. In this book
we are especially meditating on God’s law as the Ten Commandments,
though keeping in mind the comprehensive teaching about God, human-
ity, and salvation found in the entire Bible.

When Jesus was about to ascend to the Father, He told His disciples, “All
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age”
(Matthew 28:18-20). This commission is comprehensive in multiple ways,
not only in our destination, “all nations,” or in the mention of all three
Persons of God our Sender, “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” but also in the

! Psalm 1:1-2. The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV), (Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way Bibles, 2001). Throughout this book, Scripture is quoted from the ESV unless
otherwise indicated.
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command to “teach them to observe all that I have commanded you.” The
comprehensive way of faith and life into which Jesus wants us to disciple
all nations builds on the 0ld Testament Torah, the comprehensive teach-
ing about God, humanity, and life. Discipleship requires meditating on
God’s law, delighting in God’s law.

Biblically informed meditation is, I believe, quite different from the
types of meditation that expect people to empty their minds. It is true that,
while meditating before God, our hearts may be emptied of fear and anxi-
ety, but then our hearts should not be left emptied; our hearts may be filled
with “the peace of God that surpasses all understanding” (Philippians 4:7).
And in the next verse the apostle tells believers to think about or consider
certain things. The peace of God does not lead to empty minds; it leads to
thoughtfulness.

Biblical meditation or thoughtfulness includes three primary aspects:
1. The normative aspect, which includes a careful consideration of God-
given norms (such as the Ten Commandments), along with the assump-
tions and expectations of those norms; 2. The situational aspect, which in-
cludes a careful consideration of the consequences of our choices (for
which the book of Proverbs gives many illustrations); and 3. The existen-
tial aspect, which carefully considers the hearts of the people involved,
questions about guilt and gratitude, faith or unbelief (for which biblical
history gives many examples).”

Our authors who contributed to this volume have very naturally ad-
dressed these aspects of biblical thoughtfulness, according to their diverse
spiritual gifts, without me asking them to do so. For example, Glenn Davies
has provided a profound assessment of the relation between faith (in
grace) and God’s law, on the intersection of what I have called the norma-
tive and the existential aspects of biblical thoughtfulness. Robert Norris
has very thoughtfully exposed the organic ties between idolatry and ide-
ology, taking the normative commandment as a critique of our political
situation, which is shaped by competing idolatrous ideologies. Diane Lang-
berg has heard the heart-rending trauma of sexual abuse, too often at the
hands of church leaders, from many clients in her office, driving into our
minds the deep existential consequences of disobeying God’s law.

As mentioned, our contributors come from different continents; they
also have different callings (pastors, theology professors, church leaders,

2 For more on this theme, see Thomas Schirrmacher, Leadership and Ethical Responsi-
bility: The Three Aspects of Every Decision, The WEA Global Issues Series Volume 13
(Bonn: VKW, 2013); https://iirf.eu/site/assets/files/92916/wea_gis_13_-_thomas
_schirrmacher_-_three_aspects_of_every_decision.pdf.
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lawyer, clinical psychologist) and belong to different churches. I do not
know the church memberships of them all, but I know they represent Pres-
byterian, Anglican, and Reformed churches (and perhaps other churches).
What they have in common is truly believing orthodox Protestant beliefs,
participating in churches that use historic Protestant confessions or cate-
chisms, and see the Ten Commandments as crucial for Christians in our
era. They were brought together by Samuel Logan, who has long served
the World Reformed Fellowship.

The introductory essays in the first part of the book, and the exposi-
tions of each of the Ten Commandments in the later part of the book, along
with the appendices at the end of the book develop (among many other
things) these four principles regarding God’s law:

1. The commandments relating to God (the first four) and the command-
ments relating to our fellow humans (the latter six), though distin-
guished, belong together. Our Lord Jesus, when asked which is the great-
est commandment, said, “You shall love the Lorp 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 22:37-40).

2. The Ten Commandments represent a covenant relationship. They are
introduced by God’s statement: “I am the Lorp your God, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exodus 20:2).
Salvation by God’s grace is the condition for keeping the laws, not the
other way around. God never said: If you keep all the commandments,
you will be My people.

3. Sinful actions come from the heart. This is why there are command-
ments forbidding invisible sin in our hearts as well as the acts coming
from it - for example, “You shall not covet” - and as Jesus said about
“You shall not commit adultery,” “I say to you that everyone who looks
at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her
in his heart” (Matthew 5:28).

4. Negative language (“You shall not”) is needed in all but two (the fourth
and the fifth) of the Ten Commandments, because otherwise each com-
mandment would have to state, in total, what we must do. Freedom is
protected by declaring the boundaries but not spelling out detailed in-
structions. Each of us must actively consider, meditate on, what we
should do in each area of responsibility. This is freedom within form.

I would invite you, as disciples and students who belong to Jesus, to join in
the process of lifelong learning from our covenant God. Blessed are those
who meditate on God’s law!






Written in Stone

Thomas K. Johnson, United States and Czech Republic

This is a revised version of a sermon based on Deuteronomy 5:1-33 (the Ten
Commandments), preached on May 27, 2018, at the International Church of
Prague, in the Czech Republic. The scripture reading follows the sermon in-
troduction.

I first preached a long series of sermons on the Ten Commandments some
thirty years ago when I was a young church-planting pastor, serving a new
congregation. Then the Lord opened a special door for me to spend almost
twenty years teaching philosophy, ethics, and religious history in secular
universities, partly in the U.S., partly in the former Soviet Union, and then
more than a decade in universities in Prague. Many of my classes were
small, almost all fewer than 25 students, many fewer than 15 students, so [
included a lot of discussion in my classrooms. I did not generally identify
myself as a Christian at the beginning of the semester, but that was not
necessary. I might be teaching about ancient Greek philosophy and see on
their desks that students had printed sermons I had preached or my arti-
cles on Christian ethics and apologetics. Only a few of my students identi-
fied themselves as Christians; many regarded themselves as agnostic, athe-
ist, or undecided, while a few identified themselves as Muslims.

I always tried to challenge my students to think very deeply, but I tried
to be very gentle and to show respect as they wrestled with humanity’s
ultimate questions and talked openly about their concerns, convictions,
and fears. One of the deepest compliments I received from students was
that 1, the Christian philosopher, was the one who taught them how to
think, whereas their atheist professors taught them what to think. Part of
what I received from hundreds of such gentle, respectful discussions was
the privilege of looking inside their minds to see what they thought about
the Christian faith and about Christian ethics. And I noticed some clear
patterns of how my students thought about the matters that I hold dear.
Some of these patterns had to do with the Ten Commandments, even if
many students had never read the Bible. I will mention three such pat-
terns.

1. Many students thought that biblical commandments are arbitrary and
irrational, having no connection with human nature or human well-be-
ing, so that they do not contribute to human happiness. Though it was
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seldom stated directly, many seemed to think that if one wants to be self-
destructive and have a miserable life, one should simply follow these
old-fashioned, irrational rules.

2. The second misinterpretation was that the main purpose of the Ten
Commandments is to teach people how to earn God’s favor. If you want
to go to heaven, if you want to be sure you are accepted by God, you must
keep the Commandments.

3. Many students would claim to be moral relativists, saying either that
there are no universal moral rules or that we cannot know universal
moral rules, but then be passionately committed to a few moral princi-
ples that were similar to some of the Ten Commandments. Once I taught
a class on ancient texts on ethics and included the Ten Commandments
in class discussion. I then told the students to look at only the last six,
and I asked if they learned anything new by reading them. Most of the
class of religiously agnostic moral relativists said they really did not
learn much, because they already knew these moral principles. This is
not what some Christians would expect. I then explained that many
Christians have thought some of these principles were built into the hu-
man mind in creation, so it is impossible not to know some of them.

I would like us to try, together, to take a new look at the Ten Command-
ments to see what we will see. It is good, so far as possible, for us to read
the Bible in community with other people who are reading the Bible; we
always come to the Bible with expectations and assumptions that may be
partly wrong, so we need input from each other. That is also why it is good,
so far as possible, to learn how Christians in the past have understood key
texts in the Bible; if we listen to them, our predecessors may prevent us
from some misunderstandings.

The Ten Commandments'

Deuteronomy 5

And Moses summoned all Israel and said to them, “Hear, O Israel, the stat-
utes and the rules that I speak in your hearing today, and you shall learn
them and be careful to do them. 2The Lorp our God made a covenant with us
in Horeb. 3Not with our fathers did the Lorp make this covenant, but with
us, who are all of us here alive today. * The Lorp spoke with you face to face
at the mountain, out of the midst of the fire, > while I stood between the Lorp

! The report of the first official proclamation of the Ten Commandments is in Exo-
dus 20. Earlier portions of Scripture show that God-fearing people were aware of
most of these principles before they were written in stone.
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and you at that time, to declare to you the word of the Lorp. For you were
afraid because of the fire, and you did not go up into the mountain. He said:

6T am the Lorp your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out
of the house of slavery.

7*“You shall have no other gods before me.
You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of an-
ything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in
the water under the earth. °You shall not bow down to them or serve them;
for I the LorD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers
on the children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me,
“but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep
my commandments.

1 you shall not take the name of the Lorp your God in vain, for the Lorp
will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.

12¢‘Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lorp your God com-
manded you. ¥ Six days you shall labor and do all your work, *but the sev-
enth day is a Sabbath to the Lorp your God. On it you shall not do any work,
you or your son or your daughter or your male servant or your female serv-
ant, or your ox or your donkey or any of your livestock, or the sojourner
who is within your gates, that your male servant and your female servant
may rest as well as you. * You shall remember that you were a slave in the
land of Egypt, and the Lorp your God brought you out from there with a
mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore, the Lorp your God com-
manded you to keep the Sabbath day.

1*“Honor your father and your mother, as the Lorp your God com-
manded you, that your days may be long, and that it may go well with you
in the land that the Lorp your God is giving you.

7*You shall not murder.

8*“And you shall not commit adultery.

1¥*And you shall not steal.

2“And you shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
And you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife. And you shall not de-
sire your neighbor’s house, his field, or his male servant, or his female serv-
ant, his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbor’s.’

22“These words the LorD spoke to all your assembly at the mountain out
of the midst of the fire, the cloud, and the thick darkness, with a loud voice;
and he added no more. And he wrote them on two tablets of stone and gave
them to me.  And as soon as you heard the voice out of the midst of the
darkness, while the mountain was burning with fire, you came near to me,
all the heads of your tribes, and your elders. #* And you said, ‘Behold, the
Lorp our God has shown us his glory and greatness, and we have heard his
voice out of the midst of the fire. This day we have seen God speak with man,
and man still live. ® Now therefore why should we die? For this great fire
will consume us. If we hear the voice of the Lord our God any more, we shall

8§ e

21 ¢
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die. #For who is there of all flesh, that has heard the voice of the living God
speaking out of the midst of fire as we have, and has still lived? ?’ Go near
and hear all that the Lord our God will say, and speak to us all that the Lord
our God will speak to you, and we will hear and do it.’

2“And the Lorp heard your words, when you spoke to me. And the Lorp
said to me, ‘I have heard the words of this people, which they have spoken
to you. They are right in all that they have spoken. # Oh that they had such
a heart as this always, to fear me and to keep all my commandments, that it
might go well with them and with their descendants forever! * Go and say
to them, “Return to your tents.” **But you, stand here by me, and I will tell
you the whole commandment and the statutes and the rules that you shall
teach them, that they may do them in the land that I am giving them to pos-
sess.” ¥ You shall be careful therefore to do as the Lorp your God has com-
manded you. You shall not turn aside to the right hand or to the left. ¥ You
shall walk in all the way that the Lorp your God has commanded you, that
you may live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long
in the land that you shall possess.”

Thesis: Here is what I see in the preamble (verses 1 through 6) to the Ten
Commandments:

God has declared His redemptive ownership of His people, giving us princi-
ples to live out His redemption in ways that are consistent with the norms
He created into us.

Throughout the 0ld Testament we have several summaries of God’s cove-
nant with His people. These say, more or less, “I am your God, and you are
My people.” The preamble to the Ten Commandments is a long version of
the covenant. It emphasizes that God owns us and that we belong to Him.

Of course, everything belongs to God. And by the great plagues which
God sent upon Egypt before He brought His people out of Egypt, God was
pointedly revealing that the earth belongs to God. It was specifically about
the plague of hail that Moses said, in Exodus 9, that this happened “so you
may know that the earth is the LorD’s” (verse 29). And many of the plagues
seem designed to communicate the same message, that the earth is the
Lord’s. But in the Ten Commandments, God is declaring His ownership of
His people in a very different kind of way. God is declaring that He is not
only their Creator, but that He is also their Redeemer, their Savior, and
that they belong to Him as His specially redeemed people, as His commu-
nity.

This is the response to people who suspect that God’s commands are or
ever were a way to earn God’s favor or salvation. The Commandments
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never had that function. They were written in stone to provide an explicit
foundation for the way of life of God’s own community. We are at a much
later point in the history of God’s salvation. We live after the incarnation,
death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, events that were far off the
horizon in Moses’ day. We have a much fuller revelation of God’s unde-
served grace, so we should never imagine the Commandments have any-
thing to do with earning salvation or a place in heaven. But already in Mo-
ses’ day, it was crystal clear that the commands of God were not to be used
to earn God’s favor. His people had just been saved from the house of bond-
age in Egypt.

The text we have read in Deuteronomy 5 is the second giving of the Ten
Commandments. God first gave Israel the Ten Commandments some forty
years before at Mount Sinai. The people here, in the second giving of the
Law, were either children or had not yet been born during the first giving
of the Law. Yet Moses spoke to them as if they had been adults at Mount
Sinai; this was because they were, as a community, facing the existential
choice of a lifetime as they were about to enter the promised land. Their
choice would articulate their faith, way of life, identity, and destiny. They
could say “yes,” God specially loved and chose our ancestors and brought
us out of Egypt, and therefore we will embrace the way of life He has given
us. Or they could say “no” and thereby suffer the loss of everything that
made them who they were as the people of God.

When we read the Ten Commandments, we face, I believe, the same
existential choice faced by Israel some 3400 years ago. We can say “yes”
not only to the Exodus but also to the gospel of Christ, and we acknowledge
that the God who has saved us has made us His own possession, so that we
know that we belong to God in Jesus Christ. And this God who has rescued
us has also given us a way of life, a moral law that prescribes the meaning
of our day-to-day lives. Or we can say “no” to the gospel and to the law of
God, but if we say that, we are lost to wander in the meaningless desert of
the post-modern world. So please, with me, say “yes!” to both the gospel
and to the law of God.

Assuming that we all have said or will say “Yes!” both to the gospel of
Christ and also to God’s law, we need to think together. This is the hard
work of faith seeking understanding. Let’s get started!

When we read the Ten Commandments, we should keep in mind that
the Bible itself distinguishes them from the rest of the Bible. We say that
all the Bible is the Word of God, and it is; but only the Ten Commandments
were delivered by God himself, in an audible voice, from Mount Sinai. Only
the Ten Commandments were written in stone. It has been argued that be-
ing written in stone did not have exactly the same meaning that this image
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has today. Some say it was merely normal. In their day, very probably, all
extremely important treaties were recorded on stone. But that really is the
point: in their day, documents of extreme importance were written on
stone; documents of lesser importance were written in some other way.

The Ten Commandments have an enduring character that some other
commands in the Bible do not have. For example, in Deuteronomy 12:21
we read the command not to boil a calf in its mother’s milk. This was prob-
ably a response to a pagan religious practice. If modern pagans revive that
practice, we should not participate, but it is quite possible that command
will never directly apply to any of us. So, too, in Deuteronomy 22:8 there is
a command to build a railing around the roof of your house. This was re-
lated to the practice of using the roof as a patio. If any of us uses the roof
as a patio, we should obey the command of God to build a safe railing, but
that may never apply to some of us. The Ten Commandments are set apart
within the Bible; they apply to all people everywhere. They are central to
God; most of the other commands of God in the Bible seem to assume these
major Ten.

In the main portion of this study, we shall look at each of the Ten Com-
mandments. But before we do so, I want to ask what roles or functions
God’s standards should play in our lives. God has given us His law - what
do we do with it? I believe the Ten Commandments should have at least
three major functions in our lives. I did not figure this out on my own.
Much of what I know on this topic came from reading Martin Luther and
John Calvin some forty years ago.?

This is the way the question came up for Martin Luther. He spent his
early years trying to earn salvation or to earn assurance of salvation. He
was dreadfully afraid of God’s wrath. After years of wrestling with the Bi-
ble, he became convinced that we are justified by faith alone. What a
breakthrough! By trusting in the promise of God, that Jesus died and rose
for us, Luther learned that we are united with Christ and stand before God
clothed in Christ’s righteousness. His righteousness is credited to me,
while my guilt and shame are credited to Christ on the cross. Hallelujah!
That is the gospel!

For more of what I learned from Martin Luther and John Calvin see “Culturally
Relevant Hermeneutics: A Return to the Reformation,” Chapter 2 of Thomas K.
Johnson, Christian Ethics in Secular Cultures: Vol. 2: Culture, Hermeneutics, Natural Law,
Islam, and Missions, World of Theology Series Published by the Theological Com-
mission of the World Evangelical Alliance (Bonn: VKW, 2022); https://www.aca
demia.edu/74013380/Christian_Ethics_in_Secular_Cultures_vol_2_Culture_Herme
neutics_Natural_Law_Islam_Missions.



Written in Stone |7

But then Luther faced more big questions. How does God want us to
live? Should Luther continue to put a lot of emphasis on fasting, monas-
teries, chastity, pilgrimages, and indulgences? Or were God’s priorities
something different? What Luther learned was that:

I. The Ten Commandments, with the other commands of
God in the Bible, provide the moral structure for a life
pleasing to God, a life of worship to God.

By trusting in the gospel, we are justified before God; God’s law teaches a
way of life pleasing to God. We need to be reminded of the importance of
distinguishing God’s moral law from the gospel of salvation. I think Luther
was right that this distinction tends to be forgotten, so we need always to
talk about it.

If we want a key word to describe the way of life pleasing to God, I
would choose the word gratitude, or thankfulness. It should be with grati-
tude for salvation that we embrace a way of life which is pleasing to God.
In Romans 1:21, ingratitude for God’s self-revelation and sustaining grace
is seen as the root of a Godless way of life. It would be wise to say gratitude
sets the direction and spirit of a life pleasing to God, a life of worship. I
sometimes call this the “doxological use of God’s law.”

Some of us have surely traveled Luther’s road, trying to earn God’s fa-
vor or assurance of salvation by something we do. And we may have done
some crazy things to try to gain that assurance. That is why it is so im-
portant to see and know that God’s law was never given to be a way to earn
salvation or assurance of salvation. It should be with gratitude for salva-
tion that we embrace God’s law as the moral structure for a life of worship
to God.

There are a couple of things I should say at this point. The first is that
the moral law and love for people go together like hand and glove. Some-
times people want to separate the moral law from love for others, but that
is a mistake. When we look at the preamble, we see that loving God’s law
is to be a response to having been loved by God. And it is surely not loving
to other people to bear false witness against them or to commit murder,
robbery, or adultery.

The second is that God’s moral law helps life to flourish. When I was a
teenager, I spent what seemed like long hours wondering if God’s moral
law is destructive for us, a question very similar to what I heard from my
students a generation later. Then I found 1 John 5:3, which says, “... his
commandments are not burdensome.” This echoes an Old Testament
theme that we are to obey God, “that it may go well with you” (for example,



18 The Decalogue Project

Deuteronomy 4:40 and 5:29). As a teenager, I accepted this principle by
faith alone. But now, after half a century of study and travel, it is a matter
of both faith and reason for me. When people embrace God’s law with grat-
itude for salvation, His law tends to make life flourish. A main exception is
when people are severely persecuted for their biblical faith.

There is a second use of God’s moral law, which Luther also knew about.

Il. God’s moral law shows us our sin.

In Romans 3:20 we read, “... through the law comes knowledge of sin.” If I
drove down a city street at 200 kph, all sensible people would know I was
doing something horribly wrong; I might kill someone. The official speed
limits make the sin clearer, but the sin would be real even if there were no
written speed limits. So, too, without the Ten Commandments, people are
somewhat aware of sin, but the commandments make sin much clearer.

In fact, that may be one of the reasons so many of the commandments
are phrased in the negative, “You shall not ...” With this phrasing, they
stand as a protest against sin, a confrontation with our sin. It is assumed
the reader will be doing some of these things, and he must be told to stop.
The law points out and protests against our sinfulness.

In Christian history it is common to compare this use of God’s law with
a mirror. Some people may look into a mirror to see how “beautiful” they
are. But generally, in history, Christians have thought we look into a mir-
ror to see what is wrong with our appearance. So, too, we look into God’s
law to learn what is wrong with ourselves. You might say we get to know
ourselves through God’s law.

This may occur in different ways at different times in life. When we
first come to faith, when we are converted, one of the things that has to
happen is that we need to recognize that we are sinful. And we recognize
our own sin by God’s law.

A step in this process of being convinced of sin is that God’s law may
prompt us to become even more sinful. When encountering God’s law,
some people react: “I don’t care what God says. I will do what I want!!” This
seems to be what Paul has in mind in Romans 7:5 when he mentions, “... our
sinful passions, aroused by the law.” When that happens, we hope it is a
step toward being personally convicted of sin and repenting and coming
to faith.

I have heard a story that has the ring of truth, even if it might be a
parable. There was a nice hotel on an island in a lake, built so that the win-
dows of the hotel rooms were directly above the edge of the lake. The man-
ager put “No Fishing!” signs by the hotel windows, yet he had repeated
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problems with the windows being broken, with the breaks apparently hap-
pening when people were fishing from their windows. His expensive con-
sultant recommended he try removing the “No Fishing!” signs to see what
happened. When the signs were removed, there were no more broken win-
dows. Without the signs, no one thought of fishing from the window of a
nice hotel. The law was prompting the sin. And that can happen to us in
ways more important than fish and broken windows.

One of the things Martin Luther discovered as he was studying God’s
Word is that repentance is usually described as an ongoing or frequently
repeated process of changing one’s mind or renewing one’s mind. In the
first of his famous 95 Theses of 1517 he wrote, “When our Lord and Master
Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent’ (Matthew 4:17), he willed the entire life of be-
lievers to be one of repentance.” That includes getting a new perspective
on things. Repentance is not only an event at the beginning of the life of
faith, and it is not only an occasional special event. That is why Luther
made repentance a constant theme in worship.

Being shown our sin has to continue in order for us to grow in the
Christian life. We need to be convicted regularly regarding sin, so we can
live lives of continual repentance. This is not the whole of the Christian
life, but it is a part, and it is partly why we should read God’s law.

There is another use of God’s moral law.

l1l. God’s moral law can help to restrain sinful actions.

In Christian history this was alternately called the “civil use” of the moral
law or the “political use” of God’s law. In Exodus 20:20 we read, “... that the
fear of [God] may be before you, that you may not sin.” And this fear is
related to God’s law.

It would be nice to think that Christians would follow God’s law simply
out of love and gratitude. But quite honestly, it does not work that way all
the time. Sometimes gratitude runs low. At those times we may obey God
out of fear or habit or motivated by what other people will think. Certainly,
this is not as good as obeying God out of gratitude, but it would be terrible
if you murdered someone because your gratitude was low today. And the
Bible is realistic about our motivations.

It may be good to distinguish this use of God’s law among believers in
the church from its use in society, which is religiously mixed. Even among
people who do not believe in God and who may never have read the Bible,
God’s law helps restrain sin, at least a little. And this comes in several ways.

In Romans 2:14-15 Paul writes, “For when Gentiles, who do not have
the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to themselves,
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even though they do not have the law. They show that the work of the law
is written on their hearts, ...” Through conscience people are somewhat
aware of God’s law, and sometimes this really restrains sin. One of the most
morally sensitive people I have known was a man who claimed to be an
agnostic.

Another way this happens is through law enforcement. Even some ter-
rible governments have laws about killing and stealing that partly corre-
spond with God’s law. When government breaks down, there will always
be a few people who have no other restraint to keep them from killing,
stealing, and destroying. The “war of all against all,” sometimes described
by political philosophers, is a constant danger.?

This restraining influence of God’s law in society also comes through
believers. In Exodus 19, just before the first proclamation of the Ten Com-
mandments, we are told that God’s people are to be a priestly people. A
priest is a go-between. The giving of the law constituted God’s people as a
priestly people who bring God’s law into the world. Through the words and
example of believers, God’s law can have a substantial good effect on a
whole society, even if unbelievers do not know what that influence is or
where it comes from. Among unbelievers, God sometimes remains anony-
mous while His law guides parts of life. Across two thousand years of Chris-
tian history there have been many times when God’s people became seri-
ous about God’s law, and this flowed over into the surrounding com-
munity, reducing theft, murder, and sexual assault. Some themes from
God’s moral law have found a place in civil laws and legal systems in many
countries. In this way, God’s people have been serving in a priestly role,
bringing some parts of God’s law into societies and cultures, and this has
visible effects. This is why I write books about human rights. We have a lot
to do here, but a first part includes getting to know God’s law quite well.

Sometimes believers have terrible feelings about God’s law, perhaps
because they have tried to earn God’s favor or because they only know its
condemning use. But once we really know God’s grace, we can see what a
treasure God’s law is. Unlike some of our neighbors, we are not at sea with-
out a compass or a rudder. We can say with the psalmist, “Oh, how I love
your law” (Psalm 119:97).

I want to close with a liturgical question that requires an answer from
you. The right answer is for you to stand up and say “Yes!” with a loud
voice. The question is similar to the existential question faced by the Isra-
elites at this second giving of God’s law. Here is the question:

3 This slogan was made famous by Thomas Hobbes in his book Leviathan (1651).
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People of God: The Lord your God has brought you out of Egypt, out of
the house of bondage. He sent His Son to be born as a baby, to live, to die,
to rise again, and to ascend into heaven for your complete salvation. He
has sent His Holy Spirit to empower you to live for Him in this world. Will
you now accept His gospel and His moral law as providing the meaning of
your lives, as the destiny to which He has called you? What is your answer?

Note: At this point the congregation, which included Christians from
around the globe, arose to their feet and shouted “Yes!” to the glory of God,
affirming their comprehensive discipleship.






The Ten Commandments: Given by God?
Pierre Berthoud, France

How do we know that the Ten Commandments as we have them in the
Pentateuch were actually given to us by God? This is an important question
not only for the Ten Commandments but also for the Bible as a whole con-
sidered as the Word of God. To express it differently, how do we know that
we do not live in a silent universe, that we are not alone, and that we are
not left to fend for ourselves as many of our contemporaries, at least in the
West, are convinced?! Within such a mindset, at best God is considered to
be a psychological crutch or a figment of one’s imagination, which may
help some to cope with the tribulations of life, but in fact, He is irrelevant
to the tragic condition of human existence. As to the expression “Thus says
the Lord,” used to communicate purported divine revelation, many under-
stand it as a mere stylistic device to enhance a literary piece and to give
authority to a human discourse.

As for those who acknowledge the existence of God, can one know His
character, and does divine communication as expressed in the categories
of human language exist? Or must the believer be content with a mystical
union that is beyond the scope of reason since it belongs to the realm of
faith? Such a viewpoint, implying a divided field of knowledge, leaves the
believer with a subjective and immanent experience of God which at best
sheds light on his private life and conduct.

If we take the Ten Commandments seriously, they are meant to speak
to the individual disciple as he seeks to walk with the Lord and to honor
Him in this life, but they are also guidelines for the church, for the body of
Christ, and even for civil society! A study of church history would show the
extent of the influence of the Ten Commandments on the ethical private
and public conduct of Christians over the centuries.

For example, in a Protestant Reformed Church in Lourmarin just 30 km
from Aix-en-Provence, where we live in the south of France, on the inner
front wall of the church on both sides of the pulpit, the two tables of the

1 Actually, this is true to a lesser and greater degree in other parts of the world.
While in South Korea some years ago, I had the opportunity of entering a major
bookstore in Seoul. I headed for the English section, and to my amazement, all the
major works of Western authors were on display. I noted the same thing in Brazil.
Secular humanism and ultramodern thought are very much alive on all the conti-
nents!
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law are represented, inviting the Christian congregation to consider care-
fully the Ten Words of God as they relate to both the believer’s and the
church’s lives.

Another example is a monument in Aix-en-Provence. Joseph Sec, a lo-
cal inhabitant, had a most intriguing monument built that he dedicated to
the municipality of the city, observer of the law. This happened in 1792, just a
few years after the French Revolution; but in the midst of the growing im-
pact of humanism, the Christian mindset still had a major influence on so-
ciety. The transcendent Word of God had not yet been relegated to the pri-
vate sphere of human experience! As one considers the facade of the
monument, the reference is clearly to the Ten Commandments. The statue
of Moses holding the tablets of the law in his hands is in the center of the
frontage, and in the midst of different figures and symbols reflecting the
cultural influence of both the biblical and Greco-Roman worlds, one can
read the following inscriptions:

Come inhabitants of the earth/nations, listen to the law.
You will love the Lord your God and your neighbor.
e Having escaped from cruel slavery
I have no other master but myself,
But of my freedom I want to make use,
To only obey the law.
e Faithful observer of these admirable laws,
that a God himself deigned to dictate to us,
every day in my eyes they are more amiable,
and I would rather die than deviate from them.

These are amazing statements, for they imply a biblical worldview: the ex-
istence of a personal God who communicates His word of truth; an autono-
mous creature who is nevertheless accountable to the Lord, entailing both
form and freedom; the love of God and His word of life calling for commit-
ment and self-sacrifice. It is as if Sec were saying to the governing body of
Aix-en-Provence, “If you want loyalty, justice, well-being, and peace to
flourish in the city, you must draw from the wisdom of these Ten Words!”
More than 200 years later in our ultramodern, secular, and pagan cul-
tural environment, the Christian influence on civil society has largely dis-
appeared. Nevertheless, our generation still holds to some of the core val-
ues inherited from its Christian heritage, ideals such as truth, justice,
freedom, beauty, and love. But being severed from their supernatural
worldview and unrelated to one another, these values are reinterpreted
within a purely horizontal perspective and thus significantly distorted.
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What the Catholic philosopher G. K. Chesterton said at the beginning of
the twentieth century is even truer within our present cultural climate:
“The modern world is full of old Christian virtues gone mad.”” The new
generations do not even have the memory of the past Christian consensus!
We thus need to win back lost ground and to reverse the course of history
in order to allow the The Magna Carta of Humanity® to contribute to the res-
toration of civil society, conducive to more peaceful living together. To al-
low this to happen, we need to know that the Ten Commandments are in-
deed a divine communication that continues to shed light on the tragic
condition and plight of our contemporaries and to offer them a way to
happiness and genuine freedom within the covenant relationship.

In the following sections of this paper, we will address the questions of
being, revelation, and knowledge as we seek to argue that the Bible and
specifically the Ten Words were indeed given by the Lord.

A. The question of being

In contemporary thought one usually postulates the existence of being ra-
ther than of non-being. Thus, for example, the display of stained-glass win-
dows, devoted to the theme of Genesis, which took place some years ago
in Aix-en-Provence. On the poster for the exhibition, inspired by one of
the works of Dominique Masset entitled “Preamble to Genesis,” one could
read this most significant question: “Why does something exist rather
than nothing?” Such a query invites us to consider the “why” of this some-
thing or the origins of this reality and its significance. This question brings
to mind Paul Gauguin’s famous (last) painting entitled “What are we? Where
do we come from? Where are we going?”™ The artist’s questions relate to the
origin, the meaning, and the finality of human destiny and existence.

If something exists, what is its nature?

We will begin by exploring some aspects of the present discussion, both
theological and scientific. Historically, the different stages of this debate

2 G.K Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1959/1908), 30. Chesterton
remains until this day a thought-provoking and stimulating author. His insights
are still helpful to understand the modern mind, though he was very critical of
the Reformation, considering it one of the major roots of modernity!

3 Title of Os Guinness’s recently published book: The Magna Carta of Humanity: Sinai’s
Revolutionary Faith and the Future of Freedom (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
2021).

#  Gauguin’s painting is in the Boston Art Museum (USA).
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are connected to the advent of the philosophy of the Enlightenment and
to its impact on natural sciences, thus leading science to become, in due
course, an end in itself. Such an influence gradually gave birth to a science
cloaked in a modernist dress. Having become captive to different rational-
istic philosophies, the sciences were then used to undermine the biblical
and classical Christian view of creation. As a matter of fact, from Coperni-
cus until the advent of Marxist materialist ideology, through Darwin and
Freud, those two worldviews, “scientific” and “religious” (Christian), de-
veloped side by side without much contact with one another. In the Chris-
tian community, without denying the existence of a Creator and the doc-
trine of creation, the tendency has been, to various degrees, to recognize
and to accept the “scientific” explanation of the origin of the universe and
of man. As a consequence, the church and Christians have placed the em-
phasis progressively on redemption to the detriment of creation.

As time went by, it became evident that it was inappropriate to speak
about redemption without bringing creation into the picture. But renewed
interest in this doctrine carefully avoided the questions related to origins.
It was thus argued that the biblical narratives of creation purposed to shed
light on the fragile human existence. Human life unfolds in a dangerous
and hostile environment. In light of this dramatic threat, the stories of cre-
ation appease, comfort, and reassure, but they only have existential value.
They fulfill a threefold purpose, doxological, polemical, and soteriological;
creation texts invite the believer to praise the unique God, to reject idols,
and to welcome salvation offered by the Lord, but without specific truth
claims about God or the universe.’

However, to confess the Creator God is only significant if the biblical
perspective is intellectually true, tenable, and trustworthy. The answer
that we bring to the question of being necessarily bears upon that of mean-
ing and purpose. Is belief in the Creator and in creation only the product
of my imagination, of my philosophical-religious perspective, or is such a
belief based on the fact that God has really taken the initiative to create
the universe and that this work is of an objective nature? To be sure, the
first chapters of Genesis are not to be compared to a scientific treatise as
defined today, but when the biblical narrative bears witness to the inter-
vention of God in the realm of reality and history, we can expect it to speak
in truth. God is also the Lord of science. If questions with regard to origins

5 We clearly see in these two paragraphs a dichotomy between the realms of the
sciences and of existential experience. Cf. Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Com-
mentary (London: SPCK Press, 1984), 11; Samuel Amsler, Le secret de nos origines (Po-
liez-le-Grand: Editions du Moulin, 1997), 8-9.
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still fascinate our contemporaries, it is no doubt because they make up the
DNA of our identity as men and women who live in the midst of this world.
The question of origins is indeed linked to that of the finality of the human
being!

The astrophysicists’ pertinence

While much of contemporary theology of creation eludes the question of
the origin of being, curiously, astrophysicists have made a significant con-
tribution to the debate. Their discoveries have led them to reconsider the
question of being and of the origin of the universe. They have had to face
the challenge of the zero moment of the universe with all its implications.
Thus, to postulate that the universe has a beginning introduces the Creator
God at the center of the debate from which scientists thought He had been
definitely excluded!

Anglo-Saxons call the zero moment of our universe the Big Bang in the
hypothesis that this universe would be in constant expansion.® Trinh Xuan
Thuan argues:

Recent discoveries of cosmology have shed a new light on the most funda-
mental and oldest of questions. And it matters that any serious reflection on
the existence of God take this new evidence into account. After all, the ques-
tions asked by the cosmologist are strikingly close to those that concern the
theologian: how was the universe created? Is there a beginning to time and
space? Will the universe have an end? Where does it come from and where
is it going? The sphere of God is that of mystery and of the invisible, that of
the infinitely small and of the infinitely large. This sphere no longer belongs
exclusively to the theologian; it also belongs to the scientists; science is
there; it adds up discoveries and disrupts preconceptions. The theologian
has no right to remain indifferent.”

This explanation of the origins of the universe represents an interesting, stimu-
lating, and helpful point of contact in the present discussion and does not imply
my agreement with this theory.

7 Trinh Xuan Thuan, La mélodie secréte (Paris: Gallimard, 1991), 296-297. The author
advocates the Big Bang theory and does not believe in chance and necessity, but
he is careful to confine God to the realm of mystery and of the invisible. He is
somewhat reluctant to draw the consequences of what he has discovered: the ex-
istence of a personal Creator. In fact, Thuan opts for the impersonal “principle of
creation” and says his view corresponds largely to the pantheism of Spinoza: “Ta-
ble ronde avec Trinh Xuan Thuan, Anne Dambricourt et Alexandre Jollien, ” Paris,
College des Bernardins. Et Dieu dans tout ¢a? June 29, 2015. Podcast.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=10yd_lfXIF0. Cf. John ]. Davis, The Frontiers of



28 The Decalogue Project

But neither should astrophysicists sidestep the question of God, as many
do. Indeed, the ultimate issue is not the encounter between God and mod-
ern cosmology but the Davidic acknowledgment that “The heavens declare
the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Psalm 19:1).
In fact, this is what Robert Jastrow does in his own way when he states, not
without humor:

The scientist’s pursuit of the past ends in the moment of creation. ... It is not
a matter of another year, another decade of work, another measurement or
another theory; at the moment it seems as though science will never be able
to raise the curtain on the mystery of creation. For the scientist who has
lived by his faith in the power of reason, the story ends like a bad dream. He
has scaled the mountains of ignorance; he is about to conquer the highest
peak; as he pulls himself over the final rock, he is greeted by a band of the-
ologians who have been sitting there for centuries.®

While many modern theologians have sought to avoid the obstacle em-
bodied by the question of origins, astrophysicists, confronted by scien-
tific evidence witnessing to the beginning of the universe, have been led
to reconsider the question of the existence of God and have gone as far as
to challenge theologians to take part in the examination and study of the
fundamentals of reality and its bearings on creation. It is important to
recognize, though, that these scientists remain somewhat vague as to the
nature of this being.’ But to meet such a challenge is to consider as possi-
ble the correspondence between this ultimate being and reality as it
stands before us and to seek to understand it. It also suggests a potential
link between the issue of the finality and meaning of life and the exist-
ence of this infinite Being. Could it be that divine revelation is one link
and that its various complementary components shed light on the world
that we behold?

Science and Faith (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 11-36. For interest-
ing input on the contribution of physics and mathematics to the debate, cf. I. and
G. Bogdanov, La pensée de Dieu (Paris: Grasset, 2012), 9-39, 337-351. But what does
the “pensée de Dieu” (the divine thought) apparent in reality refer to: The ultimate
principles or absolutes, a distant divinity (deism), the infinite personal Creator?
The question remains open!

8 Robert Jastrow, God and the Astronomers (New York, London: W. W. Norton, 1992
[1978]), 115-116.

°  Cf.Footnote 7.
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Two options

There are two main options open to a number of variations in answer to
the question of being. On the one hand, the materialistic and humanistic
worldview of many of our contemporaries leads them to postulate that ul-
timate reality is infinite and impersonal and is primarily defined in terms
of matter and energy. This conception is also inherent to Hinduism, which
is in many ways akin to pantheism. But how can such a perspective account
for the complexity of the universe overflowing with intelligence and for
the unique character of man qualitatively distinct from other living crea-
tures, the unique character of the human creature within the realm of cre-
ation? The despair expressed by Gauguin’s masterful painting hints at the
gap between such a philosophical outlook and reality. On such a humanist
basis, he could not find the universal that would have given him the key to
the finality of human existence and opened the door of genuine meaning
and serenity.

On the other hand, the biblical perspective postulates that the ultimate
reality is the infinite and personal Being. This is the starting point of all
philosophy and of the system of moral values based on the divine charac-
ter and thought as revealed in Scripture. Such a global outlook offers an
answer to the question of origins which takes into account the unity and
diversity of reality and highlights the dignity of human beings since they
are created in the image of God. No doubt there is an infinite distance be-
tween the Creator and the creature; however, like God, man is a personal
being. Gifted with intelligence and creativity, he is a free and responsible
being with a moral conscience. He thinks and communicates, loves faith-
fully and is loyal, and possesses an entrepreneurial drive and a creative
spirit. This daring comparison allows biblical writers to use anthropomor-
phisms as metaphors to speak of God and to conceive of Him in terms of
the image of man. It is precisely the mystery of the Trinity that makes it
possible to emphasize the personal character of God and to conceive of an
intimate relationship with Him in which communication, communion, and
love are the essential components. It takes into account the unity and the
diversity within the Godhead, of reality as well as of cultures, and high-
lights a unique anthropological concept in its psychological, social, and
cultural aspects. By rejecting this doctrine, Islam, Judaism, and deism ac-
centuate the oneness of God and thus His transcendence and majesty to
the detriment of His personal character, with, as a consequence, the weak-
ening of the personal character of human beings.

Blaise Pascal provides a good summary of the point we are making
when he says in his Pensées:
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God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers and of
the learned. Certitude, certitude. Feeling. Joy, Peace. God of Jesus Christ. My
God and your God. Your God will be my God. Forgetfulness of the world and
of everything, except God.*®

Since the universe is not an extension of divinity and divinity is not to be
confused with the energy of the universe, God, the infinite, living, and per-
sonal Being, took the initiative to create all things ex nihilo by the sole
power of His word!" This key notion is expressed in the first chapter of
Genesis. The verb “to create” (bara), used only with God as subject, de-
scribes a unique creative activity.’? The Hebrew root is used three times:
in relation to the creation of the universe, of aquatic and flying beings, and
of the human being: man and woman (Genesis 1:1-2; 20-21; 27-28). God’s
specific intervention is apparent in the realms of physics, biology, and an-
thropology. Consequently, the answer given to the question of being bears
on the way the universe and the destiny of man on earth are understood.

B. A silent God?

Thus far we have argued that the infinite and personal God is the most
appropriate and relevant answer to the question of being insofar as it ac-
counts for the complexity of the universe overflowing with intelligence, as
well as for the uniqueness of the human being and his mandate in the
midst of the created environment. Thus, our basic presupposition is that
God has not remained silent! He has chosen to communicate. Such a com-
munication is of crucial importance, for it indicates that the infinite and
personal God is truly capable of conveying His thoughts and design accord-
ing to the categories and words of human language so that His image bear-
ers can truly understand Him. This is what we call divine revelation; it is
personal and varied and reflects the character of God while shedding light
on all of reality. Indeed, this notion is but a shallow formula, and even
meaningless, if it does not convey a message which finds its origin in an
existing Being, the infinite and personal God. We will now consider the

Blaise Pascal, Pensées, Guvres complétes, Bibliothéque de la Pléiade, (Paris: Gali-

mard, 1954), 554.

' For a detailed argument of this theme, cf. P. Berthoud, En quéte des origines: les pre-
miéres étapes de Uhistoire de la révélation: Genése 1-11 (Cléon d’Andran: Excelsis; Aix-
en-Provence: Kerygma, 2008), ch 7, p. 177 ff.

2 It is important to indicate that bara does not usually express the idea of a creation

ex nihilo. The emphasis is on the unique divine creation, whether God creates start-

ing from nothing or from pre-existing matter.
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nature of such a revelation as given to mankind in both creation and the
Scriptures, which are complementary.

The living God reveals Himself in creation.

This living God took the initiative to create all things, including human
beings, by the power of His word alone. Creation therefore has its own ex-
istence, while depending on God, and is subject to His providence. Such an
outlook makes it possible to distinguish between the first cause and sec-
ondary causes. Though nothing escapes the sovereign will of God, every-
thing “proceeds according to the rules which govern causalities within the
created domain.”” From its very beginning, the Bible affirms the non-au-
tonomy of the whole of creation. Human beings live in the world of God,
and the whole of reality invites the creature to turn his gaze toward his
ultimate Vis-a-vis (Psalm 19:1-6; Romans 1:19-20). The analogy between a
work of art and creation is age-old. We find it, for example, in a beautiful
passage from the book The Wisdom of Solomon, in which the author engages
in a controversy with idolatry and the deification of the elements of na-
ture: “Foolish by nature were all who were in ignorance of God, and who
from the good things seen did not succeed in knowing the one who is, and
from studying the works did not discern the artisan;” (Wisdom 13:1)." The
same thought is expressed by the apostle Paul when he writes: “For what
can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to
them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine na-
ture, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in
the things that have been made” (Romans 1:19-20). Thus God, who is to-
tally other and yet so close, in disclosing Himself in creation, invites His
creatures to seek Him (Acts 17:25-28). This implies that without an infinite
reference point, man cannot give lasting meaning to his existence. When
the human creature stops believing in God, he does not believe in nothing,
but he believes in something else. Saint Augustine makes a similar point in
a prayer he addresses to God: “You stir man to take pleasure in praising
you, because you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until

3 L. Jaeger, Pour une philosophie chrétienne des sciences (Cléon d’Andran: Excelsis,

2000), 59.

1 The quotation is drawn from the New American Translation (revised edition). This
verse is set within a section (verses 1 to 9) in which the author argues that the
beauty and power of the created world should have directed, by analogy, the gaze
and mind of the creature toward the Creator. Instead, the natural elements be-
came the object of his attention and worship. This is the essence of folly from a
biblical perspective and is the antithesis of wisdom.
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it rests in you”."” By revealing Himself in this way, the Lord of the universe
and of history reminds man that he is a responsible party vis-a-vis God. He
is therefore inexcusable, since he cannot appeal to his being ignorant (Ro-
mans 1:20b-21).

The saving God reveals Himself in the Word.

However, due to the creature’s state of sin, this revelation is insufficient to
overcome the rupture in his relationship with the Creator. The human
creature is in need of a special divine revelation in order to clearly position
himself in the universe, to understand his dilemma, and to give meaning
to his existence. The passages just mentioned above, with their emphasis
on the folly, anxiety, and wickedness of man, testify to the plight inherent
in the human condition ever since the first couple’s rebellion against God
in the Garden of Eden. In this regard, the diagnosis of Ecclesiastes is rele-
vant: “... God made man upright, but they have sought out many schemes”
(Ecclesiastes 7:29). Another translation reads, “... but man invents endless
inventions of his own” (New English Bible). In other words, human created
beings have pursued their own thoughts and plans and have thus emanci-
pated themselves from the wisdom of God. Sin consists in choosing to be
one’s own finality, the measure of all things, whereas the chief end of man-
kind is to take on his destiny before the Creator. The dilemma of man is
therefore not metaphysical, and evil is not intrinsic to his being. If that
were the case, he would be excusable, since there is no way to overcome
such a fate! According to the Genesis narrative of the Fall, the dilemma of
man is moral and thus “proceeds from the subsequent historical use of hu-
man freedom” (Genesis 3; Romans 5:12-21).'° As a consequence, the re-
sponsibility of human creatures is involved, implying that true guilt is at
the very heart of his existence. But it also means that the human being is
not the prisoner of his fate, and there is thus hope for a solution. Since sin
is incompatible with the holiness of God (Isaiah 6:5) and its destructive in-
fluence touches all aspects of human life, both private and public, man can
in no way offer an answer to this dilemma. As a consequence, without a
specific divine intervention in the realms of knowledge and existence,
there is no true, decisive, and lasting outcome:

Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1991), Book Li (1), 4.

6 For a more detailed presentation of the problem of evil, cf. Berthoud, En quéte, Ch.
8, Le mal, la mort et la vie, 229-276; Henri Blocher, Révélation des origines (Lausanne:
PBU, 1988 [1977]), Ch. VII, La Rupture, 130-167.
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e In the sphere of knowledge, in order to reverse the harmful impact of
sin, God uses the word of truth. The darkened intelligence of man is in
need of divine communication in order to establish a diagnosis, induce
a change of mentality, and identify a cure.

e In the sphere of existence, in order to remedy the disastrous conse-
quences of a lifestyle that is in opposition to His Wisdom-Law, the Lord
favors the transforming word of redemption. His grace and compassion
procure a cure to a wounded and bleeding heart.

More than a collection of testimonies, the Scriptures are the disclosure, in
word and in deed, of divine wisdom and salvation destined to ailing men
and women. This revelation, which God chose to unveil progressively, was
fully manifested in Jesus Christ, “the Lamb of God, who takes away sin of
the world” (John 1:29). Indeed, Jesus Himself said during His ministry on
earth: “Iam the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father
except through me” (John 14:6). It is thus by the grace of the Lord and the
illumination of the Holy Spirit that we can know and be reconciled to our
heavenly Father. The church, the community of the covenant, continues
to receive the joyful mandate to proclaim both the written and incarnate
word at the crossroads and in the heart of cities. This is vitally important
for our contemporaries who live under the shadow of death.

A united field of knowledge

The object of knowledge'” which leads to redemption is thus the revelation
God has given us in creation and history as well as in Scripture. Both
spheres give us information that our minds can grasp and understand. It

17

In the light of a careful study of the biblical evidence, it is possible to draw, in
summary form, the following characteristics of the biblical concept of knowledge:
1. The doctrine of creation, specifically the Covenant of creation, forms the setting for a
biblical understanding of knowledge; 2. The human process of knowledge within the realm
of reality (the realm of creation) implies both integration and differentiation for the human
creature; 3. This notion of knowledge is personal and implies the unity of the human nature;
4. The knowledge of the human creature is limited by both his finiteness and his rebellion.
These characteristics imply a united field of knowledge including both the visible and in-
visible worlds and reality. This means that reason and faith, having different functions, are
not opposed but complementary and work hand in hand. This is true for the Hebrew
Bible and the New Testament Greek as well as the common usage as found in Clas-
sical Greek. The differences between the Greek and Hebrew concepts of
knowledge have too often been overstated. The divergences are attested essen-
tially in the philosophical writings. I have further developed these different as-
pects of epistemology in an article, “L’autorité et I'interprétation de I’Ancien Tes-
tament,” La Revue Réformée N° 135 (1983): 1-10.
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follows that in order to come to a true understanding of such a divine com-
munication, we must hold to a united field of knowledge.* But because the
effects and marks of sin are so deep, the human person is also in vital need
of the illumination of the Holy Spirit. It follows that God is the foundation
of man’s cognitive process, not only because of His work of creation, but
also because of His solicitude manifested in His work of redemption in fa-
vor of the broken and lost human creature.

When God knows man, this means that He seeks him, remembers him,
chooses him, calls him, and blesses him. This divine initiative establishes
the unique value and the raison d’étre of the human person. The Lord gra-
ciously offers to his human vis-a-vis the knowledge that leads him to the
fountain of wisdom and life. The Spirit of wisdom and power quickens the
cognitive faculties of man and restores the full scope of the covenant rela-
tionship.

As we conclude this section, we can say with Gerhardus Vos that the
context of divine revelation and human understanding “is not a school but
a‘covenant’.” All that God reveals of Himself is in response to the concrete
and religious needs of His creatures and people such as they appear in the
course of their lives and history. This view of epistemology, which empha-
sizes both its personal and rational aspects, in denying philosophical au-
tonomy, dissociates itself from the purely horizontal view of the theory of
knowledge that arose with the rationalism of the Enlightenment.”

C. The guarantee offered by the Lord

The Bible as a unit

We will begin by quoting a few passages of the New Testament, because for
the early church, the Old Testament bore the status of Holy Scripture and
was therefore the reference and norm in matters of doctrine and faith. In

With regard to Greek epistemology, one of the most able French Hellenists,
Jacqueline de Romilly, who died in 2010, argued convincingly that the Greek un-
derstanding of reason was very different from “the systematic rationalism of the
Enlightenment.” Less arrogant, the Greek mindset was aware of its limits and its
need of other resources. She also recognized that Greeks functioned within the
context of a united field of knowledge since both the “rational and the irrational
were closely united and intertwined.” Jacqueline de Romilly, Ce que je crois (Paris:
De Fallois, 2012), 29-33. Though not a Christian, she realized the need of a form of
transcendence in order to truly understand the humanity of the human being.

¥ G. Vos, Biblical Theology, Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1975), 17. Cf also P. Berthoud, En quétes, 60, 61.
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his second epistle to Timothy, Paul argues that “All Scripture is breathed
out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent,
equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). The word theopneustos
literally means that the Scriptures® are the work of the breath of God, who
has acted through the biblical authors. In the second epistle of Peter, we
read: “For no prophecy was ever produced [carried] by the will of man, but
men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter
1:21). It is for that reason that “no prophecy of Scripture comes from some-
one’s own interpretation”? (v. 20). In His debate with His opponents, Jesus
called upon the authority of Scripture, which cannot be abolished or an-
nulled, to support His argumentation (John 10:34-35).

However, this notion of revelation, divine communication, is also
found in the Old Testament. The following examples will illustrate my
point. In Exodus 4, we are told that “Aaron is the mouthpiece of the god-
Moses.” The text is very clear: “... you shall be as God to him” (v. 16b), and
“You shall ... put the words in his mouth” (v. 15a). Aaron is literally the
mouthpiece for Moses, who acts toward him as “God.” The objective char-
acter of the communication and the infallibility of the result are safe-
guarded since God added, “I will be with your mouth and with his mouth
and will teach you both what to do” (v. 15b); God watches over His word so
that it reaches its beneficiary and is understood and is effective (Exodus
4:15-16). In a neighboring passage of Exodus, Aaron is called “prophet.” He
is a “prophet” because a “god” has spoken to him, that is to say, Moses. The
latter is, through Aaron, “like God to Pharaoh” (Exodus 7:1-2). The impact
of their speech on Pharaoh is related to the fact that God has communi-
cated with both Moses and Aaron (v. 2). Such is the Lord’s answer to Moses,
who is “of uncircumcised lips” (6:30) and “not eloquent” (4:10).” A third
example is related to Jeremiah’s call to practice a tragic ministry in the

% The Scriptures designate primarily the Old Testament. Some have thought that
this term could also refer to collections of texts pertaining to Jesus, including His
words which spread in the early Christian communities. Some of Paul’s letters
have also been included/mentioned [1 Timothy 5:18 (Deuteronomy 25:4) and 1 Co-
rinthians 9:9; 2 Peter 3:15-16]. These passages indicate that Paul’s letters have the
same authority as the writings of the Old Testament, but also, that the canon of
the New Testament was still in the process of being recognized and thus, far from
closed.

21t has also been translated “is not the fruit of a personal initiative” (Bible du
Semeur: BS), but the Greek word épilusis is better translated by explanation, inter-
pretation.

2 Tn Exodus 4:10b Moses adds, “I am slow (heavy) of speech and of tongue.”
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midst of the people of Judah. Having heard the reluctance voiced by the
young man who did not consider himself fit for such a task, the Lord
“touched [the prophet’s] mouth”* and said: “Behold, I have put my words
in your mouth” (Jeremiah 1:5-9). The power and authority of the prophet
and his message are related to the divine intervention. Without minimiz-
ing the literary dimension of these texts, they convey the idea of a divine
communication that man can grasp and understand. The infinite and per-
sonal Being, whose action far surpasses our understanding, has truly, but
not exhaustively, chosen to unveil and communicate His thought to us. As
we stand before Him and are confronted by such a divine revelation, no
one can remain indifferent. As creatures of the Creator, we are indeed all
personally concerned and involved (Romans 1:18-23).* This fundamental
starting point being clarified, we will now consider the three principles
that will further help us to understand that the Bible’s message, and spe-
cifically the Ten Commandments, were actually given to us by the Lord:
the objectivity, inspiration, and infallibility-reliability of the divine word.”

I. The objectivity of revelation

What we have already suggested and just stated enables us to recognize
the objective character of revelation. The Bible shows us an authentic com-
munication of God to man (ab extra). The word which the human creature
receives has an external origin. God chooses to share His thoughts and de-
signs with His vis-a-vis, who, being in His image, can really understand
what He seeks to convey to him. This act of divine communication can go
as far as including the idea of dictation.? Thus it is feasible to imagine that
a man of God was able to put in writing, under divine dictation, the mes-
sage which he was expected to impart to the people or to an individual.
Jeremiah dictated “... all the words of the Lorp ...” Baruch wrote them “... in
abook...” (Jeremiah 36:4; 45:1).

This approach, needless to say, in no way excludes a subjective and
personal means of revelation. What we are referring to here is the in-
ward activity of the Holy Spirit acting upon the depths of human

% Jeremiah probably also experiences his own impurity before the Lord, because the

act of God touching his lips is also a gesture of purification (Isaiah 6:5-8).

2 In this passage Paul is speaking of general revelation, which leaves all human be-
ings “without excuse” (v. 20b).

% For this section, cf. P. Berthoud, En quéte, 61-66; G. Vos, Biblical Theology, 20-23.

%  When a manager writes a letter in which each sentence and word must be
weighed, he doesn’t hesitate to dictate it to his secretary. We find that normal,
and the secretary’s dignity and significance are in no way questioned or negated.
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consciousness and creating thoughts that, in fact, proceed from God
Himself (ab intra). It is, in fact, the usual pattern of divine revelation. The
Psalms offer a good example of such communication. This conception of
revelation, far from weakening its objective character and divine au-
thority, emphasizes the incarnate character of the Word and the signif-
icance of human agents in such a process. The prophet Jeremiah, as
God’s spokesman, illustrates both the passive and active aspects of his
prophetic ministry. A careful reading of his writings enables us to dis-
cover the profound humanity of revelation, including the literary di-
mension of the oracles the prophet has imparted to his contemporaries.
We are also touched by all that we learn about the man, Jeremiah: his
sensitivity and suffering, his faithfulness and audacity, his vulnerability
and anguish, his inward battles and doubts, his amazing talent and cre-
ativity! On the basis of what we read in his writings, it is, in fact, possible
to have a personal and moving appreciation of the man Jeremiah. One
can think of the marvelous portrait drawn by the Dutch painter Rem-
brandt van Rijn or of the beautiful book written by the Jewish French
author André Neher.” If the objective nature and the authority of reve-
lation were mitigated, we would then have less than a divine communi-
cation. In fact, such an approach is confirmed in some trends of modern
theology that limit revelation to the acts of God or consider the headings
introducing the divine oracles as literary fictions and therefore devised
by their authors. For instance, Old Testament scholar D. J. A. Clines sug-
gests that we see in the expression “The LorD ... proclaimed” (Exodus
34:6) only the words of the narrator! But R. W. L. Moberly has rightly
remarked that beyond the literary aspect of the formula, the question of
the reality and of the truth of the divine proclamation remains.? In fact,
the two aspects (literary form and divine communication) need to be
kept together. If the two are separated, we are then left with a narrative
or a discourse that derives from human reflection upon acts of God or
from an account of one’s own spiritual experience and encounter with
Him. In other words, the biblical texts offer us at best a creative formu-
lation of the theology and spirituality of their authors. This approach
favors the relativizing and the questioning of the idea of divine

77 The painting Jeremiah lamenting over the destruction of Jerusalem is in the Rijksmu-
seum, Amsterdam, Holland. Rembrandt captures with great sensitivity the plight
of the prophet as he witnesses the fulfilment of the divine oracles. A. Neher,
Jérémie, (Paris: Plon, 1960). The author presents a very vivid, warm, and dramatic
portrait of the prophet.

%  R.W.L. Moberly, “Theology of the Old Testament” in D. W. Baker and B. T. Arnold
eds., The Face of Old Testament Studies (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 465.
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conceptual communication. What actually remains is a discourse that
finds its origin in the human being and is therefore entirely submitted
to him. How are we then going to verify the divine origin of an act that
purports to be revelation, or the authenticity of a mystical encounter of
a believer or a prophet with the Lord? Why favor one theological tradi-
tion rather than another? It is precisely for this reason that this objec-
tive-subjective concept of divine personal communication gives the
most adequate interpretation of the biblical data and enables us to re-
ceive the full value of its words, contents, and meaning, without neglect-
ing its human and spiritual flavor as well as its formal and literary as-
pects.

2. The inspiration of revelation

In an article written in 1914, H. Gunkel, questioning the validity of Old Tes-
tament studies, attacked the doctrine of inspiration. Here is what he said:
“When the Christian Church came into existence, it accepted not only the
0Old Testament writings, but also the doctrine that that book was a work of
God, given and inspired by the Holy Spirit. ... But biblical research which
came into existence about the middle of the eighteenth century and grad-
ually gathered strength and confidence, first challenged that view, then
attacked it, and finally shook it to its foundations ... if it has not completely
destroyed it.”** The author’s concern is to emphasize the literary and hu-
man riches and beauty of the biblical texts, but he begins by a radical at-
tack on the doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture. At best he criticizes a
doctrine that undervalues the humanity of Scripture. He even speaks of
“revelation in history,” but the presuppositions that underscore his ap-
proach to the texts are hardly compatible with a high view of Scripture. In
light of Gunkel’s comments, we better understand the importance of the
doctrine of inspiration and the issues that are at stake,” in particular the
question of the authority and authenticity of the Word of God.

»  H.Gunkel, “Why Engage the Old Testament?” in H. Gunkel, Water for a Thirsty Land,
translated from German by A K. Dallas and J. Schaaf, (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press, 2001 [1914]), 1ff.

%0 R. de Vaux understood this very well when he argues that the Bible is the Holy
Scripture “because it is written under the inspiration of God to express, to pre-
serve and to transmit God’s revelation to men.” But by allowing major concessions
to the historical-critical method, he weakens the foundation upon which this doc-
trine rests. Once again, it is essential to tackle the historical and literary issues
while respecting the biblical perspective and remain focused on the witness of the
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This approach, emphasizing the doctrine of inspiration, implies that
the subject to be studied is the revelation of God Himself. We are not pri-
marily concerned in recounting the history of beliefs and customs prac-
ticed by individuals or communities who lived in the past. Neither is it our
concern to account for the theological reflections of individuals or com-
munities on the revelatory acts of God. If that were the case, we would be
pursuing a study either in the history of religions, in anthropology and in
sociology, or in “historical theology” and in the religious thought of a peo-
ple, Israel. Since we are dealing with the communication of the Lord’s
thought and design that has been transmitted according to the categories
of human language, the idea of inspiration becomes essential. Thus God,
by His authority, guarantees and confirms the truth of the object of what
we read and study. This does not exclude, however, the key idea of a ra-
tional verification and of an intelligent appropriation of truth, but it ena-
bles us to stress that God’s own authority, by the means of inspiration, es-
tablishes the truth of the object of our study, the Scriptures. Let us
remember that revelation encompasses both the contents expressed in the
categories of human language and historical facts. Without the confirma-
tion of inspiration, without the mark of the Lord’s authority and compe-
tency, a full conviction with regard to the truth of the divine word cannot
emerge and blossom. Rather, doubt and uncertainty linger on relentlessly.

3. The infallibility of revelation

The recognition of the infallible and sure character of divine communi-
cation springs from the two principles we have just considered. If God is
an infinite and personal Being, a conscious Being, it follows logically that,
as the guarantor of the authenticity of His objective revelation, He is able
to disclose to human beings a perfect expression of His character and pur-
poses. The communication of His thought bears the marks of His divinity.
If it were not so, we would have to find the reason in the fact that God is
bound by the finitude of the world. This is, in fact, what H. Gunkel argued
when he wrote: “The 0ld Testament is not the perfect revelation of the
Christian view: it is only revelation taking place in history.”*! We agree
with him when he emphasizes the progressive character of revelation,
but what he really implies is the imperfect and therefore fallible charac-
ter of revelation linked to its historical contingencies. R. E. Murphy heads

texts as they have been transmitted to us. R. de Vaux, « Peut-on écrire une ‘théo-
logie de I’Ancien Testament’? » in Bible et Orient (Paris: Le Cerf, 1967), 68.
31 H. Gunkel, loc. cit., p. 26.
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in the same direction when he upholds that “the Bible contains divine
words in a garment of human words and that there are, consequently,
limitations concerning the way the divine mystery can be perceived in
the humanity of biblical expression.”** Once again, the emphasis is placed
upon the fallible character of God’s revelation, since it is conditioned by
its human limitations. It therefore follows that the means of expression
impedes the divine communication with the world. God’s sovereignty
over creation and history being limited, it follows that His revelation can
only be fallible. But according to the biblical perspective, in both the Old
and the New Testaments, God is in no way bound by worldly contingen-
cies. He is supremely free in regard to His own creation and in His inter-
action with it, and especially with the human creature (Amos 3:7-8; Hab-
akkuk 3:1-19). This implies, though, that we keep in mind both the idea of
adaptability when we mention God’s communication with man and the
analogical character of our knowledge of divine mysteries. The Lord con-
descends to speak to His creatures so that they can truly understand Him.
His word is embodied, according to the periods of history, in different
linguistic expressions, in a variety of literary forms, and in a multiplicity
of cultural settings, but in so doing, God does not alter the truth and the
infallibility of His own statements. God watches over and accompanies
the transmission of His thought in such a way that His recipients can en-
joy a just and true understanding of what He intends to communicate to
them.

The Ten Commandments

What we have just said with regard to the Bible as a whole applies also to
the Ten Words: the divine communication, inspiration, and perfect disclo-
sure are the guarantee that they are indeed given by the Lord of the Cove-
nant. But there is a major difference in the fact that it is God Himself who
addresses the people (Exodus 20:22), without the mediation of Moses,*
though the latter is completely involved in an intensive dialogue with his
divine partner and in communicating His instructions.** Not only does the

R.E. Murphy, “Reflections on a Critical Biblical Theology” in Problems in Biblical
Theology, eds. H. T. C. Sun; K. L. Eades (Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans,
1997), 273.

While “the Lord spoke face-to-face with the people at the mountain,” Moses re-
mained the mediator between God and His people (Exodus 19; 24:1-8; Deuteron-
omy 5:4-5).

% Independently of the Ten Words, Moses is told to write that which the Lord has
communicated to him (Exodus 17:14; 24:4; 34:27; 39:30).
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Lord address His people, but we are told repeatedly that He has “written
[the law] for their instruction” on tablets (Exodus 24:12); “he wrote on the
tablets the words of the covenant, the Ten commandments” (Exodus
34:28);** “And he gave to Moses ... the two tablets of the testimony [char-
ter], tablets of stone, written with the finger of God” (Exodus 31:18).* We
are also told that “The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was
the writing of God, engraved on the tablets” (Exodus 32:16), thus under-
scoring “the sublime worth of the gift that Moses was to bring to the peo-
ple.”” While recognizing the use of metaphors, the emphasis is on the
Lord’s specific and direct action as He “talks from heaven” and “writes His
instructions.” Umberto Cassuto summarizes this unique divine interven-
tion very well: “Just as they [the Ten Words] were proclaimed by God, so
their writing must necessarily be the writing of God, graven upon the ta-
bles (Exodus 32:16).”%

This is indeed a major moment in the history of Israel and in the history
of the covenant community, for it is within the setting of a theophany, the
glorious and spectacular manifestation and presence of the Lord on Mount
Sinai, that the Lord reveals Himself (Exodus 19-24). The fact that “the peo-
ple heard his words and his voice™’ and that His declaration was engraved
on the tablets of stone prepared by Moses represented the fullest divine
guarantee of the authenticity and truth of the Sinai Magna Carta (Exodus
20:1-17)!

It is important to add that these Ten Words are designated as a "testi-
mony” or “witness” and thus testify to the covenant that was made be-
tween the Lord and the community of Israel. The Hebrew word ‘edouth has
also been translated as “charter,”* suggesting that the Lord graciously in-
itiated a constitution guaranteeing both duties and rights. But in fact, it is
the word covenant that designates the personal and formal relationship the
Lord chose to establish with Israel. Such a bond implies a mutual commit-
ment between the two partners.

5 Deuteronomy 4:13; 5:22. In Exodus 34:28, the subject is clearly the Lord (34:1),

while the subject in 34:27 is Moses.

The expression refers to a specific intervention of God (Exodus 8:19; Deuteronomy

9:10).

7 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, trans. 1. Abrahams (Jerusa-
lem: The Magnes Press, 1974), 418.

3 1bid., 315.

% J.A. Motyer, The Message of Exodus: The Days of Our Pilgrimage, (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2005), 212.

“©  LaBible Bayard, (Montrouge, FR: Bayard Editions, 2015).



42 The Decalogue Project

Thus, the Ten Commandments, placed in the ark with the jar of manna
and Aaron’s rod, testify and bear witness*! to the ratification of this cove-
nant (Exodus 24:1-8; 34:27), a major landmark in the history of revelation.
In fact, the Ten Words are often considered to be a condensed version or
the basic stipulations of the Mosaic covenant* that were to be of utmost
significance for the history of Israel, for the Christian church, for Western
civilization, and beyond. Already on the occasion of the renewal of the cov-
enant, the Lord declared the amazing impact and extent they would have
in Israel and among the nations:

“Behold, I am making a covenant. Before all your people I will do marvels,
such as have not been created in all the earth or in any nation. And all the
people among whom you are shall see the work of the Lorp, for it is an awe-
some thing that I will do with you” (Exodus 34:10).

Conclusion

As we come to the end of this study on the Ten Words, so masterfully en-
capsulated by the Lord Jesus Christ in the greatest of commandments, the
love of God and of one’s neighbor (Matthew 22:34-40), I would like to men-
tion the beautiful work of art entitled Invitation/Decalogue created by Liviu
Mocan, a Romanian artist, on the 500% anniversary of John Calvin’s birth.
It was first exhibited in Geneva in 2009.

According to Jonathan Tame, the monumental sculpture “consists of
ten pillars, resembling human fingers. Set in a circle, the pillars have two
sides: a smooth, well-rounded side facing inwards, creating a sense of
peace and well-being within the circle. On the other side, facing outwards,
each pillar narrows to a sharp, vertical blade, expressing a somber warn-
ing.” Tame then indicates that the sculpture’s aim is to generate “encoun-
ter with God and others.” In order to do so, the statue presents “four met-
aphors in the form of invitations” to the visitors: “the ten fingers represent
an invitation” to relationship with God and one’s neighbor; the “contrasted
sides of each pillar are an invitation to ethical reflection;” as to “the space

4 Witness, in reference to stone tablets (Exodus 25:16; 21; 34:28); to the ark as con-
taining the tablets (16:34; 27:21); to the tabernacle as containing the ark (30:6, 26,
36; 40:21; Numbers 17:4, 7, 8-10); to the veil as screening the ark (Leviticus 24:3),
The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew, Volume 6, (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press,
2007), 279

2 M. Kline, “The Two Tables of the Covenant” in The Structure of Biblical Authority (S.
Hamilton, MA: Meredith Kline, 1989), 113-130; K.A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the
0ld Testament, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 242, 283 ff.
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created by the circle of pillars, it is an invitation to freedom” within form; lastly,
the height of the “columns is an invitation to hope.”** What an amazing and
challenging invitation to reconsider and practice, within a dismantled and
broken world that has lost its bearings, the “law of Christ” as fully mani-
fested and accomplished in Jesus of Nazareth!

#  Liviu Mocan, The Ten Commandments; Jonathan Tame, “Laws of Life and Love,” Art-

Way Visual Meditation, July 25, 2010, https://www.artway.eu/content.php?
id=757&action=show&lang=en, (emphasis added).






Are the Ten Commandments Still Valid?
Risimati S. Hobyane, Republic of South Africa

The importance of the Decalogue in the modern world may seem obvious,
at least to normal Christians; after all, much of what we hear in the news
demonstrates how ignoring those ancient commandments is wreaking
havoc in the lives of individuals, families, and societies. However, the ap-
plication of the Ten Commandments is being questioned among contem-
porary believers exactly when these words from above seem most needed.
The questions among Christians about following the Decalogue are largely
based on misunderstanding certain texts in the New Testament. These
texts include:

1. Matthew 5:17: “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.”

2. Romans 6:14: “For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not
under law but under grace.”

3. Romans 7:6: “But now we are released from the law ..., so that we serve
in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.”

4, Romans 8:3: “For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh,
could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and
for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh.”

The general observation here is that a superficial reading of these texts has
the potential to undermine the importance of the Decalogue. After reading
the texts cited above, the central question may be: Is God’s law still im-
portant? We have heard it said, “If, according to Matthew 5:17, the Lord
Jesus Christ has fulfilled the law, is it still necessary to read it and call
Christians to observe it? How is it even relevant to read it during our
weekly worship services?” In reaction to the writings of Cornelius Vonk,
Karel Deddens (1993:88) remarked, “In recent years we have been hearing
suggestions to the effect that we should trade in the reading of the Ten
Commandments for other passages of Scripture in which the Christian rule
of life is laid out, preferably passages drawn from New Testament admon-
itions.” Vonk claims that the Sinai covenant is no longer valid. Therefore,
it follows to suggest that the Ten Commandments should not be read dur-
ing a worship service of the New Testament church.

To be clear, this is not the view of this author. The current article aims
at discussing the essentiality and importance of the Decalogue by
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considering three points: the treatment of the Decalogue in the New Tes-
tament; some exegetical vantage points from the Scriptures; and the
stance/teaching of the traditional Protestant confessions, which provide
an historical point of reference for interpreting Christian ethics. The quest
here is to ensure that believers understand the importance of the Deca-
logue in our time.

The Treatment of the Decalogue in the New Testa-
ment

Is there teaching about the Decalogue in the New Testament? If so, how
should New Testament believers view or understand it? To these ques-
tions, P.J. De Bruyn (1998:18) helpfully states that “the way the Decalogue
is treated in the New Testament (Matthew 19:18-19; Romans 12:20; 13:8-9)
makes it clear that it has a universal intent and meaning, in other words,
that it applies to all Christians, in every part of the world, both in their
relations with each other, as well as with non-Christians.” This assertion is
critical for our discussion. It underscores the fact that the Decalogue, in its
nature, is not time-bound but is time-directed. It is the law of God that is
valid and applies to all Christians regardless of time and age.

Over and against negative views (e.g., that of Vonk highlighted above),
Deddens (1993:69) points out “that we must not surrender the validity of
the Ten Commandments for our time. In the whole of God’s covenantal
revelation, they occupy a special place. Unlike other laws given by God in
the Old Testament, they were written on two stone tablets and were kept
and preserved in the Ark of the Covenant.” He further mentions that “Cal-
vin speaks of the Ten commandments as an ‘eternal rule of justice’ which
God has prescribed for human beings of all times and places as a way for
them to live their lives in accordance with His will.”

Apart from one commandment (see footnote 1 regarding the Sabbath),
nine of the laws found in the Decalogue are explicitly reiterated as part of
the New Covenant (New Testament). This repetition underscores their im-
portance/relevance and their binding nature for all believers, and they
must be obeyed today. These laws are binding today, not because they
were a part of the Old Covenant but because they are a part of the New
Testament and God’s holy Word (canon). Their reiteration in the New Tes-
tament can be summarized as follows:

e Commandment 1: Exodus 20:3; reiterated in Acts 14:15
e Commandment 2: Exodus 20:4; reiterated in Acts 17:29
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e Commandment 3: Exodus 20:7; reiterated in Matthew 6:9

e Commandment 4: Exodus 20:8-11; not reiterated in the NT*

e Commandment 5: Exodus 20:12; reiterated in Ephesians 6:2

e Commandment 6: Exodus 20:13; reiterated in Romans 13:9; Revelation 21:8

e Commandment 7: Exodus 20:14; reiterated in Romans 13:9; Revelation 21:8;
and Hebrews 13:4

e Commandment 8: Exodus 20:15; reiterated in Romans 13:9; Ephesians 4:28

e Commandment 9: Exodus 20:16; reiterated in Romans 13:9; Ephesians 4:25

e Commandment 10: Exodus 20:17; reiterated in Romans 13:9; Colossians 3:5

As the reader may notice, one New Testament verse, Romans 13:9, is refer-
enced multiple times as reiterating commandments from the Decalogue. It
merits quotation, with additional context, because of the way in which the
Apostle Paul integrates love for other people with several commandments.
Romans 13:8-10:

Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves an-
other has fulfilled the law. For the commandments, “You shall not commit
adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You shall not covet,” and
any other commandment, are summed up in this word: “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is
the fulfilling of the law.

! With regard to the lack of reiteration of the Sabbath Law in the New Testament,
M. G. Easton (1893: 591-592) helpfully says, “If any change of the day has been
made, it must have been by Christ or by his authority. Christ has a right to make
such a change (Mark 2:23-28). As Creator, Christ was the original Lord of the Sab-
bath (John 1:3; Hebrews 1:10). It was originally a memorial of creation. A work
vastly greater than that of creation has now been accomplished by him, the work of
redemption. We would naturally expect just such a change as would make the Sab-
bath a memorial of that greater work.

“True, we can give no text authorizing the change in so many words. We have no
express law declaring the change. But there are evidences of another kind. We
know for a fact that the first day of the week has been observed from apostolic
times, and the necessary conclusion is, that it was observed by the apostles and
their immediate disciples. This, we may be sure, they never would have done with-
out the permission or the authority of their Lord.

“After his resurrection, which took place on the first day of the week (Matthew
28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; John 20:1), we never find Christ meeting with his disci-
ples on the seventh day. But he specially honored the first day by manifesting
himself to them on four separate occasions (Matthew 28:9; Luke 24:36, 13-35; John
20:19-23). Again, on the next first day of the week, Jesus appeared to his disciples
(John 20:26).”
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When underscoring the importance of the Decalogue and its reading in our
weekly worship meetings, Deddens (1993:70) points out that the law is also
God’s Word. It is not just one of the responses of the congregation but
forms part of what the Lord says to His people. He correctly concludes,
“Hence the reading of the Ten Commandments makes a great deal of sense
as part of the service. It gives the law the opportunity to function as the
source from which we know our misery (Romans 7:7) and also as the rule
of our gratitude.”

In a world infested with greed and corruption, one cannot underscore
enough the importance of the teaching of the Decalogue. For example, P.
J. Buys® addresses the question of bribery from the law perspective. He
says, “Bribery is a phenomenon both acknowledged (Proverbs 17:8) and
warned against (Proverbs 15:27) in the wisdom tradition and condemned
in the Law (Exodus 23:8; Deuteronomy 16:19).” Modern men are warned
against the act of bribery (and many other wrongdoings/sins) by the law
of God.

The Decalogue and Jesus Christ in the New Testa-
ment

In His teaching, Jesus indicates that He did not come to abolish the law or
the Prophets (the authority and principles of the Old Testament) but to
fulfill them. This utterance cannot and should not be understood to sug-
gest any invalidation of the law’. By fulfilling, Jesus did not mean to sub-
vert, abrogate, or annul, but to unfold them, to embody them in living
form, and to enshrine them in the reverence, affection, and character of
men (R. Jamieson, et al., 1997). The text in which Jesus addressed this ques-
tion merits our attention, Matthew 5:17-19:

2 Phillipus]J. (Flip) Buys, “Corruption, Bribery, African Concepts of God, and the Gospel,”
Unio cum Christo (2019): 10.

The concept of “law” in this context should be understood to refer to the three
categories of law, i.e., the ceremonial law (related specifically to Israel’s worship -
Leviticus 1:2-3, and its purpose was to point forward to Jesus Christ and is no
longer necessary after Jesus’ death and resurrection), the civil law (applied to daily
living in Israel - Deuteronomy 24:10-11; these laws do not apply to our modern
society and culture, but the principles behind the commands are timeless and
should guide our conduct), and the moral law (this refers to the Decalogue. It is the
direct command of God, and it requires strict obedience. It reveals the nature and
will of God, and it still applies today. Jesus obeyed the moral law completely.) (Life
Application Study Bible. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House.)
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“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. For truly, I say to you, until
heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law
until all is accomplished. Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the
kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called
great in the kingdom of heaven.”

In the following portions of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus makes specific
reference to several of the Ten Commandments in a way that affirms their
foundational role in life. For example, in Matthew 5:21-22 Jesus says:

“You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and
whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone
who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his

brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!” will be
liable to the hell of fire.”

We could discuss whether Jesus is stripping away a misunderstanding of
the commandment to get to its original meaning or if He is making a de-
mand of His disciples that is deeper than the original commandment. Re-
gardless of our conclusion to that question, Jesus is clearly teaching that
we must not murder.

As a second example, we can take Matthew 5:27-28, where Jesus says:

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.” But I say
to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already
committed adultery with her in his heart.”

Again, we could debate exactly how Jesus is using the commandment that
forbids adultery. Is Jesus adding a deeper dimension to the original com-
mandment, or is He clarifying the original intent of the commandment?
Regardless of the answer to this question, Jesus clearly teaches that the
commandment regarding adultery is still foundational for New Testament
Christians. Therefore, the Decalogue is still valid and applicable to the lives
of Christians in the modern world.

Historic Protestant Confessions on the Decalogue

I belong to a family of churches that uses two historic confessions written
during the Protestant Reformation to provide a professional standard for
our pastors as they apply God’s Word and especially the Ten Command-
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ments, which we are now considering. Those confessions are the Belgic
Confession of 1561 (hereafter referenced as BC) and the Heidelberg Cate-
chism of 1563 (hereafter referenced as HC). The BC is divided into 37 short
articles; the HC is divided into 129 questions and answers which are
grouped into 52 “Lord’s Days” for convenient study each Sunday of the
year. The teaching of the BC and of the HC regarding the Decalogue is very
similar to the teaching found in other classical documents of the
Protestant Reformation. (Our churches also use the historic Canons of Dort
of 1619, but that text addresses other issues and says less about interpret-
ing the Ten Commandments.)

Our church confessions are unequivocal on the necessity and the value
of the Decalogue in the lives of believers. First, when elucidating our con-
fession regarding the “written word of God,” BC Article 3 points out that
“God, with his own finger, wrote the two tables of the law. Therefore, we
call such writings holy and divine Scriptures.” Unlike the ceremonial laws,
which contained specific directions for the special service of the Lord
among the Israelites, such as sacrifices, special clothing for the priests, and
festivals, the Decalogue was meant for all times (De Bruyn: 2013:14; see also
BC Article 25). The reference and acknowledgement of the holiness and
divine nature of the Decalogue by the BC is special (cf. 2 Peter 1:21) and
without doubt highlights the value it places on it and its relevance and ap-
plicability to the modern world.

Secondly, in HC Lord’s Day 2, many things are said regarding the im-
portance of the Decalogue, including its value and binding, pedagogical
nature. We confess that the law is significant in our lives as believers.
Lord’s Day 2, Question 3 asks: “How do you come to know your misery?”
Answer: “The law of God tells me.” The reference to the term “law of God”
points back to the Decalogue, as outlined in Exodus 20:1-17 and Deuteron-
omy 5. The Scripture further elucidates in Romans 3:20, “For by works of
the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law
comes knowledge of sin.” Without going into the exegetical details of the
texts indicated, we can point out that the Apostle Paul broadly and deeply
lays the foundations of his teaching of the great doctrine of justification
by free grace and not justification before God by obedience to the law (R.
Jamieson, et al., 1997). Nonetheless, the text puts forward the importance
of the law in the lives of believers, that is, “for through the law comes
knowledge of sin.” First, the law shows us where we go wrong. Because of
the law, we know that we are helpless sinners and that we must come to
our Lord Jesus Christ for mercy. Second, the moral code revealed in the law
can serve to guide our actions by holding up God’s moral standards. The
message should be clear in this regard: Yes, we do not earn salvation by
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keeping the law, but we do please God when our lives conform to His re-
vealed will for us (see also the Life Application Study Bible on these texts).

It suffices to point out that Lord’s Day 2 provides us with the answer
regarding the significance of the Law of God (the Decalogue) in the lives of
believers in the modern world. Furthermore, the third major part of the
HC, Lord’s Day 33, Question 91, reminds us of the relevance of the Law in
our lives as believers. Part of our gratitude toward the Lord for our salva-
tion is our obligation to do that which is good, namely: “Only that which
arises out of true faith, conforms to God’s law (Leviticus 18:4) and is done
for his glory and not that which is based on what we think is right or on
established human tradition (1 Corinthians 10:31).” Notice again how the
reference to God’s Law has a central role in the confessional teaching of
the church in which I am a member.

From the above highlighted points on the teaching of our confessions
regarding the Decalogue, one can conclude without hesitation that the law
of God is not obsolete but is still relevant and applicable in the lives of be-
lievers today. The Decalogue (with the exception of the Sabbath law*) is
the Word of God and must be obeyed and observed.

Conclusion

This article has aimed at discussing the importance of the Decalogue in the
modern world by looking first at the way in which the New Testament
treats and reiterates the Decalogue, with the exception of one of the com-
mandments. Second, a brief discussion has been provided regarding the
question of the fulfilment of the law by Jesus Christ in the New Testament
and how it impacts Christians in the modern world. Third, we have looked
at selected historic Protestant confessions and how they approach the
teaching of the Decalogue. In all these discussions, one must conclude that
the Decalogue is the revealed Word of God, which is useful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16).
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The Relation between Biblical Law and
Christian Faith

Glenn N. Davies, Australia

The covenant dynamic of the Old and New Testaments is the interaction
between grace and response. God is the giver of grace, which He lavishly
pours forth upon His people, and He delights in their response of obedi-
ence. This characteristic dynamic is present in each of the covenants of the
Old Testament as well as in the promised new covenant, which unfolds in
the New Testament.

The two parts of the Bible would have been better called the Old Covenant
and New Covenant, rather than using ‘testament’ to translate berit or diatheke.
However, the most important thing to understand is the continuity between
the covenants with respect to God’s dealings with humankind, notwithstand-
ing the discontinuity or, more properly, the fulfilment of the old in the new.
In particular, we should recognize the similarity in the response to God’s
grace under either the old or the new covenant: it should always be charac-
terized by a faith which issues in obedience or, as Paul describes it, the obedi-
ence of faith (Romans 1:5; 16:26)." This article will explore the content of that
obedience for the Christian - the place of the Decalogue in the Christian life.

Old covenant law

The Ten Commandments evidence the nature of the grace-response dy-
namic. The obedience required of Israel in the Decalogue is an obedience
which flows from God’s grace. Hence, “I am the Lord your God who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery”” (Exodus
20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6) is the necessary preamble to the giving of God’s
law. Israel had seen the goodness of the Lord in their departure from Egypt
and redemption from slavery, and the response God required of them was
to trust and obey Him.

As they stood on the banks of the Red Sea, with Pharaoh’s army behind
them, Israel had to trust God’s word, delivered through Moses, so that the
salvation of the Lord would be manifested (Exodus 14:13). Yet to display

! In this phrase, “of faith” is rightly translated as a genitive of origin, as per the

translation by the NIV: “the obedience that comes from faith.”
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trust in God, as the waters divided, they had to walk through it themselves.
God did not transport them across the sea or provide a travellator, with no
effort or activity on their behalf. Rather, they had to respond by getting up
and walking across. This was their obedience of faith. Yet such obedience
could never be seen as the ground of their salvation, but merely as the
means of the salvation which God alone had provided.

In God’s infinite wisdom, He ordained not only the act of salvation, but
also the means. Israel’s journey across the Red Sea is exemplary of the life
of faith, a faith that issues in obedience. The Ten Commandments thereby
became the blueprint for Israel’s obedience both in the wilderness and in
the Promised Land.

However, it is not as if the knowledge of these commandments was new
to Israel. Moses’ narrative throughout the Pentateuch bears witness to in-
fractions of each of these commandments prior to Mount Sinai, with the
attendant disapproval of God. The first commandment was broken by
Adam and Eve, the tenth and sixth by Cain, and the fourth was violated by
the Israelites in the wilderness en route to Sinai (Exodus 16:26ff). Shem and
Japheth knew to honor their father, Reuben knew the sin of false witness,
and Joseph knew adultery was wrong. Indeed, God describes Abraham as
one who “obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my
statutes, and my laws” (Genesis 26:5).

Therefore, one might ask: what is the significance of God’s promulga-
tion of the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai if these laws were already
known? The answer the Bible supplies is that the law of God is here given
to Israel with the attendant penalties attached for breaking God’s law. For
this reason, the apodictic laws of Exodus 20 are followed by the casuistic
or case law of the following chapters, where Moses outlines which penal-
ties apply to specific breaches of God’s law. Prior to Mount Sinai, the pen-
alty for law-breaking had not generally been revealed. The declaration of
the death penalty for murder, as recorded in Genesis 9:6, is an exception,
but the death penalty was not applied to Cain’s murder of Abel.

This is no doubt the reasoning of the apostle Paul in Romans 5:12-15.2

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death
through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned - for sin in-
deed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where
there is no law. Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those
whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the
one who was to come.

2 All quotations are from the ESV unless otherwise specified.
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Paul identifies the similarity between the law given to Adam and the law
given to Moses, along with the dissimilarity of sins committed between the
time of Adam and Moses. In the latter case, sins were “not counted,” not
being like the sin of Adam. The law given to Adam came with its own sanc-
tion, namely, the penalty of death should he eat from the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:17). Similarly, there was an array of
penalties for the breaking of the Mosaic law, with capital punishment be-
ing the overriding sanction. Yet, says Paul, death reigned from Adam to
Moses because of the culpability of humanity’s participation in Adam’s sin.
This teaching is amplified later in Romans 5, as Paul exclaims that “... as
one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness
leads to justification and life for all men” (5:18).

An illustration of the lack of knowledge as to the penalty for breaking
God’s laws may be found in Numbers 15:32ff. The event recorded there is
most likely prior to Mount Sinai, as the penalty for Sabbath-breaking was
not revealed until after Moses had descended from the mountain (Exodus
31:12-14). Thus, before Moses could deal with the offender, God needed to
tell him the specific sanction for Sabbath-breaking, as the penalty had not
previously been disclosed (Numbers 15:34).

The association of the Mosaic law with the penalty of death enables
Paul to describe it as “... the ministry of death, carved in letters on stone”
(2 Corinthians 3:7). However, in the same verse, Paul can also claim that it
“came with such glory that the Israelites could not gaze at Moses’ face be-
cause of its glory.” In other words, we should not lose sight of the glory of
God’s law as given to Moses, even though it brought a sentence of death
upon those who broke it. Yet the law promised life (Leviticus 18:5; Nehe-
miah 9:29) and so could be described as “living oracles” (Acts 7:38), “spir-
itual,” “holy and righteous and good” (Romans 7:12, 14). In fact, the law of
God is full of grace - "More to be desired than gold, even much fine gold;
sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb” (Psalm 19:10).

Old covenant grace

Central to the nature of the Mosaic law was the sacrificial system. This was
where God’s grace was manifested in the life of Israel. For God in His wis-
dom knew that sin was a present reality in the life of His righteous people
(Ecclesiastes 7:20), indeed, a reality for every human being (Psalm 143:2).

3 Paul characteristically uses pneumatikos as a reference to the Holy Spirit, except in

Ephesians 6:12, where the context demands otherwise. See R. B. Gaffin, The Cen-
trality of the Resurrection (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978).
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Hence, the provision of forgiveness by way of animal sacrifice was a nec-
essary part of the Mosaic law. The law never envisaged sinless, perfect ob-
servance by Israel. On the contrary, the law presupposed sin. For the offering
of sacrifices was part and parcel of keeping the law. If people thought they
had not committed sin and so declined to offer a sacrifice, then they would
be breaking the law (since offering sacrifices was mandatory) and would
therefore be bound to seek forgiveness by offering a sacrifice!

When the priest offered a sacrifice on behalf of an Israelite, the for-
giveness was real and immediate, as the oft-repeated refrain in Leviticus
4-5 testifies: “The priest shall make atonement for him for the sin that he
has committed, and he shall be forgiven.” Likewise, on the Day of Atone-
ment, the High Priest would offer sacrifices for his own sins and then for
the sins of the people: “For on this day shall atonement be made for you to
cleanse you. You shall be clean before the Lorp from all your sins” (Leviti-
cus 16:30).

Of course, the offering of sacrifices was in response to the offender’s
repentance. The only sin that could not be forgiven was sinning “with a
high hand” (Numbers 15:30), or “sinning defiantly” (N1v), i.e., a sin without
repentance. The writer to the Hebrews warns his readers that even under
the new covenant, defiant sin without repentance cannot receive for-
giveness but merely a fearful prospect of judgment (Hebrews 10:27). God
does not forgive sin where there is no repentance (Hebrews 12:17).

Yet forgiveness, like salvation, is all of grace. The faith exercised by re-
pentant Israelites in offering a sacrifice was their response to God’s grace,
His promise of forgiveness. As this dynamic was reflected in the lives of in-
dividual Israelites, it was also the underlying contour of Israel’s entry into
the Promised Land. Their inheritance of the land of Canaan was not the re-
sult of their achievement but was due to God’s grace. Hence, in Deuteron-
omy 9:4-5 Moses warned the Israelites against the folly of presumption.

Do not say in your heart, after the Lorp your God has thrust them out before
you, ‘It is because of my righteousness that the Lorp has brought me in to
possess this land,” whereas it is because of the wickedness of these nations
that the Lorp is driving them out before you. Not because of your righteous-
ness or the uprightness of your heart are you going in to possess their land,
but because of the wickedness of these nations the Lorp your God is driving
them out from before you, and that he may confirm the word that the Lorp
swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.

Nonetheless, Israel still had to enter into battle. In fact, their victory over
Amalek (Exodus 17:8-16) dramatically portrayed their dependence upon
God for the victory, as Israel prevailed only when Moses” hands were lifted
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in prayerful dependence upon God. When Moses’ hands weakened, Amalek
prevailed. Yet when Aaron and Hur held up Moses’ hands, we see the sym-
bolism of all Israel trusting in God, which gave them the victory. Accord-
ingly, Moses built an altar and named it “The Lorp Is My Banner,” saying,
“A hand upon the throne of the Lorp.” “Doing” is not antithetical to grace,
as James emphatically teaches: “... faith by itself, if it does not have works,
is dead” (James 2:17).*

Old covenant obedience

Israel’s obedience to the Mosaic law, generated by faith and the regenera-
tion of the Holy Spirit,” was a genuine possibility, which the elect accom-
plished, though the majority of Israelites failed to achieve it (Romans 11:7).
Stephen, citing Exodus 33:3 and Jeremiah 6:10 and 9:26, described disobe-
dient Israel (including his hearers) as “You stiff-necked people, uncircum-
cised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit. ... you who re-
ceived the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it” (Acts 7:51, 53).

Christian commentators often overlook the fact that whereas most Is-
raelites were breakers of God’s law (Romans 2:23), it was possible to keep
God’s law (Romans 2:26). Yet one can understand this only in the light of
the law’s provision for forgiveness through sacrifice, as the gift of grace.
Hence, in Deuteronomy 30:11-14, Moses encourages Israel to keep God’s
law, by which they shall live (see also Leviticus 18:5):

Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond
your reach. It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend
into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” Nor is it

“ J.C.Ryle’s comment on Luke 12:41-48 is worth noting. “The lesson is one which
many, unhappily, shrink from giving, and many more shrink from receiving. We
are gravely told that to talk of ‘working’ and ‘doing’ is legal, and brings Christians
into bondage! Remarks of this kind should never move us. They savour of igno-
rance or perverseness. The lesson before us is not about justification, but about
sanctification - not about faith, but about holiness; the point is not what a man
should do to be saved, but what ought a saved man to do. The teaching of Scripture is
clear and express on this subject. A saved man ought to be ‘careful to maintain
good works’ (Tit. 3:8). The desire of a true Christian ought to be, to be found ‘do-
ing.” J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospel of Luke, vol. 2 (Cambridge & Lon-
don: James Clarke & Co., 1969), 90.

> The circumcision of the heart is the usual description of a regenerate heart in the
Old Testament. See G. N. Davies, “The Spirit of Regeneration in the Old Testa-
ment,” in Spirit of the Living God, part 1, ed. B. G. Webb (Homebush West, NSW, Aus-
tralia: Lancer, 1991), 23-43.
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beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and
proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” No, the word is very near you; it is in
your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it. (N1v)

The apostle Paul recognizes that such intended obedience to the law of
Moses was possible only by faith (Romans 10:6).° Just as Abraham obeyed
all the ordinances of the (pre-Sinai) law by faith (Genesis 15:6; 26:5), so did
David, as he testifies in Psalm 18:20-24 (N1v).

The Lorp has dealt with me according to my righteousness;
according to the cleanness of my hands he has rewarded me.
For I have kept the ways of the Lorp;
I have not done evil by turning from my God.
All his laws are before me;
[ have not turned away from his decrees.
I have been blameless before him
and have kept myself from sin.
The Lorp has rewarded me according to my righteousness,
according to the cleanness of my hands in his sight.

Many readers find such claims by David to be questionable, if not outra-
geous, given his adultery with Bathsheba and other sins recorded in 1 and
2 Samuel. Yet despite David’s clear violation of God’s law, God in His mercy
had forgiven David, notwithstanding the fact that his sin deserved death
(Leviticus 20:10). For David repented of his sin (Psalm 51) and sought the
Lord for mercy. In Psalm 18, David did not claim that he deserved God’s
mercy, for he was aware of his own frailty and of his need of a Savior (vv.
2-3, 35, 46) as much as he was aware of the promises of God to all who take
refuge in him (v. 30). However, he was also aware of the need to manifest
the obedience that comes from faith.

When he introduces the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, Luke is
equally aware of the importance of obedience in relation to God’s covenant
promises. As a priest, Zechariah knew the significance and value of Leviti-
cal sacrifices, just as he also knew the importance of acting in obedience
to God’s law.

In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who
belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a de-
scendant of Aaron. Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, observing
all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly (Luke 1:5-6 N1v).

For an explanation of Romans 9:30 -10:13, see G. N. Davies, The Obedience of Faith: A
Study in Romans 1-4 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 177-204.
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The importance of this description of two Old Testament saints should not
be underestimated. They were righteous in the sight of God (echoing Gen-
esis 15:6) but also obedient to the Mosaic law - observing all the Lord’s
commands. Neither of them was sinless, but each of them was blameless,
because the guilt of their sin had been removed through the appointed
sacrifices. They were blessed in their obedience, like David, with the dec-
laration of Psalm 32:1-2, that the Lord had forgiven their transgressions
and covered their sins.’”

Faithful Israelites kept God’s law as their response to His grace. They
understood that the essence of grace was God’s love toward them (Deuter-
onomy 7:8), just as the essence of their response was love of God (Deuter-
onomy 6:4-6) and love of their neighbor (Leviticus 19:18). It is therefore
not surprising that Jesus should declare that all the law and the prophets
hang on these two commandments of love (Matthew 22:37-40).

New covenant law

The parting words of Jesus to His disciples constitute what has become
known as the Great Commission, calling for the making of disciples
through the waters of baptism in the Triune name and teaching those fol-
lowers to obey all that Jesus had commanded. This demand of discipleship
in terms of obedience to the Lord Jesus is echoed in our Savior’s words to
His apostles in the upper room: “If you love me, you will keep my com-
mandments” (John 14:15). Just as the commandment to love God was cen-
tral to the old covenant, so it is with the new covenant. Love and obedience
hang together; Jesus abides in the Father’s love by keeping the Father’s
commandments. Accordingly, Jesus declares, “If you keep my command-
ments, you will abide in my love” (John 15:10). Moreover, the converse is
true; if anyone does not love Jesus, he or she will not obey His teaching:

Jesus replied, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will
love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. He who
does not love me will not obey my teaching. These words you hear are not
my own; they belong to the Father who sent me” (John 14:23-24, N1v).

“The necessity of obedience to God’s commands, as the expression of faith in God’s
promises, is therefore not works righteousness, since both the promises of God
and the power to trust them are gifts of God’s unmerited, saving grace. God gives
what he demands, and what he demands is the obedience of faith (Romans 1:5;
16:26).” Scott Hafemann, 2 Corinthians (NIV Application Commentary; Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 2000), 139.
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However, although Jesus could summarize the law by the two great com-
mandments of loving God and loving one’s neighbor, we must not assume
that this love is devoid of objective content or that it amounts simply to
what one feels to be right. On the contrary, Jesus did not come to abolish
the law and the prophets but to fulfil them (Matthew 5:17-19).

Similarly, in Jesus’ revelation to John, He encourages His readers with
these telling words: “Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, those
who keep the commandments of God and their faith in Jesus” (Revelation
14:12).

New covenant grace

Yet, just as grace was plentiful under the old covenant, grace overflowed
under the new covenant. In Jesus, we see the first and only sinless observer
of God’s law. His maturation as an adult in His humanity required leading
a life of reverent submission to His Father. By so doing, He was perfected
by His obedience to God’s law: “Although he was a son, he learned obedi-
ence through what he suffered. And being made perfect, he became the
source of eternal salvation to all who obey him” (Hebrews 5:8-9).

Note that those who are saved are those who obey. By Jesus’ obedience
unto death on a cross (Philippians 2:8), He thereby “destroyed death and
has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Timothy
1:10, NIV).

As we have seen in the promulgation of the Ten Commandments at
Mount Sinai, whereas the law was graciously given to Israel as their means
of responding to God’s grace, at the same time the law brought condemna-
tion to those who disobeyed. Strictly speaking, this condemnation rested
upon all Israel, including Moses, but in God’s mercy, provision was made
for forgiveness within the very structure of the law, enabling sinful Israel-
ites to be forgiven. As the writer to the Hebrews acknowledges, “... without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). How-
ever, he is also aware that “... it is impossible for the blood of bulls and
goats to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4). For “... the law has but a shadow
of the good things to come” (Hebrews 10:1). The shadow, of course, is re-
moved by Christ through His sinless obedience to the law, as well as taking
upon Himself the law’s punishment, which belonged to God’s people. As
Paul puts it, “For our sake, [God] made him to be sin who knew no sin, so
that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians
5:21).

In other words, the condemnation of the law is removed for those who
are in Christ, because Christ has set us free from the law of sin and death
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(Romans 8:1-2). Paul does not say that Christ has set us free from the ethi-
cal demands of the law, but that He has set us free from its condemnation.
As Luke records Paul’s words to the Jews in Pisidian Antioch:

Let it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through this man for-
giveness of sins is proclaimed to you, and by him everyone who believes is
freed from everything from which you could not be freed by the law of Mo-
ses (Acts 13:38-39).

The law of Moses could not ultimately free Israel from judgment, as the
sacrifices were not effective in themselves but only inasmuch as they pre-
figured the salvation that was to be procured by Christ’s sacrifice:

Therefore he is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called
may receive the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has occurred
that redeems them from the transgressions committed under the first cov-
enant (Hebrews 9:15).

Paul expresses a similar thought in Romans 3:25-26, where he defends God’s
righteousness in passing over former sins, committed under the Mosaic cov-
enant, because God has definitively dealt with sin, once and for all, through
the sacrifice of Christ. In other words, Christ’s sacrifice is retrospective as
well prospective for God’s people throughout redemptive history.

New covenant obedience

In Romans 6, Paul is at pains to counter misunderstandings about God’s
grace that could encourage believers to sin more, so “... that grace may
abound” (6:1). Similarly, his dictum that “... we are not under law but under
grace ...” in Romans 6:15 is often misunderstood today by those who con-
clude that keeping God’s law is no longer required of the Christian. Yet the
next verse speaks of our slavery to Christ, which comprises an obedience
that leads to righteousness (6:16). Paul thereby encourages his Roman
readers to realize that God has made them “... obedient from the heart to
the standard of teaching to which [they] were committed ...” (6:17). More-
over, in the following chapter, whatever position one takes on the identity
of the man of Romans 7, Paul clearly indicates that obedience to the law of
God is still the goal, for the law is spiritual; indeed, he says “... I delight in
the law of God ...” (7:22), despite his natural inability to keep it.

Paul’s statement that we are not under law but under grace is a short-
hand way of saying that we no longer live under the judgment of the law
(a ministry of death) but under the reign of grace, whereby Christ has
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taken the penalty of law-breaking upon Himself for us. This is the burden
of Romans 8:1: “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ
Jesus.” For “the just requirement of the law has been fulfilled in us” (8:4).*

Paul eloquently reminds Timothy of the removal of judgment for the
believer, while highlighting the stark reality that the condemnation of the
law continues to fall upon the unbeliever:

Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully, understanding
this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobe-
dient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those
who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, the sexually immoral,
men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever
else is contrary to sound doctrine, in accordance with the gospel of the glory
of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted (1 Timothy 1:8-11).

At first sight, Paul’s words appear problematic. He seems to be suggesting
that the law has no application to the just (i.e., the righteous), but only to the
ungodly and sinners. Yet the words “not laid down” are significant for un-
derstanding Paul’s meaning.’ The use of keitai in this context suggests that
the laying down of the penalty of the law is in view. The full force of the law’s
judgment is laid upon the ungodly, the law-breakers. For Paul prefaces his
remarks by saying that “... the law is good if one uses it lawfully (nomimas)”
- that is, in the way it was intended, to provide the right response to God’s
grace. For Timothy and the saints at Ephesus, the law continues to provide
guidelines for their behavior. Yet the law’s condemnation does not fall upon
the righteous, those who by faith are declared righteous in God’s sight, be-
cause the judgment that would have belonged to them has been satisfied by
the death of Christ. Christians no longer live under the law but under grace.
However, the judgment of the law does fall on those who persist in unbelief
and disobedience - for them there is no sacrifice for sins.*

8  The Greek word dikaioma is in the singular, as it is in 1:32, where the death penalty
is in view. Its appearance in the plural, however, can refer to the precepts of the
law as in 2:26, which has caused some commentators to assume that 8:4 is a refer-
ence to the fulfilment of the precepts of the law, whereas the context and the
grammar indicate the fulfilment of the judgment of death that Christ has under-
taken on our behalf. While both the NIV and ESV rightly translate dikaioma as
“righteous decree” in 1:32, they unhelpfully translate it as “righteous require-
ment” in 8:4.

°  The NIV’s translation of keitai as “made” is inadequate, if not misleading.

10 If the warning of Hebrews 10:26 applies to those who sin deliberately after receiv-
ing knowledge of the truth, how much more does it apply to those who wilfully
ignore the truth?
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Moreover, in his exhortation to Timothy, Paul refers to specific com-
mandments from the Decalogue that apply to the believer, as he does in
Romans 13:8-10. Although in the latter passage Paul declares that the de-
mands of love sum up these commandments, he does not thereby mean to
say that the commandments no longer have any applicability. Rather,
these commands are “sound doctrine” and “in accordance with the glori-
ous gospel” which was entrusted to Paul (1 Timothy 1:10-11).

Application of God’s law under the new covenant

When the prophets foretold the new covenant, they included obedience to
the law as part of God’s new economy. In Jeremiah 31:33ff, the prophet
speaks of God writing His law on the hearts of His people. Isaiah 42:4, re-
ferring to the ministry of the Servant of the Lord, states, “He will not grow
faint or be discouraged till he has established justice in the earth; and the
coastlands wait for his law.”

Similarly, in Ezekiel 11:19-20, the prophet reinforces the importance of
following God’s laws:

‘I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will re-
move from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh. Then
they will follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. They will be my
people, and I will be their God’ (N1v).

Yet, since the new covenant envisages an international community, not the
theocracy of a nation-state, clearly law under the new covenant must be
seen through the prism of Christ. This is the perspective of Paul’s description
of the “... law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2), or in James’s words, “... the perfect
law, the law of liberty” (James 1:25) or fulfilling “the royal law” (James 2:8,
where he cites Leviticus 19:18). For example, the food laws of the Old Testa-
ment no longer apply under the new covenant (Mark 7:19), nor does the re-
quirement of circumcision. Yet the fact that we are still required to keep
God’s laws, without being subject to the whole Mosaic economy, is expressed
clearly by Paul: “For neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncir-
cumcision, but keeping the commandments of God” (1 Corinthians 7:19).

The irony of this statement is that circumcision was a command of God,
yet Paul exhorts his readers (some of them uncircumcised) to keep the
commandments of God. How then should we understand which commands
to keep? The Reformers faced this question in the sixteenth century. The
Church of England therefore adopted Article VII of the Thirty-nine Articles
as a solution to the problem:
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The Old Testament is not contrary to the New: for both in the Old and New
Testament everlasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, who is the only
Mediator between God and Man, being both God and Man. Wherefore they
are not to be heard, which feign that the old Fathers did look only for tran-
sitory promises. Although the Law given from God by Moses, as touching
Ceremonies and Rites, do not bind Christian men, nor the Civil precepts
thereof ought of necessity to be received in any commonwealth; yet not-
withstanding, no Christian man whatsoever is free from the obedience of
the Commandments which are called Moral."

The recitation of the Ten Commandments in the Administration of the
Lord’s Supper in the Book of Common Prayer demonstrates the continuing
application of the Decalogue in the life of the believer. After each com-
mandment is read, the congregation responds, “Incline our hearts to keep
this law.”

Such a response is worthy of all God’s people, not just Anglicans, as the
words of the psalmist indicate:

If your law had not been my delight,
I would have perished in my affliction.
[ will never forget your precepts,
for by them you have given me life. (Psalm 119:92-93)

11 The Church of Scotland, on the other hand, adopted Chapter 19 of the Westmin-
ster Confession of Faith, which declares a similar distinction between the moral
law, as expressed in the Ten Commandments, and the ceremonial and judicial laws
of Israel.



God’s Commandments Require Us to Read
and Think Carefully'

Thomas Schirrmacher, Germany

The Bible is not a collection of rules and regulations one can memorize
and quickly apply in every situation. The Bible, the written source of
God’s commandments, is a small library with literary diversity and dif-
ferent forms of reasoning.? There are universally valid, positive com-
mandments such as “You should love ...,” as well as universally valid,
negative commandments such as “You shall not steal ...” Such prohibi-
tions should protect God’s order for humanity at places where it is vul-
nerable, regarding, e.g., property, marriage, and truth-telling, whereas
the positive commandments set the meaning and direction of life before
God and in society.

In addition to universal positive and negative commandments, the Bi-
ble contains nuanced directives. These include case studies which apply to
similar situations, along with commands that declare the priority of obli-
gations (such Hosea 6:6, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice,” which is quoted in
Matthew 9:13 and 12:7; and 1 Samuel 15:22, “to obey is better than sacri-
fice,” which is referenced in Psalm 51 and Jeremiah 7). Some commands,
such as regulations regarding divorce, give instructions for a situation
where other commandments have already been violated. A few commands
define exceptions to general rules, such as killing in self-defense (see Exo-
dus 22:1-2, quoted below). Some do not mention exceptions though excep-
tions are known from other texts or are seen as self-evident.

There are even practices which Holy Scripture endorses but never
raises to the level of a commandment. Fasting is a good example. While
great blessing rests upon fasting, and we find many biblical models for it,

! This chapter is adapted from Thomas Schirrmacher, Leadership and Ethical Respon-
sibility: The Three Aspects of Every Decision, translated by Richard McClary, edited by
Thomas K. Johnson, Vol. 13 of the WEA Global Issues Series (Bonn: VKW, 2013), 54-
68; https://www.academia.edu/83724725/Thomas_Schirrmacher_Leadership_
and_Ethical_Responsibility_The_Three_Aspects_of_Every_Decision_edited_by_
Thomas_K_Johnson.

2 See the overview by Walter C. Kaiser, Towards Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 1983), 64-66. Quotations from the Bible in this chapter are from
the New International Version.



66 The Decalogue Project

fasting is never presented as a general duty.’ This manner of presentation
of God’s commandments requires us to seek wisdom; this means we must
read and think very carefully about God’s commandments.

Five levels of law in the Bible

The Bible does not give us God’s commandments in a unilinear fashion; the
Bible gives us God’s commands through a spectrum which runs from foun-
dational statements to case examples. One can distinguish five levels of Old
Testament law: 1) ultimate principles; 2) foundational commandments, of-
ten one or more of the Ten Commandments; 3) rules for implementation;
4) case studies in relation to people; and 5) case studies regarding nonhu-
mans. Other levels could also be delineated, and one does not find every
level represented for every topic. The point is not the number; rather, the
point is the nature of law and commands as they range from entirely gen-
eral statements to completely concrete examples.

Sometimes two or more levels are addressed together in one verse, as
we will see in 1 Timothy 5:17-18. Many times, a principle is formulated
generally and exemplified through a case example. This can be seen, for
example, in Proverbs 15:16-17: “Better a little with the fear of the Lord than
great wealth with turmoil. Better a meal of vegetables where there is love
than a fattened calf with hatred” (also cf. Proverbs 16:8; 17:1).

An example: five levels of law regarding murder

e 1% ]evel, ultimate principle: Love of neighbor

e 2"]evel, foundational commandment: Do not murder

o 3"level, rule for implementation: Manslaughter at the time of bur-
glary

e 4Mlevel: Human case law of a railing around a roof

e 5% ]evel: Nonhuman case law of cisterns

Detailed explanation:

e 1%]evel: Leviticus 19:18: “... but love your neighbor as yourself.”
e 2™ ]evel: Exodus 20:13: “You shall not murder.”

3 SeeR.T.Foster, “Fasting,” in David J. Atkinson and David H. Field (eds.), New Dic-
tionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1995), 376~
378.
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o 3"level: Exodus 22:2-3: “If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck
so that he dies, the defender is not guilty of bloodshed; but if it hap-
pens after sunrise, he is guilty of bloodshed.”

o 4™level: Deuteronomy 22:8: “When you build a new house, make a
parapet around your roof so that you may not bring the guilt of
bloodshed on your house if someone falls from the roof.” This com-
mand naturally applies to parallel cases: It is also manslaughter if
one does not think about others and allows them to endanger them-
selves.

o 5%"]evel: Exodus 21:33-34: “If a man uncovers a pit [or a well] or digs
one [or lets it be opened] and fails to cover it and an ox or a donkey
falls into it, the owner of the pit must pay for the loss.” This is an
example of case law where the example has to do with animals, yet
it applies all the more to people. Jesus also argued about the Sab-
bath with laws relating to animals. He did this to justify people’s
actions (e.g., Luke 13:15-17; 14:4-6; Matthew 12:10-12).

Case law and an ethic of principles

Regarding a railing around a roof, Luther wrote, “This can be a proverbial
and general law, that in public community things are so built, and one be-
haves in such a manner, that one does not cause others to be exposed to
any dangers, disadvantages or damages.”

Since case law applies to similar situations and illustrates the central
principle - even in the case of manslaughter - this command also applies
in cultures that have other types of roofs. It applies to life situations in
which it is necessary to take preventative measures to protect people. That
a railing should be a protection on a flat roof, and that a pit should have a

Martin Luther. “Anmerkungen zum flinften Buch Moses,” column 1565 in Martin
Luther, Samtliche Schriften, vol. 3, edited by Johann Georg Walch (GroR Oesingen:
Verlag der Lutherischen Buchhandlung, 1986, 1910 reprint). In Old and New Tes-
tament times houses had flat roofs that were also used. Grass, that animals were
sometimes allowed to eat, grew on the roof (Isaiah 37:27; Psalm 129:6). Women
spread things out on the roof so that they would dry (Joshua 2:6), and in the sum-
mer, tents were put up on the roof and people slept there (2 Samuel 16:22; cf. Ne-
hemiah 8:16; 1 Samuel 9:25). A person was safe on the roof (Matthew 24:17). Im-
portant news was called out from roofs (Isaiah 15:3; Jeremiah 48:38; Matthew
10:27), which led to people subsequently meeting on roofs (Isaiah 22:1). When peo-
ple gathered in a house, the roof could be uncovered and people could get to the
center of the house as the friends of the paralytic were able to do in Mark 2:4; Luke
5:19, in order to bring him to Jesus.



68 The Decalogue Project

barrier around it, means that every person is responsible for injuries and
death in the case where one does not protect or warn others. In all legisla-
tion that is influenced by Christianity, there are corresponding provisions,
for instance, that areas around road construction sites and pits and man-
holes be clearly sealed off.

A case law (casuistry, from the Latin casus, the case) is a law that illus-
trates a general principle by using a particular example.® Martin Honecker
rightly writes: “Casuistry is the ‘explanation of individual cases’ in morals
and jurisprudence. The word is largely used as a negative label when it is
understood as a synonym for ‘hairsplitting’ and ‘sophistry,” but casuistry
primarily means - and this matter of fact is quite well justified - to apply
rules to an individual case.”

Biblical case laws are not case laws only in the sense of precedent deci-
sions. They are basic commands, enacted once and for all; the canon of
these case laws does not expand. Biblical case laws illustrate foundational
principles in relation to a particular case, and we must transfer the princi-
ples to similar cases.

Examples of similar case laws

The command that a millstone should not be given as security (Deuteron-
omy 24:6) naturally does not mean that only millstones may not be given
as security. Rather it refers to everything that is required for survival.

The commands regarding blind and deaf people, “Cursed is the man
who leads the blind astray on the road” (Deuteronomy 27:18) and “Do not
curse the deaf or put a stumbling block in front of the blind, but fear your
God,” refer not only to these examples but convey the idea that people are
not to take advantage of others’ disabilities. One must be considerate of
their limitations. Job was for this reason “eyes to the blind and feet to the
lame” and “a father to the needy” (Job 29:15-16). These provisions have
strongly shaped our culture.

In the Old Testament petty larceny of food is not theft: “If you enter
your neighbor’s vineyard, you may eat all the grapes you want, but do not
put any in your basket. If you enter your neighbor’s grain field, you may
pick kernels with your hands, but you must not put a sickle to his standing
grain” (Deuteronomy 23:24-25). This is a typical case law that does not

5 Cf.P.D. Toon. “Casuistry,” in R. K. Harrison (ed.). Encyclopedia of Biblical and Chris-
tian Ethics (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1987), 52-53.

¢ Martin Honecker, Einfiihrung in die Theologische Ethik (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
1990), 170; also 170-175.
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apply only to grapes and grains. Rather it establishes that the amount
needed to meet one’s needs is exempt from punishment.

Case law points to the fact that biblical ethics are an ethic of principles. It is
decisive that for each commandment out of which external visible application
arises, an ultimate divine principle is first recognized. The highest principle is
love toward God and neighbor. This lies at the bottom of all command-
ments, and they are only properly understood from that standpoint. From
this basis principles are derived which form the basis for more specific
moral rules and civil laws.

Understanding the principles at the highest level of Old Testament
commandments is crucial to properly understanding how the New Testa-
ment builds on Old Testament ethics. The New Testament emphasizes the
principles in the Old Testament commandments.

An ethic of principles is also of importance for the application of bibli-
cal commands in the present, in the ever-new cultural situations we face.
What is decisive is how the basic principle is put into practice. Old Testa-
ment law, for example, requires “righteousness in the gates.” This is be-
cause the Israelites’ courts met “in the gates.” What is decisive is the prin-
ciple of righteousness, along with the public character of holding court,
not the city gate as such, which many cultures do not have.

Regarding casuistry, one must differentiate the Old Testament from
later Jewish casuistry. Old Testament casuistry illustrates a basic command
with specific cases and examples, showing how the principle should be ap-
plied to similar cases. For this reason, the cases discussed represent only a
portion of the imaginable cases. Casuistry alone is too concrete to derive truly
basic principles from it, but to do without casuistry leaves ethics and law too ab-
stract and distanced from reality.

Furthermore, inner-biblical casuistry, which can call upon the author-
ity of God’s Word, must be distinguished from interpreters’ casuistry,
which tries to apply biblical ordinances to present-day cases. The latter is
acceptable, but the conclusions drawn from it cannot be placed in the same
category as a command of God, such as was claimed in the Jewish Talmud
or in Catholic canon law.

Principles and commandments provide a framework
for life, not life itself

“All human thought and action hang together with a worldview. Everyone
arrays themselves and their actions within the framework of a compre-
hensive interpretation of man and the world, within which behavior first
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achieves meaning.”” The word “framework” is crucial. As important as ab-
solute moral principles are, an individual cannot live with them alone,
making decisions solely based on them. We must think to make decisions
about how we live. God’s Word sets a framework for our life, thought, and
planning, but it does not fill out this framework. This is responsible free-
dom. God does not live our lives nor treat us like robots; He produces the
conditions so we can live. Essential principles are often illustrated for us
in the Holy Scriptures via case examples. But the Bible summons us to
weigh our plans, think through them, consider, seek counsel, and then
take responsibility for our decisions.

That is why large portions of the Old Testament law are formulated
negatively (“You shall not ...”). The precise thing that disturbs many peo-
ple has to do with freedom. The “not” sets boundaries without prescribing
details. Gustav Friedrich Oehler observes, regarding Old Testament law:
“The stipulations of the law are mainly found in detail in negative terms.
The requirements go into detail regarding what an Israelite is not allowed
to do ... However, it is easy to recognize that in respect to positive duties,
the law in many cases only expresses things generally. The intention is not
to expressly mandate, but rather to put forth facts, examples, and institu-
tions which allow the positive aspects to freely flourish.”®

Job acknowledges (23:12): “I have not departed from the commands of
his lips; I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my daily
bread.” Job’s love for the poor, who are described in this connection, goes
well beyond what was required. Still, based on this fact, one may not come
to the opposite conclusion that love can get along without moral order and
rules.

Weights and measures

When the Old Testament calls for uniformity and reliability regarding
weights and measures for business, the values involved are not simply
private values. These principles form the basis for every functioning
economy and are the precondition for equitable prosperity. Two princi-
ples are at work that are referenced in the Ten Commandments, but these
are also generally recognized in secular societies. These principles are,

Hansjorg Hemminger, Psychotherapie: Weg zum Gliick? Zur Orientierung auf dem
Psychomarkt, Miinchener Reihe (Munich: Evangelischer Presseverband fiir Bayern,
1987), 5.

8  Gustav Friedrich Oehler, Theologie des Alten Testaments (Stuttgart: J. F. Steinkopf,
1891%), 289.
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namely, honesty over against lying (“You shall not give false testimony”)
and the right to property ownership over against theft (“You shall not
steal”) as well as the internal attitude (“You shall not covet”). Whoever
deceitfully infringes upon these principles destroys not only personal re-
lationships but potentially an entire society. In Amos 8:4-6 God warns
about oppressing the poor and the weak by using dishonest weights and
measures.

Question 110 of the 1563 Heidelberg Catechism deliberately refers to
the Old Testament standards of honest weights and measures in its expla-
nation of the commandment against stealing. It also binds the state to
monitor this and indeed shows just how comprehensively the Reformation
viewed the Old Testament commandment against theft: “What does God
forbid in the eighth commandment? He forbids not only outright theft and
robbery, punishable by law. But in God’s sight theft also includes cheating
and swindling our neighbor by schemes made to appear legitimate, such
as: inaccurate measurements of weight, size, or volume; fraudulent mer-
chandising; counterfeit money; excessive interest; or any other means for-
bidden by God. In addition he forbids all greed and pointless squandering
of his gifts.”

Although the principles in the Bible are unambiguous, the Bible does
not speak about measurements, weights, and currency units that are valid
for all times and cultures. The Bible does not tell us to use ancient Middle
Eastern units of measurement instead of modern measures such as kilo-
grams or pounds, kilometers or miles. Yet the principle of reliability of the
data a seller reveals is at all times of foundational importance for the econ-
omy and for all of life in society.

Biblical texts regarding measures and weights

Commands

e Proverbs 16:11: “Honest scales and balances are from the Lord; all
the weights in the bag are of his making.”

e Proverbs 20:10, 23: “Differing weights and differing measures - the
Lord detests them both. ... The Lord detests differing weights, and
dishonest scales do not please him.”

°  Quoted from http://www.crcna.org/pages/heidelberg_commandments.cfm#Q

andA%20110.
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Leviticus 19:35-36: “Do not use dishonest standards when measur-
ing length, weight or quantity. Use honest scales and honest
weights, an honest ephah and an honest hin.”*

Deuteronomy 25:13-16: “Do not have two differing weights in your
bag - one heavy, one light. Do not have two differing measures in
your house - one large, one small. You must have accurate and hon-
est weights and measures, so that you may live long in the land the
Lord your God is giving you. For the Lord your God detests anyone
who does these things, anyone who deals dishonestly.”

Ezekiel 45:9-12: “... do what is just and right ... You are to use accu-
rate scales, an accurate ephah and an accurate bath. The ephah and
the bath are to be the same size, the bath containing a tenth of a
homer and the ephah a tenth of a homer; the homer is to be the
standard measure for both. The shekel is to consist of twenty ge-
rahs. Twenty shekels plus twenty-five shekels plus fifteen shekels
equal one mina.”"

Criticism based on these commands

Hosea 12:7: “The merchant uses dishonest scales; he loves to de-
fraud.”

Amos 8:4-5: “Hear this, you who trample the needy and do away
with the poor of the land ... that we may sell grain ... skimping the
measure, boosting the price and cheating with dishonest scales.”
Micah 6:10-11: “Am I still to forget, O wicked house, your ill-gotten
treasures and the short ephah, which is accursed? Shall I acquit a
man with dishonest scales, with a bag of false weights?”

Further principles for business

The famous saying, “the worker deserves his wages” (1 Corinthians 9:9; Luke
10:7; cf. Deuteronomy 25:4) makes every type of work valuable and creates
an obligation for equitable pay that may not be withheld (Mark 10:19; Deu-
teronomy 24:14; Leviticus 19:13; James 5:4). The command is understood in
the New Testament equally as an obligation toward church elders and to-
ward working animals, illustrating the organic unity of the several levels of
ethical principles. “The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are

10

These are Hebrew measures.

' The terms are more Hebrew designations of measure.
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worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and
teaching. For Scripture says, ‘Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out
the grain,” and ‘The worker deserves his wages’” (1 Timothy 5:17-18). This
principle touches a foundational temptation of business-people and of ma-
terialism: “Look! The wages you failed to pay the workmen who mowed
your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the harvesters have
reached the ears of the Lord Almighty” (James 5:4). Not to pay wages or not
to pay them completely or too late is grievous theft: “Do not steal ... Do not
deceive one another ... Do not defraud your neighbor or rob him. Do not
hold back the wages of a hired man overnight” (Leviticus 9:11-13).

The Old Testament very generally and rather often warns about op-
pressing others by paying low wages and uses clear formulations that even
Karl Marx could not outdo: “Do not defraud your neighbor or rob him”
(Leviticus 19:13). “Do not take advantage of a hired man who is poor and
needy, whether he is a brother Israelite or an alien living in one of your
towns [within your jurisdiction]. Pay him his wages each day before sun-
set, because he is poor and is counting on it. Otherwise, he may cry to the
Lord against you, and you will be guilty of sin” (Deuteronomy 24:14-15).
“Woe to him who builds his palace by unrighteousness, his upper rooms
by injustice, making his countrymen work for nothing, not paying them
for their labor” (Jeremiah 22:13).

The biblical statements about the binding nature of agreements relat-
ing to labor, as well as the necessity of and entitlement to payment, are of
wide-ranging importance. Still, they are not so formulated that we con-
cretely know exactly how a labor agreement is supposed to look and what
wage is appropriate. God alludes to the necessity of the legal certainty of a
labor agreement and to adequate compensation. However, the concrete
configuration reached between the contractual parties as well as the insti-
tutions in charge of overseeing the legal aspects are items that are en-
trusted to others and may change in times and cultures.

Comments:

When we read God’s commandments carefully and think deeply about
them, life should begin to change. We may need to repent, and this repent-
ance may go far beyond the hidden realm of our souls to change our actions.
And once we begin to think deeply about God’s commands, we will see that
such obscure references to ephahs, homers, gerahs, and railings around
roofs were applications of eternal principles to local situations, and we can
articulate those principles in our secular and multi-religious societies. Then
we can be much more confident to proclaim God’s Word in our time.






The First Commandment:

YouU SHALL HAVE No OTHER GODS BEFORE ME
David Zadok, Israel

The invitation by Dr. Sam Logan to write this paper arrived in my inbox
minutes after I watched the inauguration of the 46" President of the
United States, Joe Biden. The ceremony, which in Israel was titled the “Cel-
ebration of Democracy,” was broadcasted live, and many watched the
event, as it was of interest also in our part of the world. According to the
long tradition, both the President and the Vice President were sworn into
their respective offices by putting their hand on a Bible and repeating the
oath that ends with the words “So help me God.” But which God did each
of them mean, and which God do people mean when they so easily use the
name of God? Is it indeed the same God who revealed Himself to Moses and
the people of Israel, as found in Exodus 20 and then repeated in Deuteron-
omy 57 And is He the Father of Jesus Christ, the Son of God?

While we may rightly consider the Decalogue as a Judeo-Christian code
of ethics and conduct, we find that part of it is embedded in the criminal
laws of many nations and countries. The sixth commandment, “You shall
not murder,” and the eighth commandment, “You shall not steal,” are ob-
vious examples of this; and violation of the seventh commandment, “You
shall not commit adultery,” in its various interpretations, is regarded a
criminal offense in some countries and even as a capital crime in a few
Muslim countries that abide by the Sharia. Of course, in its narrowest in-
terpretation, the first commandment is not enforced in the same way that
the commandments mentioned above are considered a judicial offense.
There is a difference between the first commandment and some of the oth-
ers, and as we will see later, that is not the only difference.

A Brief Background of the Ten Commandments

The Decalogue was given to a specific people at a particular time, though
it has a universal reach. When God brought the people of Israel out of slav-
ery in that first Passover and eventually brought them to the land prom-
ised to Abraham and his descendants, He gave them His law. In Exodus 19,
we read that it was in the third month after the children of Israel had come
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out of Egypt, while they were in the wilderness of Sinai, that God called
Moses to the mountain. The memories of the ten plagues, the sight of the
parting sea for their passage, and the destruction of the Egyptian army in
the same sea were still vivid and unforgettable. On the mountaintop God
reminded Moses and the people of Israel of the miraculous way He had
brought them out and of how He had borne them “on eagles’ wings” to
Himself (Exodus 19:4). They belonged to Him now. And they were to keep
His covenant and obey His voice, to be unto Him “a royal priesthood, a holy
nation” (1 Peter 2:9). Before giving the law, God required the people of Is-
rael to sanctify themselves, to set themselves apart and to cleanse them-
selves for two days, and on the third day He would “come down” (Exo-
dus19:11).

The drama continued as God warned Moses that the people should not
come close to the mountain or touch it, for they would surely be stoned
and not live (Exodus 19:13). On the third day, “there were thunders and
lightnings and a thick cloud on the mountain and a very loud trumpet
blast, so that all the people in the camp trembled” (19:16). God came down
and called Moses to the mountaintop. God was present with Moses, and the
people heard His voice as He gave the Ten Words. The Hebrew word for
the Ten Commandments is n7273 Ny (aseret ha-dibberot), which means
the “ten words.”

Immediately after God delivered His Ten Words, the people who heard
His voice were fearful and asked Moses, not God, to talk to them (Exodus
20:19); they wanted a mediator, because they were fearful of God. While
they stood afar from the mountain and from the presence of God, Moses
related the words God spoke immediately after the tenth and last com-
mandment. In Exodus 20:22-23, we read, “You have seen for yourselves
that I have talked with you from heaven. You shall not make gods of silver
to be with me, nor shall you make for yourselves gods of gold.” God’s first
words after He delivered His law echo the first commandment, “You shall
have no other gods before me.” And later, in chapter 21, God set before
them the implication of His laws as He provided in-depth laws for their
observance. In these two chapters, we have the immediate context of the
before and after of the giving of the Decalogue. Now we can turn our at-
tention to the foundation of God’s commandments.

The Foundation of the Ten Words

The foundation of the Ten Commandments is the act of God. By way of
introducing the commandments to His people, God tells them, “I am the
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LorD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house
of slavery” (Exodus 20:2). In these brief and profound introductory words,
we learn two essential characteristics of God and two demands of the peo-
ple of God. The first characteristic that we observe is that the Lord is God,
and He is “your” God. While He is the God of the universe and the Creator
of heaven and earth, He is in a specific way the God of His people, Israel.
He is a personal God near His people, an immanent God, and not only a
transcendent God.

The second characteristic of God seen here is that the Lord God is the
One who acts, who brought His people out of Egypt and out of slavery. He
is not a passive God but an active God. And He acts before He speaks or
demands - just as it was in the very first verse of Genesis - “In the begin-
ning, God created ...” And the act of God in the context of giving His law
was that of deliverance. He brought the children of Israel out of the land
and the house where they had been enslaved for 400 years, namely the
land of Egypt and the house of slavery. His deliverance came before the
demands. It is only after saving and delivering His people from slavery that
God gives them commandments to obey. There is new ownership of the
people of Israel - they are no longer slaves to the Egyptians; they belong
now to God. They are His. The preamble of the Ten Words communicates
the very nature of the One who gives them His words; He is their Lord and
their God and their deliverer and their Savior. Out of His graciousness
alone, God delivers and sets them free. These are the two essential charac-
teristics of God that are foundational in giving His law.

God’s two demands of His people are that they are to hear His com-
mandments and to love Him, which means to obey Him (Deuteronomy 6).
God gave the law to the people of Israel not because He needed it for His
benefit or to fill something lacking in Him, but rather for the benefit of His
people. In the famous Shema in Deuteronomy 6:4-5, God says: “Hear, O Is-
rael: The LorD our God, the LorD is one. You shall love the Lorp your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.” The
commandments of God do not add or take away anything from Him, and
they do not increase or decrease any part of His being. They are purely for
the benefit and the good of man and not of God. God is perfect in all His
being and in all that He is, and therefore the commandments do not
change Him or make Him happier or better. He is not dependent on us;
rather, we are dependent on Him, and He gave us His law for our good.
When, in the Shema, He commands us to love Him with all our being, it is
for our good and advantage. Our love and obedience do not make Him
more or less perfect; He is forever the same perfect God. The Ten Words
are for our good and for that of the society in which we live; they were



78 The First Commandment:

given to protect us from ourselves and from each other. King David, the
psalmist of Israel, puts it poetically and beautifully in Psalm 19:7-11:

The law of the Lorb is perfect, reviving the soul;

the testimony of the Lorb is sure, making wise the simple;
the precepts of the Lorp are right, rejoicing the heart;

the commandment of the Lorp is pure, enlightening the eyes;
the fear of the Lorp is clean, enduring forever;

the rules of the Lorp are true, and righteous altogether.
More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold;

sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.
Moreover, by them is your servant warned,;

in keeping them there is great reward.

Imagine a society where murder was not punishable. The fear in which
members of that society would have to live every moment of their lives
would be horrible. Or imagine a community in which adultery was a norm.
When spouses were not committed to fidelity in marriage and could not
be certain their children were their own, what kind of family life could be
enjoyed? Though some see God’s law as a burden, the Scripture shows us
the benefit of the law. Psalm 119, the longest chapter of the Bible, conven-
iently placed in the center of our Bibles, celebrates the benefits and the
beauty of the law. This unique psalm, in which each stanza of eight verses
is an acrostic based on the order of the Hebrew alphabet, shows the place
and the prominence of the law in our lives. To the psalmist, the command-
ments of God are a delight (119:47), not a burden, and he loves the ordi-
nances and the statutes of God.

However, the more significant benefit of the law of God is that it points
us to the gospel and to the only One who can make the law a delight. The
law and, in particular, the Ten Commandments, shows us how incapable
we are of keeping it and how often we fail to uphold it. In fact, because the
law condemns us and shows our inability to do the right thing in the eyes
of God, it pushes us into the arms of the gospel, where we can find refuge
and comfort. The story of Martin Luther helps us to see this point dazz-
lingly. As a devout monk who wanted to be right with God and righteous
in His sight, Luther reached the point where he began hating God because
of His total demands of righteousness, something Luther could never
achieve no matter how hard he worked at it. Also, the apostle Paul became
an enemy for the monk, because in his epistles, Paul emphasized the right-
eousness of God, something that was unreachable for Luther, and it ago-
nized him. He would spend hours each day confessing his sins to the priest
and then later would run back to him again to confess yet another sin. But
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one day he read Romans 1:17: “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed
from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith.”
These words “leaped out from the chapter, stood alone, the key to the
whole problem.” What Luther could not do for himself, the gospel did for
him. The failure to maintain the law by his own efforts pushed him toward
the message of the gospel and the finished work of Christ. The righteous
live not by works but by faith. This truth, justification by faith alone, be-
came the foundation of Luther’s theology and, in fact, of the whole Refor-
mation. That is why Luther loved to emphasize the “Law and Gospel” dis-
tinction. “Lutheran theology is well-known for the sharp antithesis it
draws between Law and Gospel. This finds its root to some degree in the
teaching of Luther, who emphasized what is often called the ‘pedagogical’
use of the Mosaic law, its use as a schoolmaster to accuse us of sin that we
might look to Jesus to save us.””

This is why the Old Testament cannot have the last word. The story
cannot end there. It must continue, and thank God, it does continue. The
Ten Words and the law are not the end. That is why John, in his prologue
to his Gospel, tells us that “the law was given through Moses; grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). The last word is Jesus,
through whom the Father spoke to us, as the writer of Hebrews clearly
proclaims. The apostle Paul conveys the same idea in Romans 10:4 when
he tells us that “Christ is the end [té\og (télos)] of the law ... to everyone
who believes.” It is by grace that we are saved and not through the works
of the law, and yet we see how the law is a tutor (guardian, Galatians 3:24)
leading us to Christ and His grace.’

The structure of the Ten Commandments guides our attention and our
relationship vertically, with God, and horizontally, with people. The first
four commandments concern our relationship with God, and the final six
speak to our relationship with one another. Only when we are in right re-
lationship with God and maintain the Creator-creature distinction can all
other human relationships fall into their right place. Jesus summarized all
of the Law in these two commandments: Love God, and love your neighbor

1 Brian Lunn, Martin Luther: The Man and His God, (London: Butler & Tanner Ltd.,
1934), 41.

https://www ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/law-and-gospel/.

We are assuming the distinction among the moral, ceremonial, and judicial laws
in the Old Testament. The moral laws, such as the Ten Commandments, apply
throughout human history, whereas the ceremonial and judicial laws applied di-
rectly to a limited time in history. This should not lead us to neglect the ceremo-
nial and judicial laws, since they teach us what proper worship and proper justice
looked like in that time.
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as yourself (Mark 12:29-31). In this, Jesus confirms the structure of the Ten
Commandments - God first and then others.

The Text and the Meaning of the First Command-
ment

The Hebrew text of the first commandment starts with the negative word
X% (o), “no,” just as do the second, third, and last five commandments. The
only two commandments that do not start with the negative word are the
fourth and the fifth, keeping the Sabbath day holy, and honoring your fa-
ther and your mother, respectively. Why do the majority of the command-
ments begin with “no”? The word no limits our having any other gods be-
sides the God who introduced Himself in the introduction to the
commandments. Starting with the negative word sets the boundary for us
as to who is God and who is a false god. Since the Lord God is the One and
only One, it is easier to use the negative word rather than provide a com-
prehensive list of what is prohibited. In general, the nature of the Ten
Commandments is such that it is easier to describe what is prohibited than
to list what is not prohibited. They are absolute, e.g., “You shall not com-
mit adultery” is clear regarding what the commandment prohibits.

The first commandment tells us there are no other gods and we should
not have any other gods. This commandment speaks about the one true
God versus false gods; the second commandment follows it and prohibits
us from worshiping the one true God falsely. In other words, the first two
commandments ban us from false gods and false worship of the one true
God.

In Sinai, God made the covenant with the people of Israel, and part of
that covenant was the relationship He established with His people. We can
see in that relationship that God is the One who not only initiates but, as
has been mentioned, also acted on behalf of His covenant people by bring-
ing them out of slavery. In his classic work The Ten Commandments, Thomas
Watson, a seventeenth-century English Puritan, writes these words in his
introduction to the first commandment: “The message of this command-
ment is that we should sanctify God in our hearts and give Him precedence
above all created things. There are two parts to this commandment: 1. We
must have God for our God. 2. We must have no other God.” Watson brings
out the two-part implication of the first commandment, i.e., who our God
is and who are false gods. The one true God is a jealous God. In the second

¢ Thomas Watson, The Ten Commandments, Rev. ed., (Abbotsford, WI: Aneko Press,
2019 - first edition published in 1692), 19.
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part of the second commandment, when God commands us not to bow to
any graven images, the reason given is that He is a jealous God, and He will
not share His glory with anyone else. Because He is the only God, it is His
prerogative not to share the devotion due to Him alone with anyone or an-
ything else. Earlier, in the introduction, we saw that the Decalogue was
given in the third month after the Israelites had come out of the land of
Egypt, which was a polytheistic culture. Philip Ryken explains, “... and in
this, the Egyptians were unsurpassed. They worshipped the gods of fields
and rivers, light and darkness, sun and storm. Swearing their alliances to
the gods and goddesses of love and war, they bowed down to worship idols
in the form of men and beasts.” Now that the Israelites had come out of
Egypt and slavery, they needed to come out of their relationship with the
foreign gods of Egypt as well.

I earlier mentioned how the President and Vice President, at their in-
auguration, put their hand on a Bible, and when they took the oath, they
ended it by saying “So help me God.” Today in our post-modern and post-
almost-anything world, the name of God is misused and thrown around so
very easily. Many would say they believe in God or gods, and some may
even use the name Jesus; however, to whom do they really refer? And do
they sincerely and honestly mean the Lorp God, the One who brought Is-
rael out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery? He, and only He,
is the one true God, though many in societies from all corners of the world
may use the name, the same name but mean someone or something else.
In our conversations with people, we need to make sure we understand to
which God they refer and that it is the God of the Scriptures, because there
is much confusion; Satan is working hard to convince people who believe
in a false god and worship a false god that they are worshiping the one true
God. And this brings us to the next question: Is Allah, or the god in which
other monotheistic religions believe, the same god?°

Do We All Worship the Same One True God?

Now that we have discussed the Ten Commandments in their larger con-
text, and also the first commandment specifically, we ought to ask this

5 Philip Graham Ryken, Written in Stone: The Ten Commandments and Today’s Moral Cri-
sis, (Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P&R Publishing, 2010), 58.

¢ We know that some Christians have long used the Arabic word “Allah” (and simi-
lar words in other languages) to refer to the Trinitarian God of the Bible. We are
not criticizing them for doing this. Here we are only discussing the Muslim under-
standing of God.
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important question. Is the God of the Old and New Testaments, and more
specifically, the God who gave the Ten Words, the same God whom Jews
and Muslims worship? This is a sensitive question for both a Jew and a
Muslim to answer, but we ought to look to the only reliable source we have
to answer the question, and that is the Scriptures. In answering the ques-
tion, we need to put our prejudice aside (which is difficult for me as a Jew)
and look at the core of the issue, and that is the true and full identity of the
one true God. Since both Islam and rabbinic Judaism teach that there is one
and only one God and that their God is not Trinitarian, can it be the same
God?

At the core, the answer is no, but it needs to be qualified and explained.”
While there is some commonality between the God of the Bible and Allah,
there is also a huge chasm between the two. Both Islam and the Bible de-
scribe God and Allah as one, and they are both the Creator of the universe,
and Creator ex nihilo, who created all things out of nothing. However, the
Allah that the Qur’an describes is a being who is unknowable in his essence;
he is a transcendent God who is so immense that we cannot know him. He
is a God who is way up there and out there and who really does not concern
himself with the affairs of man in the world. In his being, he cannot be
known, unlike the God of the Bible, who is close to His people.

The God of the Bible is so close that He came down to save His people
(Exodus 3:6-8); of course, the Son also took on human flesh to come and
“tabernacle” among us (John 1:14). He became one of us. He revealed Him-
self to us in such a way that we can know Him personally. And while Allah
has 99 names in the Qur’an, all of these names tell us what he does, not who
he is. According to the Qur’an, Allah’s revelation of himself is limited to his
actions; it does not concern his being. Again, this is related to the fact that
Muslims see Allah as so transcendent that he is unknowable and does not
tell who he is; he only tells what he does. In contrast, the God of the Scrip-
tures not only reveals Himself to us, but He tells us He is love and He is

Editor’s note: In this essay we are not suggesting that the understanding of God in
rabbinic Judaism and Allah in Islam are the same, and, we believe, our Christian
knowledge of God as the Trinity (including the Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Res-
urrection of the Son of God) is different from non-messianic Judaism. Christians
normally make distinctions among people who have a general sense that there is
a Creator, those who have bits and pieces of true information about God from the
Bible, people who have more complete information about God from Biblical teach-
ing, and people who have a saving knowledge of God by faith in Jesus Christ. Some
also distinguish between a rejected knowledge of God (whether of God’s general
revelation or of both general revelation and special revelation) and a saving
knowledge of God by faith in the gospel. TJ
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light, among many other characteristics.® The Scriptures describe who God
is, not only what He does. And that is an important distinction and differ-
ence between God and Allah.

In addition, the Qur’an tells us that Allah is the one who created evil
(Qur’an 113:2, which attributes to Allah the creation of darkness).’ This, of
course, completely contradicts the God of the Bible, who created all things
good, and the whole creation was very good. Furthermore, Allah is not un-
der any rules that he set for himself, and neither is he obligated to his cov-
enants - in other words, he is a capricious being who does what he likes
and, if he desires, can even go against his own character. Not so with the
God of the Bible, who is unchangeable and who always acts according to
His character. While He is the God who can do all things, of His own choice,
He has determined not to act contrary to His character, and in His faith-
fulness, He will keep His promises and covenants.

The most important distinction between Allah and the one true God is
that the God of the Scriptures is a Trinitarian God. From the very first
chapter, the Scriptures show that God is a Trinity, and from eternity He is
Father, Son, and Spirit; He is One indivisible Being in three irreducible Per-
sons. In the very first verse of the Hebrew Bible, we come across the word
017y, (Elohim), which is plural, and only a few verses down in that first
chapter, verse 26, God said: “Let us make man in our image, after our like-
ness.” (emphasis added) The Hebrew words are plural, and though that is
not the only reference to the Trinitarian God in the Old Testament, it is
important that God reveals Himself in such a way in the very first chapter
of His revealed and written words. In other passages in the Pentateuch,
there are indications and hints of the plurality of God, as we read that the
angel of the Lord is identified with God Himself. This happens in the con-
versation of the angel of God with Hagar (Genesis 16:7-13; 21:17-18), with
Abraham (Genesis 22:11-18), with Jacob (Genesis 31:11-13), and later with
Moses and the burning bush. Furthermore, when the commander of the
army of the Lord appears to Joshua, though He appears as a man, or maybe
as an angel, yet Joshua is not rebuked when he worships Him, though such
worship is due only to God (Joshua 5:13-15). In Psalm 110:1, “The Lorp says
to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your foot-
stool.” What is seen in the Old Testament in shadows and types is seen
clearly in the New Testament; the substance is seen clearly in the

¢ Among many others, He is holy, just, righteous, good, shepherd, provider (Jeho-
vah-Jireh), peace, and faithful.

Alexander Pierce, Facing Islam, Engaging Muslims: Constructive Dialogue in an Age of
Conflict, (Enumclaw, WA: Redemption Press, 2012), 66.
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incarnation of the Son, who took on a human body. It is only in the incar-
nation that we can interpret and explain the above passages and others in
the Old Testament in the most obvious, clear, and true way. The Christian
church is called to go and make disciples of all nations and to baptize them
in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19), a
very clear presentation of the Triune God in Scripture.

One of the 99 names of Allah is “The Loving.” However, the question
arises as to how Allah could be such, in eternity past, before he created the
world and humankind. Michael Reeves, in his small but fascinating book,
raises this question.® Reeves’s answer is that since there was nothing else
that Allah could love, the only option is that he eternally loves his creation,
which means that Allah needs the creation to be who he is in himself -
loving."! However, the Triune God from eternity past had perfect fellow-
ship among the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; God loved truly and
fully apart from His creation. This is the one true God, the God of the first
commandment. And since the one true God is a Triune God, Christians and
Muslims do not worship the same God. In John 14:6, Jesus clearly said, “I
am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except
through me.” This bold statement of Jesus about being the only way to get
to the Father flies in the face of our post-modern culture that has totally
rebelled against absolute truth. In post-modern culture, the truth is now
relative and flexible and can be made into anything anyone wants it to be.
However, the claims of Jesus are the very truth of the Word of God. If Jesus
is the only way, the truth, and the life, then one must conclude that other
gods, who are not the Triune God, cannot lead us to the Father, and they
are not the same.

While there might be some similarity in the description of the God of
the Ten Commandments and Allah, in essence, they are not the same. The
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If Allah,
or for that matter, the God of Rabbinical Judaism, is not Triune, neither of
these Gods is the same as the God who gave the First Commandment.

Conclusion

The best way to conclude is by citing the Heidelberg Catechism, written in
1563 in Germany and still used as the confession of many Reformed

1 Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
2012), 40. This is a short and very delightful and thought-provoking book that is
worth reading.

T Tbid.
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churches. Question number 94 of the catechism asks: “What does the Lord
require in the first commandment?” And it concisely and precisely an-
swers: “That for the sake of my very salvation I avoid and flee all idolatry,
witchcraft, superstition, and prayer to saints or to other creatures. Fur-
ther, that I rightly come to know the only true God, trust in Him alone,
submit to Him with all humility and patience, expect all good from Him
only, and love, fear, and honor Him with all my heart. In short, that I for-
sake all creatures rather than do the least thing against His will.” May we
fulfill this first and fundamental commandment as answered to this ques-
tion and give God the glory due to Him alone.
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The Second Commandment:

YoU SHALL NoT MAKE FOR YOURSELF A
CARVED IMAGE ...

Robert Norris, United States

The principle crime of the human race, the highest guilt charged upon the world, the
whole procuring cause of judgment, is idolatry.
Tertullian, On Idolatry

In a year in which the whole world has experienced the disruption and fear
engendered by a pandemic that has consumed millions of lives, we have also
witnessed protests in stable and democratic societies that expose the strains
upon those established societies. While these strains have been different in
various societies, protests have been widespread against perceived injus-
tice. Both the pain and the protests have been presented by the media in
such vivid ways that no Christian could have escaped being brought face-
to-face with the woes of our world. The response, however, has often been
that of anger, which causes political views and convictions to grow in inten-
sity. The growth of that intensity has led to division between friends and to
ruptures in families and communities and even in churches. There is little
doubt that this anger has been inflamed by the media, but the result is that
alienation and a disparaging of those who hold divergent views have taken
place among believers and unbelievers alike. Believers in Jesus Christ who
publicly own His Lordship have sadly engaged in this process and, in doing
so, have sometimes confused their obedience to Christ with obedience to
political leaders or to a political party or ideology, coming close to violating
the second commandment with its stark warning against idolatry.

Idolatry is a much deeper issue than simply creating “graven images”
as did both Israel and its enemies in the Old Testament.! Any reading of the
commandments given by God to His people as they are recorded in Exodus
20:1-17 and in Deuteronomy 5:6-12 immediately impresses us with the

! Editor’s note: Notice that Dr Norris mentions the problem of worshipping physical

idols. In the 21° century I have seen physical idolatry and have visited a pagan
temple. It has long been a standard Protestant criticism of the Roman Catholic
Church that the use of images in a church building infringes on the commandment
against idolatry. T]
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intimate relationship that exists between the first and second command-
ments. It has often been posited that they belong together. The first com-
mandment reveals God as the object of the worship and obedience of His
chosen people. The second commandment reveals the way that obedience
is to be rendered.

In the first commandment (Exodus 20:2), the Lord identified Himself as
Elohim, indicating that He is the judge of the entirety of the created order.
Implicit is the idea that He is the only God, who is master of the universe:

“I am the Lorp your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt,
out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me.”

The second commandment (Exodus 20:4-6) contains prohibitions against a
variety of aspects of idolatry:

“You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything
that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water
under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the
LorD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the
children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, but
showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my com-
mandments.”

Having other gods is idolatry. The first part of the second commandment
is clear that those who received these commandments were to attribute
all power to the one true God alone. It was not meant to affirm the reality
of other gods besides the God of Israel. The translation of the phrase “al-
panai” is “before my face,” which means “forever and every place.” It sug-
gests that the prohibition against idolatry of any kind applies to all times
and to all generations. God identifies Himself as “a jealous God,” indicating
His relationship with His people is like marriage. The marriage is between
Himself and His chosen people. Therefore, we can liken idolatry to adul-
tery; idolatry is spiritual adultery.

Idolatry Defined

An idol is anything we depend upon to meet the deep needs of the heart,
such as personal worth, significance, and security. Sadly, as John Calvin
said, “The human heart is an idol factory.” The human mind is contami-

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. F. L. Battles (Louisville, KY: West-
minster John Knox Press, 2001), I. xi. 8.
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nated by sin in such a way that it is filled with pride, and as a result, when-
ever it thinks about God, it will always create a god after its own image. It
will imagine, as Calvin observed, “an unreality and empty appearance as
God.”

In his letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul exposes our hearts and
minds when he makes clear that sin is much deeper than mere behavioral
violations. Sin begins at the motivational level. The ultimate issue of our
life is the unwillingness to glorify God and to give Him the centrality which
is not only His due but His command. The sin of idolatry is ultimately a sin
of the heart. When we seek to find identity and security in anything other
than God, we have made it an idol. Failure to give God the prime place in
our thinking results in idolatry. Paul writes, “... they exchanged the truth
of God for a lie ...” (Romans 1:25). And in doing this:

“... they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were dark-
ened” (Romans 1:21).

Idolatry is the ultimate indicator of our rejection of the God who is. It re-
places the worship that is due to the Creator with worship of something
less than God. When we adopt any idol, we do not abandon worship, be-
cause we are created to worship. We remain true to our design, making all
manner of other gods take the place of the Creator of heaven and earth.
The idol we adopt, however, distorts our thinking with the lie that it can
give us that for which we are looking. In adopting an idol, we not only
adopt the false belief system that is centered on the idol; we give it control
of our lives and imagine that it can give us what only God truly can give.

God gave the Ten Commandments in the immediate context of address-
ing a people who had demanded a visible representation of their God -
they had made a golden calf. As it was constructed, the people announced:
“These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of
Egypt!”” (Exodus 32:8b)

Fashioning a golden calf constituted an attempt to equate the idol they
had created with their own hands with Yahwebh, the living God, who alone
had been the Savior of His people and whose power had brought them
from their life of bondage. Israel wanted to claim that they remained loyal
to Yahweh, while at the same time they were creating and submitting to
an idol. The ultimate issue was that the people looked to something besides
the God-given promise that He was the Savior.

The issue was clearly that the people were afraid. Their leader, Moses,
had disappeared, leaving the people surrounded by nations who were their
enemies. In their fear, they demanded, “Up, make us gods who shall go
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before us” (Exodus 32:1). In their fear and search for security, they created
and submitted to an idol. It is a phenomenon as modern as it is ancient -
an idol is created when something of finite value is elevated to a place of
centrality and becomes the basis against which every other value is judged.
Fear and the need for security were running high, and they displaced the
invisible, but nonetheless real and powerful, true God. Instead of finding
freedom from their fears in the secure protection of the living God, they
found themselves captive.

People are compelled to serve whatever they worship. Even after con-
version, Christians find false saviors and lords, together with their at-
tendant false belief systems. These continue to distort their lives as much
as they distorted the lives of the children of Israel. Among the many idols
we create, political idolatry is common and can be used to illustrate the
results of idolatry in all the spheres of life. Its effects upon our relation-
ships with God and society are profound. It is summed up in the 95th ques-
tion of the Heidelberg Catechism which asks:

“What is idolatry?” The answer:

“Instead of the one true God who has revealed Himself in His Word, or along-
side of Him, to invent or have some other thing in which man puts his trust.”

Idolatry Denounced

The second commandment communicates the significance which idolatry
has to the Lord Himself. The commandment reinforces the issue that idol-
atry is as much about seeking to serve God in the wrong way as it is about
creating false gods. Clearly there is here an overlap between serving God
in our own way and creating false gods. Idols cause us to seek to serve God
in a way that He has neither commanded nor of which He approves, tanta-
mount to creating and serving a god created by our own hands and hearts.
The Old and New Testaments make it clear that an idol is something ele-
vated to function as a substitute for God Himself. Any idol shrinks the In-
finite and obscures the glory of the Lord. In Deuteronomy 4, as Moses ad-
dressed the gathered people of Israel, he made clear that reliance upon
imagination instead of revelation was unwholesome and courted divine
anger. He reinforced the reality of judgment and its severity when he
warned the people of the consequence of doing so.

> The Heidelberg Catechism Q. and A. 95, ed. and trans. for the Christian Reformed
Church (2004).
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“... beware lest you act corruptly by making a carved image for yourselves ...
beware lest you raise your eyes to heaven, and when you see the sun and the
moon and the stars ... you be drawn away and bow down to them and serve
them ... For the LorD your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God” (Deuteron-
omy 4:16, 19, 24).

Helmut Thielicke expounds on this when he writes:

Ideology has the character of idolatry in two respects. First, in ideology it is
man who sets himself up as lord and master. He sets his own goals, enunci-
ating them in the axioms of his ideology. He is the one who has the power
both to fix and to realize these goals. At one and the same time he is both
the inaugurator and the functionary of the forces of life. He has a will to
power and what he wills he wills not in the name of something above him
but only in his own name. This is idolatry.*

This stands in contrast to the scriptural affirmation that God is sovereign
over all the earth and directs the destinies of nations. The psalmist made
this clear:

“The Lorp brings the counsel of the nations to nothing;
he frustrates the plans of the peoples.

The counsel of the Lord stands forever,

the plans of his heart to all generations” (Psalm 33:10-11).

Christopher Wright argues that there are principles built into creation so
that when God casts down a nation that He has raised up for His own pur-
poses, He does so “because their arrogance, violence and depravity reach
an intolerable level; God acts in judgment and they collapse, or sink into
global insignificance, or even depart from the stage of history altogether.”

Idolatry and Its Effects

Idolatry inevitably begins as a means of power, attempting to enable us to
control our circumstances, fears, or challenges, but quickly the idol over-
powers us and ends up controlling us. In the case of political idolatry, it
may begin with a defense of immoral or improper behavior but end up
causing us to overlook the acts and impacts of what we have justified.

4 Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics, vol. 2, Politics, ed. and trans. William H. Laza-
reth (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969), p. 48.

> Christopher J. H. Wright., Here Are Your Gods: Faithful Discipleship in Idolatrous Times
(InterVarsity Press, 2020), p. 108.
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Having visited the Soviet Union while it was governed by Stalin, John Mac-
murray, a committed Christian, described the Soviet Union in his 1938
book The Clue to History as “the nearest approach to the realization of the
Christian intention that the world has yet seen ... It expresses the continu-
ity of the Christian intention in an explicit and practical form.”® This was
written after the Soviet government had brutally murdered many of its
opponents, slaughtered many Christian leaders while devastating the
churches, and developed a personality cult surrounding Stalin that had
many quasi-religious features. Macmurray was a man whose political con-
victions blinded him to the reality he witnessed and mastered him into
becoming a defender of the indefensible.

It is all too easy to make light of political speech and divisive behavior,
but the Christian’s standard is always the authority of Scripture. This de-
mands that Christians make all their assessments in light of the truth re-
vealed there. Failure to do this inevitably leads to distorted discipleship,
because as followers of Jesus Christ, we are people who have been changed
by the power of the Holy Spirit and are constantly being changed into the
likeness of our Lord (2 Corinthians 3:18; 5:14-21). Political idolatry shapes
words and deeds in a way that begins to shape our attitudes, words, and
perception of the behaviors of our political heroes. Whether these heroes
come from the right or the left does not matter. Pursuing political idolatry
inevitably means that we resemble our risen Lord less and less. This in turn
compromises our witness.

David Powlison describes idolatry as having the effect of creating “a
delusional field”, by which he means that idols begin to define good and
evil in ways that are contrary to God’s definitions.” Idols must necessarily
articulate a false belief system. In the field of politics, this can translate
into an exalted view of the state. With Hegel, we begin to acknowledge
and live as though “the state is God marching on earth.”® We attribute to
it the ultimate value that gives everything else its meaning, and its serv-
ants, the politicians, hold a unique place in our thinking. We begin to at-
tribute to them power and capacity that should be reserved for God. The
French thinker Jacques Ellul sums it up when he describes such an atti-
tude:

John Macmurray, The Clue to History (New York: Harper and Bros, 1938), p. 206.

7 David Powlison, “The Idols of Our Heart and Vanity Fair,” Journal of Biblical Coun-
seling 13, no. 2, (2009).

The quote from Hegel was cited in Karl R. Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies,
2 vols. (Princeton Univ. Press 1963) vol. 2, p. 31.
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It [the state] is a providence of which everything is expected, a supreme
power which pronounces truth and justice and has the power of life and
death over its members. It is an arbiter which ... declares the law the su-
preme objective code on which the whole game of society depends.’

When we make an idol out of our politics, the power of the idol is so intense
that it is often felt in our body as well as in our behavior. Idols bring bond-
age. We become overly anxious when, having idolized a finite value, such
as a political party or leader, we find that our idol is facing some threat. In
that case, we can feel ourselves shaken at the very core of our being and
can behave as though experiencing emotional trauma. In the 2020 election
in the United States of America, one otherwise healthy and strong Chris-
tian individual I know was so emotionally anxious that he remained curled
up in a fetal position for days, even after the election had taken place.

Idolatry Exposed

Such idolatry is often excused by the argument that it is a matter of prin-
ciple, which in reality is a mask for prejudice. In his Gospel, Luke records
an event where our Lord Jesus Christ exposed the prejudice of the disci-
ples, a prejudice that was masked by the appearance of principle (Luke
9:51-56). Jesus and the disciples passed through a Samaritan village on
their way to Jerusalem. Luke records that the villagers refused to receive
them, indicating a rejection of all hospitality. Scripture records that the
reason for this rejection was that as Jews, they were on their way to Jeru-
salem. The antipathy between the Jews and Samaritans was well-known.
When James and John heard of the Samaritan rejection, they became angry
immediately and said: “Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from
heaven and consume them?” (v. 54).

Clearly, the disciples were as prejudiced as the Samaritans, disguising
their prejudice with moral outrage. We are told our Lord Jesus Christ,
“...turned and rebuked them. And they went on to another village” (vv.
55-56).

We see the same issue in the Old Testament in the story of Jonah. As a
prophet of the Lord, Jonah tried to avoid preaching a message of repent-
ance to the city of Nineveh as he had been commanded. He knew that if
the Ninevites repented, they could and would be used by God to bring judg-
ment upon Israel. He was more concerned about being a loyal Jew than

°  Jacques Ellul, The New Demons, trans. C. Edward Hopkin (New York: Seabury, 1995),
p. 80.
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about being a faithful prophet of the Lord. His anger never changed, and
bitterness developed. When the Lord showed mercy upon the Ninevites,
Jonah was angry at the repentance of the people, and he was bitter because
God had shown mercy to a Gentile nation.

“... I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and
abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster” (Jonah 4:2).

Anything around which a believer’s affections are oriented has the poten-
tial of becoming the object of his worship and can replace God as the cen-
tral motivating factor in his or her life. As with anything else, this can be
the case with politics, and the effect is always sad. Jesus exposed prejudice
and the idol that lay behind it.

Political idolatry can have far-reaching effects. It may begin with hold-
ing strong supportive views for one political party. Left unrestrained, this
can develop all too easily into the deifying of a party and its leadership. In
some cases, this takes place with a messianic enthusiasm that seems to
defy restraint.

For Christians, self-examination in the light of Scripture can expose
such idolatry and is part of our growth in Christ. Writing to the Corinthi-
ans, the apostle Paul enjoins Christians:

“Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves.
Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you? -
unless indeed you fail to meet the test!” (2 Corinthians 13:5)

In a blog on “The Exchange,” Mary Lederleitner advocates self-diagnosing
political idolatry by asking some probing questions.*

I. How involved are my emotions in the political situation?

Regardless of how we may confess Christ as Savior, when emotions are tied
up with an issue or person, whether it is government, political party, or
political leader, we are in danger of creating an idol. We can find ourselves
being improperly angry, perhaps at what a political opponent is saying or
doing, and an idol is being formed. We know this because the indwelling
presence of the Holy Spirit produces love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. When these attributes
are not present in the political process and emotions become marked by

10 Mary Lederleitner, “Have Your Political Views Become an Idol?” Christianity Today,

August 4, 2020.
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irritability and anger, these latter emotions are not subject to the suprem-
acy of Christ. This does not mean anger is inappropriate in every political
situation; indeed, it is justified in the face of corruption or injustice. Nor
does it mean that it is idolatrous to experience disappointment at political
loss. But when the central place of Christ is usurped by something else,
idolatry has been exposed. The fruit of the presence of the Holy Spirit is
not subject to political upheaval, providing us with an impeccable test.

2. Whom or what am | trusting to provide for my future?

People enter into political idolatry because they seek safety and security
in the midst of a world where things seem fragile; they feel vulnerable and
powerless. Seeking security in political parties or leaders relegates Christ
and His power “to save to the uttermost” (Hebrews 7:25) to a place of sec-
ondary importance. This may not have been a conscious determination,
yet it may occur. The focus of Christian security will always come from the
heavenly Father, who is the true provider, not from a created messianic
substitute.

3. How am | treating people who disagree with me?

We can also tell if we have moved into political idolatry by our treatment
of those with whom we differ. Sadly, political opponents on the left or right
of the political spectrum can be demonized and their salvation questioned
because of their political positions. All human beings, despite their politi-
cal views or political affiliations, are made in God’s image (Genesis 1:26-28)
and have an inherent right to be treated with respect. While biblical con-
victions should impact how Christians vote and otherwise support politi-
cal differences, it should not extend into judging others in the realm of
salvation.

When we interact with those who see political and social issues differ-
ently, the question we must pose to ourselves is whether we treat them
with the dignity and honor that is their due as people created in the image
of God. It is never appropriate to think people are saved by their political
ideology, nor is it appropriate to judge spirituality based on political alle-
giance. When we find ourselves moving in these directions, it is an indica-
tor of idolatry. The truth is simply that God rules over the nations, and we
must restrain our excessive anxiety at the rise and fall of those who cannot
thwart the purposes of God. This extends to the words we choose to speak.
We protect those we love, and if our love is not centered upon Christ, our
biblical focus has been lost. God will judge us for how we speak about
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people and for the names we call them (Matthew 5:21-24). This cannot be
justified by taking cues from political leaders, whose words are often un-
guarded.

Idolatry Overcome

No Christian enjoys being told he has an idol in his life, or that her political
views or the vehemence with which she holds and shares them are idola-
trous. Yet for many people, that is the simple truth. Such a situation can-
not be allowed to remain unchallenged. Like all sin, the Lord Jesus Christ
has come that we might know His power of both forgiveness and healing.
The answer always lies in the power of the gospel applied by the Holy
Spirit. To know that our fears for the future and for our security are in the
hands of God is the foundation upon which we can firmly stand. It is God
Himself who is our refuge and strength. Christian confidence cannot be in
the schemes or plans of governments, politicians, or the political system
itself. Charles Colson put it pithily when he said, “Our salvation can never
come on Air Force One.”

Idolatry always distorts our view of God and diverts the worship of the
people of God. Idolatry in any form steals the attention and honor that be-
long only to God (Jeremiah 2:5) \f "B". It also prevents true service and
worship and enjoyment of God. This truth is captured in the first question
of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, which asks:

“What is the chief end of man?” It answers:
“The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.”"*

It is impossible to enjoy God if our view of Him is distorted, and it is impos-
sible to glorify God if our attention is diverted away from the true worship
which is His due. Idolatry may satisfy men temporally, but it can never
satisfy God. It may produce enthusiastic and even warm worship, but idol
worship is always worship of the creature rather than of the Creator. It
ultimately produces only condemnation and pain. Political idolatry is no
less dangerous, for it loses sight of the eternal and focuses exclusively
upon a world that is ultimately transient.

Dismantling idols first requires that we unmask them. This is no easy
task since idols create the “delusional field” which Powlison described.
They have been deified, and so their power has been magnified, making

1 D. F. Kelly, The Westminster Shorter Catechism in Modern English (Phillipsburg, N.J:
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1986).
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them appear more wonderful and more powerful than they are. Idols ap-
pear to offer their worshipers what they desire and even seem to meet the
emotional needs of the moment. Identifying, challenging, and dismantling
these idols requires a deeper appropriation of the gospel.

Many Christians have confessed Christ as their Savior, but far fewer
have trusted the power of the gospel to deal with their idols. Many have
attempted to meet the challenge of idolatry with the use of the law. They
seek to modify their behavior only to find the task overwhelming. Because
human desire is involved, dependence upon the human will alone is both
wearying and ultimately ineffective. In the case of political idolatry, there
is also the blindness to the folly of the exaltation of politics, political par-
ties, and persons. The only effective means is the exaltation of Christ. This
means elevating the person and place of the Lord Jesus Christ within our
lives and thinking. It means we must concentrate upon the work that Jesus
has done on the cross. Remembering the encompassing power of His life,
death, and resurrection and appropriating the freedom from bondage that
He has brought are able to challenge the idol.

That remembrance then leads to exposing the idol for what it is and to
a genuine Spirit-inspired repentance which addresses the idol and its false
blandishments. It restores balance to our thinking. It does not mean we
abandon the political process. It means instead that the political process is
rebalanced in our thought. The priority of the kingdom of God and the
place of the King within the kingdom confront us. The values of the king-
dom outlined in Scripture then assume their rightful place.

We forget the simple fact that being a Christian does not mean we au-
tomatically think in a Christian way, which is why we have and live with
idols. The more we are confronted by the Word of God and the Spirit of
God, we are transformed in thought and action. It is, of course, a descrip-
tion of Christian growth and maturity to which every believer is called and
drawn by the Holy Spirit, who indwells and prompts. As irresistible as is
the Spirit’s work of leading us to Christ, He never ceases to be the “Gentle
Spirit,” which is why the Apostle Paul can enjoin us as he did the Ephesians,
“And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for
the day of redemption” (Ephesians 4:30). We cooperate with Him in our
sanctification as He leads and enables us to challenge our idols, calling us
to listen to and follow His leading.

The Curse Placed upon ldolaters

The second commandment ends with a fearful reminder of the severity
with which idolatry is treated by the Lord.
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You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the Lorp your God am
ajealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third
and the fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love
to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.

The commandment contains a warning for future generations that refusal
to deal with idolatry in any form, including political idolatry, will pass
down the generations to our children and to their children. Historically, it
has also resulted in unspeakable horrors being committed in society. The
twentieth century has seen the result of this when political ideology either
supported or was silent in the face of a regime that practiced genocide. It
happened in the birthplace of the Reformation with the Nazi agenda.
Christians continue to commit violence in the name of Christ for ideologi-
cal reasons. It happened in Kosovo and Rwanda, nations with a strong
Christian heritage, where professing Christians chose political idolatry
over loyalty to the teachings of Christ.

At a time when a broken world needs the witness of Christ more than
ever, political idolatry clouds and disfigures this witness, and the end re-
sult is that far fewer people believe that the gospel is true or is good news
at all.

The second commandment also contains a promise of blessing to those
who love God: When idols are cast down, God becomes the hiding place for
His people. He covenants to meet the deepest needs of His people with the
fruit of the presence of His indwelling Spirit.



The Third Commandment:

YoU SHALL NoT MISUSE THE NAME OF GOD
Kin Yip Louie, Hong Kong

Among the Ten Commandments, many people regard the third command-
ment as rather abstract. What does it mean to misuse the name of God or to
take God’s name in vain (as in older translations)? After all, Western people
today do not usually invoke God’s name literally. When one thinks about
misusing God’s name, sometimes people merely think of swear words. But
the implication of the third commandment is much wider and deeper than
misuse of God’s name in swear words. This essay begins (I.) by examining
the meaning of the commandment in its original context. Then (I1.) we shall
consider today’s culture and look at ways people are misusing the name of
God. We conclude (I11.) with a discussion on how Christians can stay alert to
the spiritual dangers addressed by the third commandment.

I.) The Hebrew text of Exodus 20:7 can be translated literally as “Do not
carry the name of the Lord your God in vain.” We begin by discussing the
meaning of “the name of the Lord.” Unlike some ancient religions, the Old
Testament never considers the mere pronouncing of the Lord’s name (the
so-called tetragrammaton YHWH, translated as Jehovah in the King James
Version) as carrying special significance. YHWH is not a secret incantation
formula. Saying the name aloud will not convey special power to the
speaker or bring a curse.

Rather, the name of the Lord represents the honor and reputation of
God; misusing the name of God speaks of acts and words that dishonor God.
In this sense, God is very jealous about His name. The psalmists write, “Yet
he saved them for his name’s sake, that he might make known his mighty
power” (Psalm 106:8). And “He refreshes my soul. He leads me in paths of
righteousness for his name’s sake” (Psalm 23:3). God does love us and acts
graciously toward His creatures, but Scripture reminds us that we must
never treat His grace contemptuously. His acts are proclamations of His
character, and God is angry with people who deliberately misrepresent His
character.

What is God’s character? A succinct description by the Lord Himself is
found in the passage when God gave Moses the Ten Commandments for a
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second time: “The LorD, the LorD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to an-
ger, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will
by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the chil-
dren and the children’s children, to the third and fourth generation” (Ex-
odus 34:6-7).

This essay is not an occasion for an exposition of the attributes of God,
but it is important to understand God’s character in order to avoid misus-
ing His name. In the short Self-introduction above, we see that God is com-
passionate and gracious. Anyone who tries to use God’s name to terrify or
oppress people is misusing His name. On the other hand, God is also right-
eous and powerful. Any attempt to deny or downplay God’s will or right to
avenge evil is also a misuse of His name. Lastly, God is sovereign. In con-
fronting the sins of His creatures, God can freely choose to be merciful or
to be just. This is a divine prerogative that people can neither control nor
can they fathom the reasons behind God’s decisions.

Next, we will examine the phrase in vain. In modern translations, such
as the NIV, the word misuse represents two words in Hebrew, carry and in
vain. The Hebrew word for in vain primarily means futility. Job, in his agony,
declared, “I have been allotted months of futility” (Job 7:3a). His sufferings
made him feel like his life was a total waste. The same Hebrew word often
means deception as well. Thus, “Everyone utters lies to his neighbor”
(Psalm12:2a) can be translated literally as “Man speaks vainly with a neigh-
bor.” Perhaps the connection reflects an assumption that false words have
no weight before God.

Whatever the true etymological explanation is, usage suggests that the
third commandment emphasizes deliberate misuse of the divine name.
The main concern is not for frivolous evocation of the divine name (such
as an exclamation of “Oh, Jesus, no!”), though this kind of misuse is not
totally excluded. The main concern is using the divine name deceptively.
When we invoke God’s name, we should be praising Him, thanking Him,
pleading for help, even venting our anger or grief at Him (as exemplified
by some of the psalms). If we invoke the divine name as a means to accom-
plish our private desires, we are invoking God’s name falsely or vainly.

Lastly, the Hebrew for carry (as in the literal Hebrew translation
mentioned earlier) is a common word in the Old Testament. Its primary
meaning is lifting up, as water lifted up the ark of Noah (Genesis 7:17). It
can also mean lifting one’s voice in wailing, as Hagar did when she faced
the imminent death of her child in the wilderness (Genesis 21:16). Inter-
estingly, by using the word in the phrase “lifting your head,” it carries
the meaning of pardoning (Genesis 40:13). It also has the more prosaic
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meaning of carrying, as a servant carried the sick child of the Shunam-
mite woman to his mother (2 Kings 4:19-20).

Given the broad range of meaning of the word lift up, it is difficult to
give a more precise reading of its meaning in the third commandment. We
can surmise that the third commandment has a general application, in-
stead of referring to a specific way of using God’s name (such as using it
for magical incantation). The danger of misusing God’s name is not limited
to priests and religious workers. However, as we shall point out later, those
with religious authority should be particularly careful regarding the third
commandment.

Now that we have given a brief exegesis of the words, it is time to ask
with what kinds of situations the original readers would have associated
the third commandment. In the context of the Ancient Near East (ANE),
people would probably have associated this commandment with the fol-
lowing situations:’

1. The use of God’s name in sorcery was prohibited. Sorcerers invoked
divine names in their incantations because they believed that the pronun-
ciation of divine names gave them the ability to manipulate spiritual powers
to change the fate of people. Sorcery was prohibited among the Israelites
(Deuteronomy 18:9-12). There is no evidence that any Israelites used the
Lord’s name in their sorcery. But since the Israelites were not to have any
God but the Lord, the third commandment implies that the Israelites were
not to use any god’s name in sorcery. Undoubtedly, there were Israelites
who practiced sorceries, since both Jeremiah (Jeremiah 27:9) and Malachi
(Malachi 3:5) warned the Israelites against listening to sorcerers. In the ANE
context, the third commandment was a form of “secularization” in that Is-
raelites were prohibited from trying to manipulate spiritual powers for
their own benefit. They were to simply follow the commandments of God,
lead an honorable life, and trust in the Lord for all the uncertainties in life.

2. False prophecy is prohibited. The Bible has recorded many instances
of false prophecy. One of the most dramatic scenes in the Old Testament is
the confrontation between Micaiah and the false prophet Zedekiah
(1 Kings 22). Zedekiah had made some iron horns as a dramatic indication
that the Israelite king would pierce the Arameans to death. When Micaiah
confronted him with the prophecy of doom, Zedekiah rebuked Micaiah:
“Which way did the spirit from the Lord go when he went from me to speak
to you?” Such confrontations were not rare events among the Israelites;
the book of Jeremiah contains more such stories.

! J. Douma, The Ten Commandments: Manual for the Christian Life, trans. Nelson D.

Kloosterman (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1996), 74-75.
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We know in hindsight who the true prophets were, but in their histor-
ical context, the Israelites might have been quite confused about the iden-
tity of true prophets. For example, it might not have been obvious to the
Israelites whether Zedekiah or Micaiah spoke the truth. Did all these false
prophets speak out of selfish pride and a desire for material gain? Or did
some of them speak sincerely, though they were misguided? The Bible
does not dwell on the psychology of the false prophets. Whatever the mo-
tives, the third commandment cautions us to be very careful when we
speak in the name of the Lord.

3. Frivolous oaths are prohibited. The Lord denounced the people in Je-
rusalem in Jeremiah’s time: “Search her squares to see if you can find a man,
one who does justice and seeks truth, that I may pardon her. Though they
say, ‘As the Lord lives,’ yet they swear falsely” (Jeremiah 5:2). The Lord is the
Truth, so swearing falsely in the Lord’s name is a direct contradiction of His
character and an affront to the Lord: “You shall not swear by my name
falsely, and so profane the name of your God: 1 am the Lorn” (Leviticus 19:12).

Why might a speaker swear falsely in God’s name? The speaker might
be involved in a court setting, in a commercial transaction, or making
some surprising claims in ordinary conversation. Swearing by the name of
the Lord would increase the credibility of his claim, and he is inviting God’s
punishment if he knowingly makes a false claim. To swear deceptively is
to belittle the judgment of God and to use the divine name as a means to
establish the speaker’s credibility. As in the other two misuses (sorcery and
prophecy), false swearing employs the Lord’s name for the purpose of pri-
vate gain. Moreover, it projects a false image of God in the process. We
shall return to these points when we ask the contemporary relevance of
the third commandment.

The New Testament gives a few important developments of the third
commandment. First, Jesus generalizes the meaning of speaking in the
Lord’s name: “On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not
prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many
mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew
you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness™ (Matthew 7:22-23).
When Jesus said the words “prophesy in your name,” He almost certainly
did not mean formal prophecy, such as the confrontation between Micaiah
and Zedekiah. Jesus seemed to be referring to people who claimed to teach
and apply God’s truth in their contemporary setting. Paul had the same
meaning in mind when he talked about the gift of prophecy (Ephesians
4:11). In the context of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is denouncing de-
ceptive words or fraudulent miracles. The truth proclaimed by those false
teachers may have been true, and they may indeed have healed people
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using Jesus’ name. The problem is that their lives contradicted their teach-
ing. If we claim to follow Christ but do not turn away from wickedness, we
are confessing the Lord’s name in vain (2 Timothy 2:19).

Second, the name of the Lord is now particularly associated with the
name of Jesus: “... so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:10-11).
The life and death of Jesus is the ultimate revelation of the character of our
Triune God. As the Philippians passage indicates, having the same humble
and gracious mindset of Christ in our lives is the ultimate way to honor the
name of the Lord.

Third, Jesus prohibited oath-taking altogether (Matthew 5:34). 1t is de-
batable whether Jesus had a legal context in mind or whether he was refer-
ring to swearing regarding personal affairs. In church history, there have
been Christians (such as the Anabaptists in the sixteenth century) who have
taken this prohibition literally. Therefore, they would not enter any profes-
sion (such as some civil servant positions) and avoided situations (such as
in a court) that required people to make oaths. We shall not enter into this
debate,” as this is seldom a major issue among Christians today. We take the
position that Jesus is teaching us to be sincere in our speech rather than
prohibiting all oaths even when required by the laws of the land.

Now we shall move forward in time. One of the most comprehensive
confessions in the history of the church is the Westminster Confession of
Faith of 1646.> We shall now quote at length from an associated document,
the Westminster Larger Catechism (WLC):

Q. 112. What is required in the third commandment?

A. The third commandment requires, that the name of God, his titles,
attributes, ordinances, the word, sacraments, prayer, oaths, vows, lots, his
works, and whatsoever else there is whereby he makes himself known, be
holily and reverently used in thought, meditation, word, and writing; by an
holy profession, and answerable conversation, to the glory of God, and the
good of ourselves, and others.

Q. 113. What are the sins forbidden in the third commandment?
A. The sins forbidden in the third commandment are, the not using of
God’s name as is required; and the abuse of it in an ignorant, vain, irreverent,

2 See the extensive discussion in ibid., 87-96.

3 The Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF) is a treasured document in the Re-
formed tradition. It was drawn up by theologians and church leaders at Westmin-
ster Abbey in London in 1646.
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profane, superstitious, or wicked mentioning or otherwise using his titles,
attributes, ordinances, or works, by blasphemy, perjury; all sinful cursings,
oaths, vows, and lots; violations of our oaths and vows, if lawful; and ful-
filling them, if of things unlawful; murmuring and quarrelling at, curious
prying into, and misapplying of God’s decrees and providences; misinter-
preting, misapplying, or any way perverting the word, or any part of it; to
profane jests, curious or unprofitable questions, vain janglings, or the main-
taining of false doctrines; abusing it, the creatures, or any thing contained
under the name of God, to charms, or sinful lusts and practices; the malign-
ing, scorning, reviling, or any wise opposing of God’s truth, grace, and ways;
making profession of religion in hypocrisy, or for sinister ends; being
ashamed of it, or a shame to it, by unconformable, unwise, unfruitful, and
offensive walking, or backsliding from it.

The exposition given above is framed in the legal genre, making it dense
and even obtuse. We shall explicate it by highlighting a few key points.
First, it reminds us that the profession of God’s name should bring honor
to God and bring blessings to people. His name should not be used frivo-
lously. On the other hand, we are obliged to proclaim the Lord’s name
when we can honor Him or when people need to hear His gracious name.

Second, compared with the Old Testament, the WLC emphasizes the
cognitive aspect of honoring. Thus, we should think, speak, and write
about God and God’s acts truthfully. In the ANE context, spiritual and ma-
terial forces intertwined tightly in daily life. Sorcery and diviners were a
major concern. As the Western world entered modernity, the focus of so-
ciety shifted to how we construct the world with our cognitive power. The
predominant ways people honor and dishonor God tend to shift with the
culture.

Third, the WLC is much more explicit than is the Old Testament re-
garding what is prohibited by the third commandment, and the WLC ex-
pands significantly on its applications. Irreverent (e.g., swearing or curs-
ing) or superstitious (e.g., using divine names in incantation) usage are
prohibited. But an unhealthy curiosity of divine mysteries (“curious
prying into ... God’s decrees”) also violates the third commandment.
This may reflect the bitter experiences of the Reformation, when people
literally went to war to settle theological controversies. The WLC em-
phasizes that we should practice humility when we claim to discern the
will of God, as people are too ready to speak for God. But the “misapply-
ing of God’s decrees and providences” and “perverting the word” can
also mean deliberate distortions of the truth revealed in God’s Word. We
shall later claim that modern secularism often violates the third com-
mandment in this sense.
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Lastly, the WLC emphasizes that Christians can violate the third com-
mandment without literally calling out God’s name. The third command-
ment prohibits “making profession of religion in hypocrisy, or for sinister
ends; being ashamed of it, or a shame to it, by unconformable, unwise, un-
fruitful, and offensive walking.” This reflects the teaching of Jesus in the
Sermon on the Mount; it also shows the influence of the Puritan tradition.
This perspective on the third commandment becomes very important to
Christians in the West, as contemporary Christians do not usually engage
directly in sorcery or prophesy in the Old Testament sense.

I1.) The WLC is a faithful exposition of the Bible, but it also reflects the
needs of its time. Building on our exegesis and the wisdom of the Westmin-
ster divines, we need to ask what the implications of the third command-
ment are for Christians today. Immediately we are confronted with the va-
riety of situations Christians are facing.

In the developed world, the pervasive and dominating force of secular-
ism is a daunting challenge to keeping the third commandment. This sec-
ularism does not entirely reject some kind of spiritual or super-dimen-
sional reality. Indeed, movies toying with spiritual forces (whether
fantasies such as Game of Thrones or science fiction such as Interstellar) are
quite popular. However, secularism categorically rejects that there is a God
who deserves our worship, speaks to us authoritatively through revela-
tion, and judges us in eternity.

This secularism is sometimes manifested in deliberate trivialization of
traditional religious symbols. I was once driving on a highway in the U.S.,
and I saw a truck with the word GOD on its back. I was curious. I caught up
with the truck, and I found that it is an abbreviation for Guaranteed Over-
night Delivery. In 1970, when someone claimed in the U.S. Court of Appeals
(for the 9" Circuit) that the phrase “In God We Trust” printed on U.S. bills
is a violation of the U.S. Constitution regarding “no establishment of reli-
gion,” the Court rejected the case because the word God in this context has
nothing to do with the establishment of religion. In other words, “In God
We Trust” is merely a feel-good phrase.

The secular culture of the West continues to use religious symbols in
non-religious or even sacrilegious contexts.” These usages do not bring
honor to God or benefit anyone, so it is taking God’s name in vain. But what
can Christians do in such a situation? Should we follow the example of

#  One can add many examples of the demeaning portrayal of Jesus from the enter-
tainment business, from the movie Jesus Christ Superstar (1973) to the Netflix series
Paradise PD (2018 to the 2021 4th season).
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Muslims who vociferously attack anyone who defames the prophet Mo-
hammed? Contrariwise, we are Christians who follow the humble Christ.
We do not conquer people’s hearts with violence and coercion.

The God portrayed in secular media is most often a caricature of the
true God, and the Christians (or God-believers in general) portrayed are
most often caricatures of real believers. For example, in science fiction
movies, religion usually disappears in the future. Those time travelers in
the future only find believers in the past or in more primitive cultures of
other planets. The implicit message is that theistic beliefs are only credible
to people not enlightened by scientific knowledge. In Hollywood movies,
clergy are often self-righteous. They dress in impeccable clergy collars, but
they often turn out to be hypocrites or even psychopaths. If we Christians
respond with vehement attacks (either verbally on social media or with
rowdy demonstrations on the street), it will confirm the negative image of
Christians to society.

Christians in the West need to engage in culture war, in which the
honor of God is at stake. Moreover, negative views of God and Christians
are penetrating the church. Often the most bitter critics of church are
young people who have grown up inside the church. In our information
age, we cannot use a firewall to protect our younger generation from the
corrosive images of faith in the public media. Instead, we need to develop
cultural intelligence among Christians, so we can learn to enjoy our cul-
tural possibilities today without uncritically adopting the ideologies of
secularism. How to develop such cultural intelligence is a significant topic
that goes beyond the scope of this chapter. Here we shall say only that
Christians need to learn to read the presuppositions lying behind various
forms of discourse, from newspaper commentary to Hollywood movies.

To fight this culture war and to protect the honor of God, we cannot
just play defense. We need to play offense too. Particularly in the U.S. con-
text, Christians tend to associate offense in the public square with boycott
campaigns and demonstrations. While such actions have their place in a
democratic society, these are not the tactics championed by Jesus or the
apostles. In fact, we believe that such types of activism among Christians
may, in fact, be a reflection of the secular culture of the U.S. We shall re-
turn to this kind of political activism when we discuss the hunger for
power among Christians.

Perhaps a better way is to encourage Christians to participate in the
mass media industry. We should not let atheists dominate our cultural
landscape. We need Christian artists who honor God by portraying the im-
age of God and His works faithfully in the media. They do not always need
to literally preach the gospel. Christians in the movie industry should not
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limit themselves to producing so-called “gospel movies.” They can also
produce movies that, for example, celebrate the goodness of providence.
For example, the movie The Shawshank Redemption (1994) is not a gospel
movie.’ Yet it encourages people to trust in divine providence that will ul-
timately punish evil and reward goodness. As another example, it would
be good if we could have a movie that honestly and sympathetically por-
trays the struggles of transgender people (instead of putting all the blame
on discrimination) and the possibility of overcoming gender dysphoria.
Christians need to go beyond protesting the distortions and actively en-
gage in the creation of a culture that honors God.

I11.) Thus far we have been talking about the misuse or abuse of God’s name
in secular society. Now we turn to the misuse of God’s name among Chris-
tians. We recall that in the Old Testament context, sorcery, false prophets,
and frivolous oaths were the principal examples of transgressing the third
commandment. They are all instances where people tried to manipulate
God’s name for their private purposes. In today’s context, Christians also
run the danger of using God’s name for private purposes, though with dif-
ferent methods. In particular, sorcerers and false prophets can masquer-
ade as religious leaders in churches that appear to be respectable. We shall
begin with the temptations facing pastors and preachers today.

In this age of megachurches and media explosion, pastors or preachers
can suddenly find themselves becoming celebrities. Success leads to fur-
ther success, as fame is one of the most marketable assets today. A famous
pastor can attract many worshippers, and his success may lead to the lead-
ership delegating most of the power in the church to that visible pastor.
He may gain further fame and financial gain by publishing his writings. In
this age of globalism, he may even become an international celebrity.

A megachurch is not a bad thing, nor is it bad that pastors and theo-
logians can bless many people beyond the walls of the church if they be-
come popular writers. Modern mass media means that good Bible teach-
ing (or good Christian songs or other forms of expressions) can reach
more people more quickly than ever before. However, with this greater
possibility also comes greater danger. First, the danger is to change the
gospel message so that it sells well in our culture. Sometimes, the line
between a pastor and a motivational speaker is very thin. And in our age
of anxiety and superficial opportunities, motivational speakers can make

> We do not know the personal beliefs of Frank Darabont (director and screenplay)
or of Stephen King (writer of the original story). Owing to the common grace of
God, sometimes even non-Christians can proclaim God’s truth powerfully.
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a lot of money. A pastor who preaches a prosperity gospel sometimes
brings himself a lot of money and fame.® The pastor may be preaching in
the name of Jesus, but in fact he is exhorting human potential and prof-
iting himself in the process. He is a false prophet, and he clearly violates
the third commandment.

Secondly, the celebrity status of some pastors often implies that they
have immense personal authority within their organization. Naturally,
people idolize the leader, particularly when he brings success to the or-
ganization. Sometimes, this leader is also the founder of the organization
and the raison d’etre for the organization, and any query regarding the
teaching or the conduct of the leader will be sidelined in order to protect
the organization. Even in a church setting where there is usually more
oversight, the lay leaders are often very trusting toward the senior pastor
(as they should be), and they may tend to minimize the importance of any
moral irregularities of the respected pastor. This can tempt a charismatic
leader to conclude that he is special in the sense that boundaries for nor-
mal Christians do not apply to him. He has worked so hard and so long for
the Lord: he deserves a break from the Lord.

If one thinks that such betrayal of the Lord only happens to some rot-
ten apples, the recent examples of Bill Hybels, Jean Vanier, and Ravi Zach-
arias demonstrate that no one is immune from such temptation. These
were respected Christian leaders who were admired by millions of Chris-
tians worldwide; their ministries and life stories inspired many Christians.
When their sexual abuses came to light, their stories were reported world-
wide in both Christian and secular news sources. Non-Christians may take
these as evidence that the Christian faith is a fraud, and Christians may feel
discouraged in their journey of faith. Even though these charismatic lead-
ers may not have intended to defame the name of the Lord, they in fact
violated the third commandment.

Are there ways to stop this kind of abuse of God’s name? Put simply,
there is no foolproof way to avoid such sins. Take the seeker-friendly trap,
for example. Is it safe if a preacher stays with the “old-fashioned” gospel?
Not necessarily, as the preacher may be selling his message to Christians
who grow up listening to this type of message. The preacher knows he is
safe and well-accepted whenever he repeats the same old message. He may

There is no clear definition of what constitutes a prosperity gospel. In general, it
highlights believing in God as a means to reach material prosperity. There are no
unambiguous criteria to decide who is a prosperity gospel preacher. Obvious ex-
amples include televangelist Jim Bakker. Among pastors still active today, Joel
Osteen is one who comes to mind.
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fail to challenge his audience to face their invisible sins.” The audience ac-
tually grows in self-righteousness by listening to the preaching. Therefore,
both old-fashioned and seeker-friendly gospels can be just a way for a
preacher to put the approval of the audience above God’s truth.

There is no simple solution to the moral failures of charismatic leaders.
Usually, these leaders can become global players only because they have
exceptional drive and originality. However, the same drive and creativity
can make them a dominating presence that makes people hesitate to chal-
lenge them. When does originality become heresy? When does trust be-
come blind trust? These are not easy questions. When charismatic leaders
start going down the wrong path, it is hard for others to discover it; and it
is even harder to hold these leaders accountable for their transgressions.

Obeying the third commandment (or any of the other nine command-
ments) is not a simple task. That was true in Old Testament times as well.
As we have said, though it is clear in hindsight who the true prophets were,
the Israelites at that time might have had a hard time discerning who truly
spoke for the Lord. Even the false prophets themselves might have be-
lieved they were speaking for the Lord. Today’s prosperity gospel preach-
ers may truly believe they are preaching the gospel. The moral of the story
is that nobody is perfect. The media culture today exacerbates the problem
by making charismatic leaders into superheroes. In other words, when
many ordinary Christians violate the second commandment by idolizing
leaders, the leaders are walking into the trap of failing the third command-
ment.

The more success a pastor or preacher has, the more he needs to re-
mind himself that he is merely a forgiven sinner. He needs to ask God and
others to constantly examine his life so that, despite his good intentions,
he will not violate the third commandment. The church in general should
be keenly aware of the lure of celebrity culture, and a healthy checks-and-
balances system among leadership should be a priority in Christian organ-
izations and churches.

Most Christians will not become leaders in the Christian world, but
there are various prosaic ways to misuse God’s name. One common way is
to use the name of Christ as a means of self-glorification, as when we pro-
claim to others our identity as a Christian with a sense of moral superior-
ity. Again, the age of social media exacerbates this problem by encouraging
Christians with a similar sense of religious superiority to fan their passion
together through the Internet. Sometimes these internal Christian dia-

7 To give one example, many preachers in conservative Christian circles in the U.S.

seldom challenge chauvinism or racism in the church or in society.
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logues catch the attention of the secular press, and the secular press often
delights in portraying the “ignorant” views of Christians. Of course, Chris-
tians should not merely bow to secular society’s criteria of decency, but
Christians should be aware of the dangers of a tribal mentality and of self-
glorification.

As the West moves into the postmodern culture, this moral superiority
can turn more militant and political. Postmodern culture is characterized
by the fragmentation of cultural norms and the image of the world as a
ceaseless power game. For Christians, this power game is a game of values.
Under this image, the political arena can become a place of jihad for Chris-
tians to impose Christian values on society. For the sake of protecting the
rights of Christians to practice their beliefs and to fight against the devil’s
plan to turn society against God, some Christians believe they must use all
means to win over the governing power. However, this brings the risk of
sin.

As we have said, Christians are indeed engaged in a culture war. For
Christians living in a democratic society, it is good and proper for Chris-
tians to use democratic means to advocate Christian values. However,
when winning becomes the paramount concern, the name of God can be
hijacked in the political game. While Christians may believe that political
candidate A is more congenial to Christian values than is candidate B, no
political candidate can represent the voice of God. We should not identify
the political campaign of candidate A as a campaign for the kingdom of
God. If we make prophecy in the Lord’s name part of a political campaign,
we may be breaking both the third commandment and the second com-
mandment (by idolizing candidate A).

This chapter is not the place to discuss the intricate relationships be-
tween faith and political life. However, we must recognize that both poli-
tics and religion are inspiring and totalizing activities. People will die for
their religion, and many will also die for their nation. Because of the power
of religion and politics in our lives, there is constant danger to utilize one
for the purpose of the other. In the paragraph above, we mention the dan-
ger of Christians using their religion as a tool for political gain. Many na-
tional governments would also like to use religion to generate political
support for the state.

One of the most grievous examples of the abuse of God’s name is the
support of Adolf Hitler by Deutsche Christen (the “German Christian” move-
ment of the 1930s and early 1940s) in the name of Christianity. The
Deutsche Christen believed Germany was the embodiment of a vigorous
Christianity, and Hitler was the defender of this faith. Nowadays some
state governments (particularly in the Majority World) want churches to
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teach their members to love the state the way they love the Lord. Chris-
tians are to be told that the existing regime is ordained by God to bless
their nation. These governments will support the church (or at least let it
survive) if the church will become cheerleaders for the existing regime.

We must constantly remind ourselves that although God is almighty,
the power of Christians has no direct relationship to the glory of God. The
glory of Jesus shines through in His apparent powerlessness of going to the
cross. Perhaps one of the most important lessons the church needs to learn
today is to serve in weakness. If Christians do engage in political life (as
they should), their main objective should be to witness to the truth of God
by words and deeds. In a democratic society, Christians must remember to
live out the grace of God in the public square; their primary objective is
not to gain votes in the ballet box. Christians in any society should remem-
ber that the glory of the nation is not the glory of God. The church should
not become a servant to patriotism or to any political ideology. If the
church has become a tool in a political agenda, it is a misuse of God’s name
to call herself a church.

Then there are more mundane ways that Christians misuse God’s name.
There are Christians who think of God only in times of trouble. Every time
they pray in the name of Jesus, they are looking for God’s favors. Some
Christians advocate praying with a mental picture of the object they want
God to provide. They claim that the more specific the mental picture, the
more likely it is that God will grant that desire. Other Christians claim
there are specific ways to pray that can guarantee that God will answer
their prayers. While Scripture tells us to lay all our hearts’ desires before
God, it also emphasizes that He will answer our prayers according to divine
wisdom and sovereignty. When Jesus taught the disciples to pray, His ex-
ample (the Lord’s Prayer, Matthew 6:8-13) exhibits a simple trust in God’s
provision and providence. If we think we can manipulate God into answer-
ing our prayers according to our specifications, we are dangerously close
to the sorcerers in the Old Testament.

Sorcery, false prophets, and frivolous oaths are not merely things of
the past. In some churches in the Majority World, syncretism is a living
issue. Christianity can be easily confused with folk religion, so that the
name of Jesus becomes a formula to invoke supernatural intervention.
Moreover, people in this chaotic world (e.g., the Covid-19 pandemic)
yearn for an authority figure. Those who proclaim with complete confi-
dence that they are spokespersons for God often attract a large follow-
ing. And while we do not usually invoke God’s name in legal and business
contracts, we can still parade our Christian identity as a way to gain peo-
ple’s trust. Whether literally or in a culturally transformed way, the Old
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Testament ways of abusing God’s name are still something about which
Christians need to be mindful.

So how can we guard against violating the third commandment? The
most effective and simple way is to go back to the basics of the Refor-
mation: sola Scriptura and sola gratia and soli Deo gloria. We abuse God’s
name whenever we practice a syncretic faith, whether this be a syncre-
tism with folk religions or with market capitalism. Sola Scriptura reminds
us we must constantly examine our lives and the teaching we hear in the
light of Scripture; no one is immune to the trap of syncretism. Next, we
must constantly remind ourselves that we are God’s children by the sheer
grace of God. Whatever we can do, it does not make us more important or
favorable before God. Whatever success or righteousness we achieve are
gifts of God. Then we shall not be puffed up in our faith and presume to
speak for God or try to use God for our purposes. Lastly, we must always
remember that all glory belongs to God. We are the servants of God; God
is not the servant of us or of our nation or of anything on earth or in
heaven. Soli Deo gloria.



The Fourth Commandment:

SABBATH AND SHALOM

Fergus MacDonald, Scotland

The imperative of the fourth commandment expressly linking it with God’s
resting on the seventh day of the creation week and sanctifying it (Genesis
2:2-3) has prompted many Christians to follow the English Puritans in view-
ing the Sabbath as a “creation ordinance” of universal application and per-
petual validity (Westminster Confession of Faith 21.7, 8). This view came to
reflect the thinking and practice, probably, of the majority of English-
speaking Protestants from mid-seventeenth century to mid-twentieth cen-
tury. However, during the second half of the twentieth century, many Eng-
lish-speaking Protestants became more sympathetic to the views of Euro-
pean reformers Luther and Calvin, who regarded the Sabbath as a Mosaic
institution later repealed by Christ." As a result, in the early decades of the
twenty-first century, most Anglophone evangelicals meet together for wor-
ship on Sunday as the Lord’s Day but do not regard the day as a Christian
Sabbath. This change has taken place in the face of widespread enthusiasm
for the successful 1981 movie Chariots of Fire and the eloquent pleas of Marva
Dawn, Eugene Peterson, and Walter Brueggemann to recognize the benefits
of Sabbath-keeping for personal spiritual health and for the renewal of
Western socioeconomic thinking and practice.”

Perhaps the most influential theological articulation of this transition
is found in the 1982 (reprinted in 1999) anthology entitled From Sabbath to
Lord’s Day: A Biblical, Historical, and Theological Investigation, edited by D. A.
Carson, with contributions from Carson and six others.’ This theological

! R.J.Bauckham, “Sabbath and Sunday in the Protestant Tradition,” in From Sabbath
to Lord’s Day: A Biblical, Historical, and Theological Investigation, ed. D. A. Carson
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 312-17.

See Marva J. Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Wholly: Ceasing, Resting, Embracing, Feasting,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989); Eugene H. Peterson, “Confessions of a Former
Sabbath Breaker,” Christianity Today, September 2, 1988; “The Pastor’s Sabbath,”
CT Online, May 19, 2004; Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying NO to the
Culture of Now (Louisville: Westminster / John Knox Press, 2014, 2017).

The D. A. Carson book represents the “majority report” of a project which broke
up and issued also a “minority report,” published in R. T. Beckwith and W. Stott,
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reform of Sunday practice was reinforced by socioeconomic trends pow-
ered on the one hand by an emerging turbo-capitalism demanding 24/7
loyalty from workers and, on the other, by the rapid expansion of com-
mercial and amateur Sunday sport. Both trends continue to compete with
churches for popular attention, attendance, and involvement.

All the contributions in the Carson volume are of high academic caliber
and merit respect. Nevertheless, they have not convinced everyone that
the Lord’s Day Sabbath lacks both the theological gravitas of a creation in-
stitution and the endorsement of the New Testament (NT). A substantial
evangelical minority is convinced of the theological validity of the Puritan
position, although they might dot their i’s and cross their t’s somewhat
differently. This paper reflects the minority view and will examine the
Sabbath in the following contexts: Decalogue, Genesis 1-3, Old Testament
festivals, the book of Psalms, the prophets, the teaching and praxis of Je-
sus, early church practice, and finally, today’s church and society.

Decalogue

The unique status of the Ten Words of the Decalogue in Old Testament (OT)
legislation is highlighted in several ways. These words were given by God to
Moses during a dramatic theophany on Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:16-25; Deu-
teronomy 5:4-5); they were inscribed on tablets of stone (Exodus 31:18; 34:1;
Deuteronomy 4:13; 5:22); these words alone on their tablets were deposited
in the ark of the covenant (Exodus 40:20-21; Deuteronomy 10:1-5).*

The Carson book has a very different take on the fourth command-
ment. Harold Dressler and A.T. Lincoln make the case for the Sabbath being
innately Mosaic and against its being a creation institution.” They argue
that the connection between the Sabbath of Exodus 20:8-11 and God’s sev-
enth-day rest of Genesis 2:2-3 is analogous, rather than derivative. They

This Is the Day: The Biblical Doctrine of the Christian Sunday in Its Jewish and Early Church
Setting (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1978).

¢ Cf. C. ]. H. Wright, Deuteronomy. New International Biblical Commentary (Peabody:
Hendrik Publishers, 1996), p. 75; C. J. H. Wright, Exodus: The Story of God Bible Com-
mentary, (eBook) (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2021), p. 359; P. S. Ross,
From the Finger of God: The Biblical and Theological Basis for the Threefold Division of the
Law (Fearn: Christian Focus Publications, 2010), 51-88.

5 H.H.P.Dressler, “The Sabbath in the Old Testament”; A.T. Lincoln, [A] “Sabbath,
Rest, and Eschatology in the New Testament” and [B] “From Sabbath to Lord’s Day:
A Biblical and Theological Perspective,” in From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A Biblical, His-
torical, and Theological Investigation, D.A. Carson, ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1982).
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justify this opinion mainly on two grounds. First, they understand the Gen-
esis reference in Exodus 20:8-11 simply to mean: because God rested then,
therefore He has blessed the Sabbath now. They see a parallel dynamic in
Deuteronomy 5:15: because God rescued Israel from Egypt then, therefore
He commanded them at Sinai to keep the Sabbath. The second ground is
grammatical: it is claimed that the Hebrew particle ‘al-ken (translated
“therefore” in Exodus 20:11b and in Deuteronomy 5:15 by most English
versions) creates or constitutes an etiology which “can have a verb in the
past tense without implying a strictly past meaning.”

Both arguments are open to challenge. The linguistic argument, which
Lincoln regards as “crucial,” while perhaps possible, given that it is some-
times difficult to distinguish past, present, and future tenses in the Hebrew
verb system, lacks support from the contextual indicators which favor the
common traditional plain reading of the text. This reading is reinforced by
both the Hebrew preposition ki (“for” or “because”), which opens verse 11,
and the wayyigtol form of the Hebrew verb closing the commandment
(“and made it holy”), which suits a simple past, rather than present, trans-
lation.

In addition, it is doubtful if Exodus 20:11b forming an etiology sup-
ports Lincoln’s claim. For B. S. Childs, “The etiology grounds the sanctity
of the Sabbath in the creative act of God,; it is built into the very structure
of the universe.”” Although different verbs are used (nwh, “to rest,” in Ex-
odus 20:11; and $bt, “to cease,” in Genesis 2:2), a plain reading of Exodus
20:10 is that the commandment identifies “seventh day” and “Sabbath.”
Further, many commentators regard the rationale offered in Deuteron-
omy 5:15 as supplementing the rationale of Exodus 20:11b without de-
tracting from it.?

For these reasons, a plain reading of Exodus 20:11b is to be preferred.
Before moving on to examine the creation narrative to which Exodus 20
refers, it is important to note that at the renewal of the Decalogue forty
years later, the fourth commandment was set in the exodus narrative
(Deuteronomy 5:12-15). According to the Pentateuch, the rationale of the
Sabbath lies in redemption as well as in creation. It is as relevant to life
post-Fall as it was pre-Fall.

¢ A.T.Lincoln “From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A Biblical and Theological Perspective,”
349,

7 B.S.Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical Old Testament Commentary (Louisville: West-
minster / John Knox, 1974), 416. Cf. J. H. Walton, The NIV Application Commentary:
Genesis (Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 2001), p. 153.

8  For example, Wright, Deuteronomy. New International Biblical Commentary, 75.
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Creation

The fourth commandment’s reference to Genesis 2:2-3 is unmistakable.
But a point often missed is that, according to Genesis 1:1-2:3, the seven-
day week itself is a creation institution. The seven-day week, which flows
from the Sabbath, and is independent of solar and lunar calendars, is
widely regarded as a unique Israelite institution.’

John Walton interprets the Genesis creation narratives in the context
of a temple building and a temple dedication. “The face value of the ac-
count (i.e., that which is mutually understood by the biblical author and
his contemporary audience) contains at least a strong undercurrent of
God’s setting up a cosmos intended to function not only as an environment
for the people He is creating, but even more as a sanctuary for Himself. He
furbishes it, puts people in it, and takes up His repose (Sabbath) in 1:1-2:3;
then He sets up Eden along the lines of the Most Holy Place.”* A similar
interpretation of the creation accounts as anthropomorphic narratives is
taken by the Bible Project."

Walton observes that in the conceptual world of the Ancient Near
East (ANE), creation, temple, and rest are inseparably linked.'? ANE texts
describing new temple initiations associate divine resting with divine
enthronement.” This prompts Walton to determine that God’s resting
on the seventh day signifies His taking up the role of sovereign ruler of
the cosmos. Walton finds biblical support for this conclusion in the use
of the verb nwh (to rest, to settle) in Exodus 20:11b, rather than $bt (to
cease, to stop working, to rest) as in Genesis 2:2, and in the employment
in Isaiah of nwh’s derivative noun manithd (resting place) to describe
where God is enthroned within His cosmic temple (Isaiah 66:1; cf. Psalm
132:8, 14). The verbs $bt and nwh have distinct linguistic milieus, but in
Genesis 2 and in Exodus 20, each describes the same creation seventh-
day action of God.

°  Wright, Exodus: The Story of God Bible Commentary, 366; Dressler in Carson, 24; Childs,
414. As in Israel, so too in Mesopotamia, the special status of seven-day periods is
well-attested. Cf. ‘Sbt,” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, vol 14, eds. G.J.
Botterwerk, H. Ringrenn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 344-47.

1 John H. Walton, Genesis: The NIV Application Commentary: From Biblical Text ... to Con-

temporary Life (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 147-48.

Shara Drimalla, “Were Adam and Eve Priests in Eden?” BibleProject (blog), accessed

May 3, 2021, https://bibleproject.com/blog/were-adam-and-eve-priests-eden/.

2 7.D.Levenson, “The Temple and the World,” Journal of Religion 64 (1984): 288.

Victor A. Hurowitz, “The Inauguration of Palaces and Temples in the Assyrian

Royal Inscriptions,” Orient 49 (2014): 89-105.
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For Walton, the second creation account, in Genesis 2:4-3:24, is, in ef-
fect, a sequel to the first account (Genesis 1:1-2:3). He regards the toladot
formula in 2:4 to be introducing the second account.” The noun toladot
comes from the Hebrew root yld, “to bring forth” or “to generate.” “What
the heavens and the earth bring forth are the provision of God for the peo-
ple He created and the plan of God in history.”*

In summary, viewing the Genesis creation accounts in their own cul-
tural context strengthens Childs’s claim that the seventh-day Sabbath is,
indeed, built into the very fabric of the universe. In the next three sections,
we move on to explore the Sabbath in the lived experience of ancient Israel
by reviewing religious festivals, the book of Psalms, and the witness of Is-
rael’s prophets.

Festivals

Keeping the Sabbath involved resting from work on the seventh day of
each week and worshiping Yahweh (1 Chronicles 23:30-32; Nehemiah
10:33; cf. Isaiah 66:23), but it included more, for Sabbath observance was
extended into the Sabbatical Year and into the Year of Jubilee. The Sabbat-
ical (or seventh) Year had four features. The land lay fallow (Exodus 23:10-
11; Leviticus 25:1-7); slaves went free (Exodus 21:2; Deuteronomy 15:12-18);
debts were remitted (Deuteronomy 15:1-11); and the book of Deuteronomy
was read aloud during the Festival of Tabernacles (Deuteronomy 31:9-13).
The Year of Jubilee fell every fiftieth year, calculated as that following
“seven weeks of years” (Leviticus 25:8), when the four features of the Sab-
batical Year would recur (Levitikus 25:8-55). Together, these institutions,
when consistently observed, would give the Sabbath significant influence
on the socioeconomic life of Israel.

The Sabbath’s links with creation and redemption were reinforced by
holding three great annual religious festivals at the central sanctuary in
Jerusalem (or Zion). These were:

e Passover / Unleavened Bread (Exodus 12:14-20; Leviticus 23:4-8;
Numbers 28:16-25, 33-36)

e Tabernacles / Ingathering (Leviticus 23:33-43; Numbers 29:12-39;
Deuteronomy 16:13-17)

4 Some scholars regard this formula to refer retrospectively to the first creation ac-
count.
5 Walton, 163.
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e Weeks / Harvest / Pentecost (Leviticus 23:15-22; Numbers 28:26-31;
Deuteronomy 16:9-12)

Passover and Weeks were week-long events, which would include a Sab-
bath, and Tabernacles began and ended on a Sabbath (“a solemn assembly;
do no regular work;” Leviticus 23:35-36). In addition, the New Moon Festi-
val was regarded as parallel to the Sabbath (2 Kings 4:23; Amos 8:5; Ezekiel
46:1). Also, the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:31) and the Festival of
Trumpets (Leviticus 23:24; cf. Numbers 29:1-6) were designated a Sabbatdn,
a “Sabbath of solemn rest.” The festivals were times when both creation
and redemption were recalled as fundamental to Israel’s life.'® In addition,
Weeks/Pentecost reflected the weekly Sabbath’s humanitarian concern
for the disadvantaged (Leviticus 23:22; cf. Deuteronomy 5:14).

Additionally, the origin of the Sabbath at creation was symbolized in
the architecture of the Temple. The twin apartment complex - Holy Place
and Most Holy Place - replicated the Garden of Eden,"” where the pre-Fall
Sabbath rest of the people of God would have been first experienced. The
floral and arboreal artwork on the walls of the Temple were visual remind-
ers of Eden."® The earthly sanctuary in Jerusalem was a microcosm of the
Heavenly Temple where Yahweh is enthroned, ruling over the cosmos. As
such, the Jerusalem sanctuary was the space on earth where Yahweh met
His people.

In the OT historical books, references to the weekly Sabbath, to sabbat-
ical years, to the Year of Jubilee, and to the festivals are relatively few. This
may be due to the spiritual apathy and unbelief that seemed to prevail in
successive generations, with some notable exceptions, during the histori-
cal period covered.”” On the other hand, the 150 prayer songs of the book
of Psalms, which articulate the vital faith of Yahweh’s covenant people,
may provide a more fruitful field for exploring the spiritual life of pious
Israelites. Therefore, it is to the psalms that we turn next in our review of
sabbatic practice and/or sabbatic ideas.

6 C.E. Armerding, “Festivals and Feasts,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch,
eds. T.D. Alexander and D.W. Beber (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 309.

7" Walton, 147-50; cf. Bible Project video, The Royal Priest: Royal Priests of Eden, ac-
cessed 14 April 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K60TAYja110.

8 SeeIKings 6:29-35; cf. Ezekiel 40:16, 37; 41:26.

Maybe the events recorded in the historical books had no connection with the

festivals. There is, however, evidence that a formal religiosity prevailed (e.g.,

Isaiah 1; Hosea 4). The exceptions were: under Joshua (Joshua 5:10), Hezekiah

(2 Chronicles 30:1-27), Josiah (2 Kings 23:21-23; 2 Chronicles 35:1-19), and Zerub-

babel (Ezra 6:19-22).
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The Book of Psalms

At first sight, the book of Psalms isn’t promising. The word Sabbath appears
in the superscription of Psalm 92 but not at all in the text of any of the 150
psalms. On the other hand, the sovereignty of God in creation, a clear im-
plication of the Genesis creation accounts, is pronounced. The psalm lyrics
articulate a creation theology affirming Yahweh'’s rule over the newly cre-
ated cosmos and consecrating it to His glory. A dual focus on God en-
throned in heaven and also on earth, reigning in cosmos and history, is
common throughout the Psalter.”® According to J. L. Mays, the fundamen-
tal confession of the Psalter which Israel was called to proclaim to the na-
tions is “The LorD reigns.”?' Furthermore, the “resting place” terminology
employed in Psalm 132:8, 13-14, describing God’s enthronement in Zion,
almost certainly mirrors God’s resting on the seventh creation day (cf.
Isaiah 66:1). This strong psalmic perspective of Yahweh enthroned in
heaven and on earth, over cosmos and history, has earned the Psalter the
descriptor “the poetry of the reign of God.”*

The sovereignty of Yahweh which congregations avowed during tem-
ple worship was also powerfully proclaimed by the prophets, so it is ap-
propriate that we turn next to them.

The Prophets

The books of the prophets contain more than twenty references to the Sab-
bath. While Jeremiah is forthtelling divine judgment on those who desecrate
this special day (Jeremiah 17:19-27), Isaiah expounds the Sabbath eschato-
logically. In Isaiah 56-66, he is foretelling both the coming of God’s kingdom,
with the arrival of the Messiah, and also the kingdom’s consummation un-
der the returning Messiah. The Sabbath becomes a pointer to both future
events (56:1-8; 61:1-11). In chapter 56, Sabbath-keeping is a key feature,
when God’s righteousness (v. 1) is extended to those excluded from the
Mosaic covenant (vv. 3-8; cf. Leviticus 21:20; Deuteronomy 23:1). Sabbath-
keeping will be a symbol of the newcomers’ allegiance to Yahweh (Isaiah
56:6; cf. vv. 2, 4). The Sabbath motif appears again in a focus on the “year
of Yahweh'’s favor” (61:1-11). Then in the final chapter (66:22-24), the

2 Psalms 9:7-11; 29:10; 47:1-9; 50:1-2; 76:2, 8; 78:68-69; 80:1, 14; 89:29; 93:1-2; 95:1-7;
96:10-13; 97:8-9; 98:4-6; 132:14; 134:3; 146:10.

J. L. Mays, Psalms: Interpretation, A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Lou-
isville: Westminster / John Knox, 1994), 30.

#  Mays, 30.
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Sabbath is regarded as a feature in the new heavens and the new earth (cf.
Ezekiel 46:1, 4, 12). Isaiah is, in effect, contextualizing the future orienta-
tion of the primordial Sabbath in God’s redemptive purpose for the world.

Running parallel to this prophetic utilization of the Sabbath is a similar
deployment of the Hebrew term $além, “peace,” which is commonly trans-
literated into English as “shalom.” Whatever disaster might strike Zion,
Yahweh'’s “covenant of peace” with His people, like His love (hesed), will
not be removed (Isaiah 54:13; cf. Numbers 25:12; Isaiah 54:10; Ezekiel 34:25;
37:26; Malachi 2:5). The Hebrew noun $além is derived from the verb $lm,
meaning “to be whole, complete.” It includes the ideas of welfare, prosper-
ity, and security and is associated with wholeness (Isaiah 60:17¢).” As with
the Sabbath, there is an eschatological focus (66:12).*

This close association between Sabbath and shalom in Isaiah resonates
with the role of the fourth commandment in the Decalogue. That com-
mandment is the “crucial bridge,” linking our duty to God, summarized in
the first three commandments, with our duty to neighbors, expressed in
the last six.” The fourth commandment is a fulcrum, helping us to propor-
tion our response to God and to neighbor. In other words, the Sabbath is a
catalyst of shalom. This catalytic role of the Sabbath is graphically illus-
trated in Isaiah 58, where delighting in the Sabbath (vv. 13-14) is accompa-
nied by loosening the chains of injustice, liberating the oppressed, feeding
the hungry, sheltering the poor, and clothing the naked (vv. 6-7) - i.e., pro-
moting and establishing shalom.

So far in our excursus, we have discovered that God’s seventh-day rest
in the Genesis creation accounts is highly significant theologically. The
Sabbath commandment in the Decalogue, along with the Sabbath motifs in
Israel’s festivals and institutions, are important reminders of God’s activity
in creation and redemption. The Psalms celebrate the goodness of creation
and the blessings of redemption, while in Isaiah, the Sabbath stimulates
social responsibility in the present and inspires hope for the future.

It is now time to pass from the Old Testament to the New. Before chang-
ing our focus, however, it is important to note that the Hebrew Bible inte-
grates the Sabbath into the Mosaic Covenant (Exodus 31:16-17). The New
Testament apostles regarded the Mosaic rituals as temporary fore-

B G.AF. Knight, Isaiah 40-55, Servant Theology, International Theological Commentary

(Edinburgh: Handsel / Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 185.

The oracle in Isaiah 66:1 inverts the focus in Psalm 132:13-14 on Yahweh'’s en-
thronement in Zion to Yahweh’s enthronement in heaven with the earth as His
footstool.

P. D. Miller, The Ten Commandments, Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster / John
Knox, 2009), 117.
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shadowings of the coming of Christ (Colossians 2:16, 17; cf. Hebrews 10:1).
Does that mean Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection made the Sabbath ob-
solete? To find out, we now turn to the New Testament, first to the Gospels
and Acts and then to the Epistles.

New Testament: Teaching and Praxis of Jesus

It is noteworthy that a sabbatic motif is central in Jesus’ sermon in the
Nazareth synagogue, which, for Luke, is the keynote address of Jesus’ min-
istry (Luke 4:16-21). The focal point of the sermon is “the year of the Lorp’s
favor” which would be proclaimed by the Messiah (Isaiah 61:1-2). We have
already noted that this special year featured the release of slaves, the can-
cellation of debts, and resting the land (Leviticus 25:8-55). In making the
dramatic claim, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled,” Jesus is utilizing
Sabbath associations.

Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that Jesus’ observing and interpret-
ing the Sabbath are highlighted in all four Gospels. Most of His teaching
on the Sabbath arose in response to heavy criticism of the Jewish reli-
gious leaders, mainly the Pharisees, who considered that Jesus and His
disciples were repeatedly breaking the Sabbath. The evangelists had at
least three reasons for giving high visibility to these confrontations. The
first is that these clashes elicited significant Christological claims; sec-
ond, they appear to have contributed to the decision of the religious au-
thorities to persecute Jesus; and, thirdly, the focus on the Sabbath con-
troversies in the Gospels may well reflect tensions about Sabbath
observance among believers in the churches for which the Gospels were
originally written.

The Pharisees’ criticism of Jesus and the Sabbath revolved around two
types of activity. The first was the disciples’ picking and eating heads of
grain on a Sabbath as they passed through some grain fields (Mark 2:23-28;
Matthew 12:1-8; Luke 6:1-5). The second activity was Jesus’ readiness to
heal non-emergency illnesses on the Sabbath. Seven cases of Sabbath heal-
ings are recorded: (1) the demoniac in the synagogue at Capernaum (Mark
1:21-28; Luke 4:31-37). (2) Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 1:29-31; Luke 4:38-
39). No adverse reaction to these is recorded. (3) The man with the with-
ered hand (Mark 3:1-6; Matthew 12:9-14; Luke 6:6-11). (4) The cripple at the
pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-18). (5) The blind man sent to wash in the pool
of Siloam (John 9:1-41). (6) The woman bent and crippled by a spirit for
eighteen years (Luke 13:10-17). (7) The man suffering from dropsy (Luke
14:1-6). Also relevant is Jesus’ response to critics of His Sabbath healings in
John 7:14-24,
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Jesus highlighted the social dimension of the fourth commandment in
His defense of His disciples regarding the grain fields incident. The Greek
verb peino in Matthew 12:1, translated “hungry,” suggests the disciples
were famished, not merely feeling peckish. Jesus regards the disciples’
action as an act of mercy (which His citing Hosea 6:6 confirms). And as
Lord of the Sabbath, Jesus has authority to declare His disciples “guilt-
less” (Matthew 12:5).

Jesus’ stance on the Sabbath is of momentous Christological import. His
declaration that “The Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:28)
articulates a claim to sovereignty over the Sabbath and also, by implica-
tion, a claim to self-identify with the Creator-God of Genesis 1:1-2:3, who
demonstrated His Lordship over the seventh day of Genesis 2:2 by blessing
it and making it holy. A link between the title “lord of the Sabbath” and
the Genesis creation account is confirmed by the accompanying saying
(recorded only by Mark): ““The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the
Sabbath.”” (v. 27). The Greek verb translated “was made” is ginomai, “which
might be compared with other references signifying ‘to come into exist-
ence’ and referring to God’s creative act, and thus relate to the institution
of primordial Sabbath.””® The saying “implicitly refers to Genesis 1:26-2:2
(man created before the Sabbath, not vice versa).””” The suggestion that,
in citing ceremonial lawbreaking - by David and by the priests (1 Samuel
21:1-6; Numbers 28:9-10) - in defense of His disciples, Jesus may, in effect,
have been classifying the Sabbath law as of a similar ceremonial character
to the regulations forbidding non-priests to eat consecrated bread and
permitting priests to work in the temple on the Sabbath,? is less than con-
vincing. It’s more likely that in Mark 2:25-28, Jesus was affirming superior-
ity of the Sabbath over the ceremonial regulations alluded to. At the same
time, amazingly the Lord of the Sabbath humbled Himself to live under the
law (Galatians 4:4; cf. Philippians 2:7-8), which specifies people’s duties to
God and to others. So we find Jesus sanctifying His Sabbaths by regularly
worshipping God in the synagogue (Luke 4:16) and repeatedly healing the
sick.

% L. Doering, “Sabbath Laws in the New Testament Gospels,” in The New Testament
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Book), eds. T. Holmen and E. Porter, (Brill, 2010), 2603; cf. H. Weiss [A], “The Sab-
bath in the Synoptic Gospels,” Journal of Biblical Literature 110, no 2 (1991): 319.

% D. A. Carson, “Jesus and the Sabbath in the Four Gospels,” in Carson, From Sabbath
to Lord’s Day, 68-9.
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Before healing the man with a withered hand (Matthew 12:9-14), Jesus
responded to the question of the Pharisees - who on this occasion were
joined by the scribes (Luke 6:7) and the Herodians (Mark 3:6) - by declar-
ing, “It is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” (Matthew 12:12). (This decla-
ration is rendered as a question in Mark 3:4 and Luke 6:9.) In this incident,
by word and act, Jesus was expanding and deepening the social focus of
the fourth commandment, for healing on the Sabbath is an example of
benefiting the other (e.g., family members, servants, immigrants, and even
animals), which the commandment envisages. Jesus understood the com-
mandment to provide time for doing good to the sick, the disabled, and the
disadvantaged. Luke points out that it was the man’s right hand that was
withered, which in all probability rendered him unable to do manual work.
In restoring the man’s ability to work for a livelihood, Jesus was indeed
fulfilling the Sabbath commandment, for it mandates work as well as rest
(Exodus 20:9).

In the case of the crippled woman in a synagogue (Luke 13:10-17), Jesus’
healing demonstrated His power over the spirit world. The woman’s afflic-
tion was caused by demonic oppression of her body rather than by “demon
possession” of her personality. While the other Sabbath healings indicate
Jesus’ Messianic authority over the Sabbath, in this case He took the oppor-
tunity on a Sabbath to affirm the original meaning of the Sabbath as “the
consecration of creation to its good and proper end.””

Whether Jesus deliberately chose the Sabbath as a day particularly
suited to healing is not clear in the Synoptics. But His “violations of Sab-
bath law as then understood seem to be programmatic, flowing out of the
alternative paradigm which Jesus taught: the Sabbath was a day for works
of compassion. This change did not mean that the Sabbath was abrogated;
rather, it was subordinated to deeds of compassion rather than to the
[Pharisaic] quest for holiness.”°

Turning to the fourth Gospel, the first Sabbath miracle to be recorded
- the healing of the cripple at the pool of Bethesda - is in chapter 5. Some
authorities, for example, E. Lohse, interpret John’s account of Jesus as an
acknowledgment that Jesus was indeed abrogating the Sabbath.”’ Jesus’

» E, Earle Ellis, The Gospel of Luke: New Century Bible (London: Thomas Nelson, 1966),

184-86.

M.J. Borg, Conflict, Holiness, and Politics in the Teachings of Jesus (Harrisburg: Trinity
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31 E.g., E. Lohse, “Sabbatén” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol VI, eds.
G. Kittel, G. Friedrich, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974). Cf. A contrary view: H.
Weiss [B], “The Sabbath in the Fourth Gospel,” Journal of Biblical Literature 110,
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defense of this Sabbath healing prompted the Jewish leaders to conclude,
rightly, that He was calling God His Father and making Himself equal with
God (v. 18). The rationale of Jesus’ defense rests on the assumption that
God works on the Sabbath as sustainer and judge of the world (a doctrine
the rabbis accepted). Therefore, Jesus’ assertion that He, too, was working
on the Sabbath by sustaining life is clearly a claim to deity and led His crit-
ics to conclude not only that His action was unlawful, but also that His
words were blasphemous. Jesus’ action is in line with the exegesis noted
above of God’s rest in Genesis 2:2 as His reigning over creation. Lohse’s as-
sertion that John 5:18 demonstrates that Jesus abolished the Sabbath is
open to serious question. The participle “was breaking” translates the
Greek verb lug, “to loose,” which sometimes can mean “to abrogate” or “to
dissolve,” as, for example, in Matthew 5:19. But here the imperfect tense
suggests customary action rather than a definitive one-off act; hence most
English versions render lud in this instance as “breaking” in the sense of
“infringing.”

In summary, the four Gospels reveal three motifs behind Jesus’ Sabbath
behavior. First, there is an ethical motif: the Sabbath is a day for doing good
(Matthew 12:12). Second, there is a redemptive / eschatological motif: a
healing is a liberation from the bond of Satan (Luke 13:16). Third, there is
a messianic motif: the authority of Jesus is comparable to that of David
(Mark 2:25-26), and even of God (John 5:17).%

Our survey of Jesus’ Sabbath healings makes it reasonable to come to
the following conclusions:

e Jesus expands and sharpens the Sabbath’s eschatological focus.*®

e “None of the sayings of Jesus can plausibly be construed as an at-
tempt to abrogate the Sabbath.”**

e The Sabbath signifies not only the creation rest of God, but also
God’s sovereign working in the cosmos and history.

e The fact that two out of the three healing miracles recorded in
John’s Gospel involve a Sabbath controversy suggests that Sabbath
observance may have been an issue in the communities for whom
the fourth Gospel was initially written.*®

no. 2, (1991): 319: [In this incident] “Jesus did not abolish the Sabbath, but rather
established the eschatological Sabbath.”
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New Testament: The Early Church

Turning from the ministry of Jesus to the life and witness of the apostolic
church, we find that the seventh-day Sabbath appears not to have been
generally observed and that Paul frowned on attempts by some Jewish
Christians to impose it on Gentile sisters and brothers.* From a very early
stage, the church recognized the special significance of “the first day”
and observed it as a day for corporate worship.”” Richard Bauckham
thinks Christian Sunday worship originated in the primitive Palestinian
church.

“There is no trace whatever of any controversy as to whether Christians
should worship on Sunday, and no record of any Christian group that did
not worship on Sunday. This universality is most easily explained if Sunday
worship was already the Christian custom before the Gentile mission. It is
very difficult otherwise to see how such a practice could have been imposed
universally and leave no hint of dissent and disagreement. It seems hardly
likely that Paul would have begun this novel practice in the course of his
Gentile mission ... The conclusion seems irresistible that all of the early mis-
sionaries simply exported the practice of the Palestinian churches.”

Luke refers to Christians meeting on “the first day of the week” in Troas
(Acts 20:7), while Paul appears to have taught the Galatian and the Corin-
thian believers to meet on “the first day” (1 Corinthians 16:1-2). Some forty
years later John, on the Island of Patmos, tells us he received his visions on
“the Lord’s day” (Revelation 1:10-11), with the intention that they would
be read in the worship meetings of the churches.”” The title “the Lord’s
Day” would become universally used as the church grew rapidly in the sec-
ond, third, and succeeding centuries.

It is significant that predominantly Gentile churches adopted the
seven-day week, which was determined by the Sabbath and unknown in
the ancient world outside Jewry. It is difficult to understand why the apos-
tles retained the week if the sabbatic principle of one day in seven sancti-
fied to the Lord had been abrogated. On the other hand, both the adoption
of the seven-day week and the practice of meeting on the first day makes
sense if both the sabbatic principle and the seven-day week were regarded
as creation ordinances.

% Galatians 4:10; Romans 14:5-6; Colossians 2:16-17.

% Mark 16:2; John 20:12, 19; Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 16:2.
% R.J.Bauckham, “The Lord’s Day,” 236.

3 Bauckham, 242.
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The choice of the first day was not merely a matter of convenience, for
its later designation as “the Lord’s Day” marked it as the day to celebrate
Christ’s resurrection.” Additionally, Paul’s reference in 1 Corinthians 16:1-
2 to taking a collection on the first day for the famine-stricken Judean
Christians indicates that the day also focused on caring for others - a strik-
ing correspondence with Jesus’ use of the Sabbath. This very early practice
of meeting on the first day provides today’s churches with a warrant to do
likewise. There is no indication that the early Christians rested from work
on the first day. However, sabbatical rest would have been virtually impos-
sible in a pagan everyday work week. Significantly, the meeting in Troas
was held in the evening; according to Pliny’s Epistle, written at the end of
the first century, Christians met before dawn and again (presumably after
work) in the evening.* This may have been the common practice among
the churches.

It is important to take seriously what Paul says to the Galatians and to
the Romans about the observation of days (Galatians 4:10; Romans 14:5-6)
and to the Colossians about the observation of the Sabbath (Colossians
2:16). These references are wider than the weekly Sabbath, for they include
celebration of “days and months and seasons and years” by the Galatian
churches (Galatians 4:10) and in Colossae, “a festival or a new moon or a
Sabbath” (Colossians 2:16). Paul sees such observances as “a shadow of the
things to come.” Now that Christ, the “reality” to which they point, had
come, they had served their purpose and were obsolete. Commentators are
almost certainly correct in regarding the seventh-day Sabbath to be in-
cluded in Paul’s classification of obsolescence. A key point in understand-
ing Paul’s thinking is the distinction made between voluntary observance
by Jewish Christians - which is a matter of indifference (Romans 14:5-6) -
and enforced observance upon Gentile Christians as a condition of salva-
tion - which is “a different gospel” (Galatians 1:6).

The typology of the Sabbath, which Paul mentions briefly in Colossians
2:16, receives fuller treatment in Hebrews 3:7-4:13. It is widely recognized
that the writer of Hebrews was addressing his community from an escha-
tological perspective. The church was living in a time of fulfilment inau-
gurated by Christ “in these last days” (1:2), “at the end of the ages” (9:26),
but not yet consummated by His return (9:28) and His rule over the world
to come (2:5-9). Both these realities are symbolized in the Sabbath motif:
its initial fulfilment in Christ’s first coming and its ultimate fulfilment in
the “Sabbath rest” (sabbatismos) that remains for the people of God (4:9) at

4 Bauckham, 240.
4 Referenced in Bauckham, 239.
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Christ’s Parousia (9:28). Therefore, like the kingdom of God in the Gospels,
the ultimate Sabbath rest to which the weekly Sabbath points has come in
Christ’s advent, death, and resurrection but will not fully come until His
Parousia. Until then the Sabbath retains its typological significance.

Hebrews 4:9 is the only occurrence of sabbatismos in the NT, and it may
have been coined by the writer.* In the Septuagint, the cognate verb sab-
batizo is used of Sabbath observance (cf. Exodus 16:30; Leviticus 23:32;
26:34-5; 2 Chronicles 36:21), which corresponds with its use elsewhere in
extant Greek literature to denote observance or celebration of the Sab-
bath.” This semantic background may suggest translating sabbatismos as a
“Sabbath-keeping,” but most commentators prefer “Sabbath rest.” Ac-
cording to Lincoln, New Covenant believers discharge this duty of Sabbath
observance by exercising faith, while for Beckwith and Stott, the sabbatic
principle has been incorporated into the Lord’s Day, which is regarded as
a day of rest and worship.*

The thinking and practice of the NT church can be summarized in four
observations. First, the church adopted the seven-day week from the Jews.
Second, the church observed one day in seven - the first day - later called
“the Lord’s Day.” Third, what we know of the churches’ activities on this
day corresponds strikingly with the two foci of worship and service fea-
tured both in the fourth commandment and in Jesus’ Sabbath observance.
Fourth, the typology of the Sabbath pointing to the consummation of God’s
purpose for His people is affirmed in the Letter to the Hebrews.

Where shall we go with the fourth commandment?

In this section we will summarize the main findings of our study of the
commandment and then explore whether it continues to have relevance
in church and society today.

Main Findings:

1. The Sabbath is a divinely created institution built into the fabric of
the universe.

2. God resting on the seventh day of creation symbolizes taking up His
rule over the newly created cosmos.

42
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3. The Sabbath shares the unique status of the Decalogue.”

4. Animplication of Jesus declaring Himself to be Lord of the Sabbath
(Mark 2:27) is that the paraphernalia attached to it in the Mosaic
Covenant are now passé under the New Covenant.*

5. Jesus’ Sabbath-keeping observed the twin foci of the fourth com-
mandment (worship of God and service to neighbor).

6. Jesus warns against weaponizing the Sabbath to make moralistic
judgments of others.

7. The early church worshiped on the first day from a very early stage
and later called it “the Lord’s Day.”

8. The Sabbath’s role as a type of salvation awaits complete fulfilment
at the Parousia.

9. The Sabbath continues to claim validation in the lifestyle of the
people of God throughout the interim between the coming of the
kingdom of God in Christ’s advent and its consummation at His Par-
ousia.

However, a degree of ambiguity remains.” The New Testament lacks any
express warrant either to directly follow Sabbath customs of a previous
era or to abolish the Sabbath. There is no directive to rest, or even to meet,
on the first day. Paul seems to be open to those who consider “all days
alike” (Romans 14:5). On the other hand, Jesus claims to be the Lord of the
Sabbath and the NT church calendar reflects the seven-day week. The
Westminster Confession (1.6) helps us here, for it indicates that where the
counsel of God is not expressly set down in Scripture, it may be deduced
from Scripture by good and necessary consequence. In utilizing this West-
minster hermeneutic and interpreting the above findings holistically, I
conclude that the Lord’s Day enjoys the status of the Christian Sabbath, as
duly modified in light of the considerations specified above.

% Wright, 2021, 358.

% Wright, 2021, 358.

7 Editor’s note: One of the causes this ambiguity is the use of different calendars in
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Some Strategic Directions

Finally, I want to suggest seven strategic steps we might take to discover
Sabbath-keeping as a catalyst for God’s shalom.* These steps are:

1. The Lord. Enjoy Sunday as His day! In resting on the seventh day, God
initiated His sovereignty over creation and history. In rising on the
first day, He demonstrated His power to turn the world upside down.

2. The Church. Discover worshiping with God’s people on the Lord’s
Day to be a delight, and help to portray the church as a “contrast
society” from the listless boredom of worldly values.

3. The Self. Become time-rich rather than time-poor. Overcome the
tyranny of the urgent. Drop out of the rat race to rest in the Lord
and on His promises. “In an age that has lost its soul, Sabbath-keep-
ing offers the possibility of gaining it back.”*’ Read stirring testimo-
nies of the blessings of Sabbath-keeping.*®

4. The Environment. Allow the Sabbath to remind you that God is the
Creator of the natural world and has appointed you to care for it.
Pray for sincere attempts to reduce toxic emissions, to utilize natu-
ral resources responsibly, and to preserve threatened animal spe-
cies.

5. The Culture. Keep Sabbath to find new strength to speak truth to
power in the form of governments and business corporations which
idolize greed, exploit the poor and vulnerable, usurp others, and
practice deceit.

6. The Economy. Each Sabbath ask God in His sovereignty to moderate
today’s market pressures which generate felt needs and desires,
leaving people rest-less, inadequate, and unfulfilled.

7. The Parousia. Explain your Sabbath-keeping to others by pointing to
the promise of the “Lord of the Sabbath” to return and establish an
eternal Sabbath in the new heavens and the new earth.

May all of us be in the Spirit every Lord’s Day! (cf. Revelation 1:10).
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The Fifth Commandment:

“PARENTS ARE VALLEYS FOR QUENCHING THE
FIRES OF LIFE”'

John P. Wilson, Australia

I love my mum and have fond memories of my father, but have I honored
them as God requires? I'm not sure. Clearly the Bible takes obedience to
parents seriously, but have 17 My father revered his parents and learned
life values from their example, but did he honor them as God requires? He
was not sure that he did. He would have liked to have been a better son.

The fifth commandment is a word from God that is weighted heavily
toward that which I cannot fulfill and holds out a promise that, on first
glance, I don’t expect to receive: by obeying Mum, I don’t expect to add a
year to my life. It’s a commandment difficult to obey.

My obedience to Mum and Dad waxed and waned. At times obedience
came by threat of the strap, at other times through fear of the frown of
displeasure. Only later did I see the importance of honoring them as God
would have me do.

Romans 1:28-32 contains a notable list of types of wickedness that re-
veal a depraved mind, enumerating characteristic offenses committed by
people who don’t acknowledge God. While upon first reading we expect to
read what we see there, namely, people who are “full of envy, murder,
strife, deceit, maliciousness” (v. 29), there is one offense that is out of
place, and that is “disobedient to parents” (v. 30).

That phrase strikes me as odd, at least in this regard: it is easy to say
we are not murderers or filled with malice. We might even assert we are
not “gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful” (vv.
29-30), but who has never disobeyed his parents?

However, as much as the fifth commandment addresses my relation-
ship to my parents, if this is our only consideration, we have a reduc-
tionist view of the commandments. Their purview is much wider than
merely family life. We need discernment to adopt them in their proper

breadth.

! From a Malawian proverb - explained later in the chapter.
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Locating the fifth commandment — which table?

There is an old tradition of inscribing all the words of the Decalogue on the
front wall of churches - behind the preacher, always decoratively painted,
often with a scrolled banner above or below. Reading these helpfully satis-
fied this young mind during unintelligible sermons or insufferably long pas-
toral prayers. I remember that in my own church, and then also observed
when visiting churches while on holiday, the Ten Commandments were in-
variably split into two columns, mostly five and five, sometimes four and six.

Is there a division in the Decalogue? If there are two tables of the law,
on which table does the fifth commandment sit? While agreeing that there
is no necessity to make a division at all, because Jesus makes two summary
laws from the ten (Matthew 22:37-40), it is tempting for us to divide them.

When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with two stone tablets (Ex-
odus 31:18), we do not necessarily conclude this was the Decalogue split
between them. Rather, many insist that these were two copies of the Ten
Commandments, in a similar manner that was expected when establishing
covenants in the ancient Near East: the two tablets of the law were copies
of the same laws. “This was typical for covenants in the ancient Near East.
You'd have one for each party. You couldn’t just throw it onto a copy ma-
chine, so you had to bang it out on two different pieces of stone. One copy
went into the ark of the covenant for the Lord, but the other was for them
to remember.”

If, for purposes of learning and application, we follow the tradition of
dividing the Decalogue into two tablets, should we identify the fifth com-
mandment as the first commandment of the second division or the last
commandment of the first division? Many view it as the first command-
ment of the second division. John Currid® classifies the first four command-
ments as “vertical commands” and the second six as “horizontal com-
mands.” The Westminster Confession of Faith (chapter 19) does likewise,
as does John Calvin. However, I wonder if a possible 50:50 split is helpful to
consider as well.

While it is mathematically appealing to consider the two tables of law
with five on each, it is also appealing theologically, because the first five
commandments concern our obligation to God and to authorities higher
than ourselves, while the second five relate to our responsibility toward
one another as equals.

2 E.g,Kevin DeYoung, The 10 Commandments (Wheaton: Crossway, 2018), 79.
*  John D. Currid, A Study Commentary on Exodus, Vol. 2, EP study commentary series
(Great Britain: Evangelical Press, 2001), 35, 44.
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Recognizing that the weight of literature on this subject promotes a
40:60 split, and for good reason, the vertical dimension of this command-
ment lends itself to thinking of a 50:50 split. Even if that position cannot
be defended sufficiently, we do well to give greater attention to the up-
ward dimension so that we are not limiting our application of the fifth
commandment to the realm of mothers and fathers in the home.

On balance, I suggest that the fifth commandment belongs with the
first four. Each contains the phrase “the Lorp your God,” thus making them
all about our gratitude to God for His blessing and our response to God for
who He is. W. H. Gispen summarizes, “In the Fifth Commandment the Lord
makes the question of honouring the parents His business, as was naturally
the case in the first four commandments, which dealt with His service, His
name, and His day.”

Commandment number five is like the hinge on a door, leading from
the first four to the last five, because both the vertical and horizontal are
present in it.

Reading the text

The fifth commandment is recorded in Exodus 20 and then repeated by
Moses in Deuteronomy 5. It is referenced twice more in Scripture - first by
Jesus in Matthew 15:4 (cf. Mark 7:10) and then by Paul in Ephesians 6.

These are the two Hebrew scriptural texts. The extra words in Deuter-
onomy 5, beyond those found in Exodus 20, are underlined:

Exodus 20;12
Honor (kabod) your father (av) and your mother (am), that your days may
be long in the land that the Lorp your God is giving you.

Deuteronomy 5:16

Honor (kabod) your father (av) and your mother (am), as the Lorp your

God commanded you, that your days may be long, and that it may go well
with you in the land that the Lorp your God is giving you.

The additions in the Deuteronomic version first remind us of the source of
this command (i.e., words from God); they also add a second blessing, prom-
ising not only a long life, but also a flourishing life. Long life is not a blessing
without flourishing (i.e., doing well), so this second version simply spells
out and makes explicit what is implicit in the original Exodus version.

*  Willem Hendrik Gispen, Exodus, trans. Ed van der Maas, Bible Student’s Commen-

tary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 197.
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It is right to take the Exodus text as our primary reference, because the
other texts refer back to it either expressly or by implication. For example,
the Deuteronomy passage points back to the Mt. Sinai event, with the ad-
ditional words “as the Lorp your God has commanded you.”

Understanding the words Honoring parents

The key verb is “honor.” We are to honor two persons in particular: our
father and our mother. In the Pentateuch, the word honor comes from the
verb (kabod), meaning “to be heavy or of weight.” In this context, this
means “to consider important, to give honor to (your father and your
mother).” Walter Kaiser says this includes “prizing them highly,” “show-
ing affection for them,” “revering them.”

Kaiser’s view is underscored by the choice of Hebrew vocabulary.
Through God’s purposeful authorship of Scripture, the Piel form of the verb
kabod was used in Exodus 20. The simpler Qal form (e.g., Isaiah 24:20) ap-
pears in other passages of Scripture, but here in the Commandments, it is
Piel, which intensifies the verb and heightens the sense of honor we are to
give to our parents (and, by extension, to all in higher authority).

This view is further underscored by the commentary on the laws of God
in Leviticus. In the elaboration of the Ten Commandments, Leviticus 19:3
says parents are to be “feared” (yr’): “Every one of you shall revere (yr’) his
mother and his father ...”

Mark Rooker says: “The use of the verb yr’ ‘fear/awe’ is conceptually
related to ‘honour.” This association emphasizes the importance of this
command, as the root yr’(fear) is commonly used to express one’s response
to God” (Deuteronomy 28:58).°

This same Hebrew word appears elsewhere in the text of Exodus to re-
fer to Pharaoh’s unyielding or hardened heart (7:14 and 10:1). What it sug-
gests is that a child must not take his parents lightly or his responsibility
toward them flippantly.

Calvin’s application of honor is threefold: let it be seen as “reverence,
obedience, and gratefulness.”” Calvin continues to explain that the princi-
ple of the fifth commandment is clearly part of natural law. “[God] has

” @

5 Walter C Kaiser Jr, Exodus, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Vol. 2, Frank Gaebe-
lein Gen. Ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 424.

¢ Mark F. Rooker, The Ten Commandments: Ethics for the Twenty-first Century, (Nash-
ville: B&H Publishing, 2010), 107.

7 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis
Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 2.8.36.
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expressly bidden us to reverence our parents, who have brought us into
this life. Nature itself ought in a way to teach us this. Those who abusively
or stubbornly violate parental authority are monsters, not men!”

Longer than for childhood

Honoring parents is not restricted to minors. It certainly is most applicable
for young children in the home, which is why Paul includes his reference
to it in Ephesians immediately after addressing the husband and the wife;
he then places the fifth commandment in the context of fathers not exas-
perating their children (Ephesians 6:4). While the application of this com-
mandment to the relation between fathers and small children is self-evi-
dent, this does not make the fifth commandment different from the other
nine, which are more obviously and immediately addressed to the adult
nation of Israel. Gregory Goswell asks rhetorically: “Is this the one com-
mandment out of the ten with a ‘sunset clause,” so that when a person
reaches 18 or 21 years it no longer applies?”®

Broader application than parents

There’s a wider application here than to the parent-child relationship. It is
not a commandment addressed out of the blue only to children. As Albert
Mohler writes, “This is not children’s church in the middle of the Ten Com-
mandments.” Rather, these are all words delivered to an adult covenant
community in Israel, with lasting application for the church of all eras and
for the covenant faithful of all ages.

It is not only immediate biological parents whom God has in view, for
the Bible also uses the names for father and mother for those who have
authority over others. Some examples:

Genesis 45:8: Joseph declared, when appointed head of Pharaoh’s household
and ruler over Egypt, that he had been made a “father” (av) to Pharaoh.
Judges 5:7: In Deborah and Barak’s song, she is described as a “mother”
(am) in Israel.
2 Kings 2:12: Elisha cried out upon seeing the prophet Elijah ascend into
heaven: “My father, my father!” (avi, avi).

8 Gregory R. Goswell, The Fifth Commandment, in Love Rules, (Melbourne: Church and
Nation Committee, PCV, 2004), 50
°  R. Albert Mohler Jr, Words from the Fire (Chicago: Moody, 2009), 96.
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Alongside application within family life, honoring one’s parents is de-
scribed in Scripture as analogous to honoring God. According to the
prophet Jeremiah, God refers to Himself as the father of Israel, and, in-
versely in Isaiah, God refers to Israel as His sons and daughters. According
to the prophet Malachi, God calls for this same honor.

In application, we should understand that this commandment applies
to all who are in proper authority over us. For our benefit, God has set hi-
erarchies for the human race to live at its best and to flourish, and we do
best if we honor and obey those whom God has placed over us.' There’s a
caveat, of course, in that those in authority are supposed to represent God
to us; if their rule deteriorates into godlessness, obedience to those in au-
thority is thereby qualified.

The promise

I. The obvious difficulty

Though not without difficulty in application, it’s a matter of relief and joy to
find a promised blessing attached to the fifth commandment. Paul reminds us
(Ephesians 6) that it’s the first commandment with a promise, so we should
take notice of it and rejoice. By “first” we are not ignoring the words attached
to the second commandment regarding God’s “steadfast love to thousands of
those who love me and keep my commandments.” However, these words are
more a reflection on the character of God than a promise for us."

What is the New Testament application of this? Obedience to the fifth
commandment is connected with the promise of a long life. But how? At
first glance, it seems to create a merit system for living longer, but can that
be true? If so, how are we to think of dear saints of God who have died
young, some tragically so? Alternatively, what do we make of careless sons
and daughters who have disrespected or even hated their parents but have
lived into their nineties?

2. Literal (or personal) reference

According to Exodus 21:17, dishonoring parents by striking or cursing
them was punishable by death. In Deuteronomy (21:18-21), a procedure is

10 E.g., 1 Timothy 5:17, to church elders; Ephesians 5:22, wives to husbands within a
Christian marriage; 1 Peter 2:13-14, to duly elected civil rulers.

1 John R. W. Stott, God’s New Society - the Message of Ephesians in The Bible Speaks
Today series (1llinois: IVP, 1980), 240.
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described for parents to bring a persistently disobedient son to the city
elders for death by stoning. Thus, the clause “your days may be long” could
have had an immediate interpretation: so that you are not put to death
under the judicial law of the Old Testament.

3. Covenantal reference

The Israelites associated keeping the fifth commandment with the ability
of the nation of Israel to remain in the land to which God was leading them.
When teaching the fifth commandment and even reflecting on Paul’s quo-
tation of it, we must consider the immediate context of when and where it
was declared as our guide. The promise should be read with covenantal
interpretation.

To some extent, the promise attached to this commandment stands
over all the commandments. The way that ancient Israel was to exist suc-
cessfully with any degree of longevity in such a hostile land surrounded by
such an anti-theistic culture was to adopt a lifestyle measured and con-
trolled by the Decalogue. The promise of a long life in the land and of lives
well-lived refers primarily to the land of Canaan and to the people of Israel.

There is, of course, a general application today in the sense that the Dec-
alogue, including this commandment, remains God’s best blueprint for the
best life, long or short. The reference to the “land” in both Exodus and Deu-
teronomy refers to the “land of promise” - and is to be read in light of the
covenant. It is using covenant language and refers to Canaan as the land spe-
cifically promised to the people of Israel. The New Testament application is
the same, but the specific location has a higher focus: as children of Abraham
by faith in Christ, it’s not our earthly life that is the focus, but rather our “land
of promise” - eternal life in heaven, our ultimate resting place.

Even if the “land of promise” for us as New Testament believers is pri-
marily eternal, this does not reduce the specific and earthly duties of this
commandment. Jesus teaches that those who do not honor their parents in
very practical ways are rejecting the commandment of God (Mark 7:9-13).

Applying this to our lives

Culture - the way we are raised and particularly our own parental training
in the early years - inevitably influences how we understand words and
apply them to our lives. The way we value (or ignore) our parents, home,
and family life is going to influence how we apply the fifth commandment.
There are differences in the world’s cultures, between east and west, north
and south, and it is worth reflecting on these.
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Reflections from African culture

Having lived in Africa and engaged with many fellow pastors there, I ob-
serve how this commandment has been highly embraced in African cul-
ture with its traditional practices: honor, fear, and respect for parents are
always extended beyond biological parents to all elderly people in the
community.

Non-Christian African culture

Honoring parents has been so highly regarded that it became a part of in-
itiation teachings during the very harsh three-week boyhood-to-manhood
ceremonies. Believing that parents were custodians of all the knowledge
and wisdom required for a successful life and also provided security from
vices that would lead to premature death, young people owed this obliga-
tion to parents and to the elderly. The practice was driven from a human-
istic perspective, as traditional practice ordered by mankind for a healthy
community. The elders of the village tied respect for parents to a healthy
community and therefore to a long life.

African traditional practice embraced this commandment and rigor-
ously imposed it on the youth as a rule for right living and as a prerequisite
for longer life. There is a sense in which it has been easier for an African to
obey the fifth commandment. Many people in Africa naturally venerate
and revere their ancestors. It is in the mind of many African children to
give respect to and to obey any elderly person.

The fifth commandment suits the African context especially, as it gives
sense to the existence of an individual, family blessings, and long life. The
father is always considered the head of any family, and the mother anchors
many teachings in a family. She is a teacher of children, a protector, who
plays a crucial role in the continuation of life. Children who are disobedi-
ent bring shame to the mother; the father’s head lowers whenever a child
misbehaves. This is very embarrassing to the family. On the other hand,
many Africans believe that obedient children bring joy to the parents and
give assurance of long life. A cultural awareness of the principles articu-
lated in this commandment provides a key for obedience to the parents
and for prosperity of the individuals as well as of the family. This all de-
pends on the understanding of cultural teachings; in this case, culture and
biblical teachings agree to some degree.

The weakness is simply that some would quickly abandon the practice
upon their independence from the hands that bound them. Regrettably,
however, with the emergence of the demand for human rights and the
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invasion of other cultures into African culture, honoring parents from the
humanistic perspective has been grossly eroded. What seem to be the days
of enlightenment today have destroyed a valuable practice.

Coming of the gospel in Africa

With the coming of the Christian gospel, discovering this fifth command-
ment as the law of God enhanced the need to obey because it comes from
the Creator who holds and sustains life. The Christian perspective of the
commandment is our only hope because honor to parents is ultimately de-
rived from honor to God, who holds life and human destiny, rather than
merely from traditional culture. The biblical understanding of this com-
mandment seems to be our only hope for the future, because it is anchored
in Him who transcends human cultures and traditional practices. This un-
derstanding helps our youth discern the practice that honors God regard-
less of cultural changes.

Malawi'?

A Malawian will say, “Akulu-Akulu ndi M’dambo modzimila moto.” It
means parents or elderly people are valleys for quenching the fires of life.
I learned this proverb from traditional Malawian culture as the reason for
honoring our parents, who have knowledge and wisdom from God to pass
on to their youth, and it fits with biblical teaching,

Zambia

As much as the fifth commandment was very significant and unique in
the lives of the Israelites, it is also uniquely significant in Zambian lives.
In Zambia, children have an obligation to honor their parents. In a Zam-
bian worldview, family connections create strength for each member and
can at some point mean survival during a crisis. The fifth commandment
provides a framework for unity within the community or society, and on
the other hand, it provides support to one another or to individuals. Zam-
bians use an analogy to explain the fifth commandment; honoring par-
ents forms a platform for children to learn or be taught by their parents,
since parents are responsible for the upbringing of their children. From
a Zambian pastor:

2 From former Secretary-General CCAP Central Africa, Rev Colin L M’bawa.



140 The Fifth Commandment:

Another critical teaching that we can learn from the Fifth Commandment
has to do with identity. Identity is very critical from the Zambian perspec-
tive as everyone wants a sense of belonging either to a clan or tribe. This
commandment therefore charges children to the responsibility of honour-
ing and respecting their parents which falls within the parameters of cove-
nant obligations. In the reality of Zambia, the Fifth Commandment com-
municates to children that life is about community, and for children to
advance in wisdom, there must be a parent to teach them and transmit that
wisdom for the sake of the future community. Parents are regarded as the
bank of wisdom where children can go and withdraw. Children’s highest
wisdom is that they honour their parents and their relationship with God
becomes relevant. Zambian honouring of parents goes beyond individual-
ism and the egos of the community. In other words, it goes beyond death
whilst focussing its emphasis on family and community.”

Reflections from Indian culture

Having lived in India and engaged with many fellow pastors there, I have
observed how this commandment has been highly embraced in Indian cul-
ture with its traditional practices.

Non-Christian Indian culture

While the culture in India is incredibly diverse, there is a consensus that
honoring parents is a virtue. In a context where the familial relationship
is esteemed above individual autonomy, the fifth commandment resonates
well with the cultural (natural) hierarchy of a family. Honoring parents,
therefore, is seen as necessary for the proper functioning and well-being
of the family system.

In many ways, the fifth commandment is the one with which Indians
have the least problems. I can think of them struggling with the other nine
but not with this one, because culturally and traditionally, parents are gen-
erally respected in all Indian societies, Christian and non-Christian. In
some religious systems, such as Hinduism, Sikhism, Jainism, and Bud-
dhism, they verge on literal worship of parents (not simply “honor”). It is
not uncommon to see professionally qualified Indians from these back-
grounds bow low and touch the feet of their parents (and such special con-
sideration is given to mothers that they are equated with God).

In some societies, it is not uncommon for young people to stand when
older persons, especially parents, enter the room (compare Job 29:8). The

3 Former General Secretary, CCAP Zambia Synod, Rev. Maleka Rabson Kabandama
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usual response of parents when children show this respect is to bless them
by placing their hands on the heads of the children. Such respect is also
shown for the extended family, including all in-laws.

Coming of the gospel in India

Even in evangelical Christian communities, this traditional cultural back-
ground shapes the understanding and the application of the fifth com-
mandment within the evangelical churches in India. In general, the com-
mandment is understood as a requirement for children (adult offspring as
well) to submit to the authority of parents. This understanding implies
that parents, especially the father, provide for the present and future
needs of their offspring. Parents’ efforts in raising children, establishing
relationships in society, and accumulating wealth are seen as investments
for the welfare of the family. Thus, honoring parents is closely associated
with the prosperity of future generations. Rebellion against the authority
of the parents forfeits the blessing of the parents.

Thankfully, most Christian societies in India have retained these cul-
tural practices with slight modifications. For example, touching one’s feet
is substituted with folding hands (a very solemn gesture). This is recipro-
cated by both parties. In terms of the application of the fifth command-
ment, among other things, adult sons and daughters seek the blessings of
their parents in major decisions of life (e.g., choosing a trade and a mar-
riage partner). Adult children honor their parents by taking care of them
in old age. Concerning the understanding of the fifth commandment, one
of the challenges for Christians in India is to maintain the balance between
the individuality of a person and the collective identity of the family. Has
this changed in any Indian Christian communities? Yes, in urban contexts
and where Indian Christians have been exposed to Western values, tradi-
tional values are fast disappearing. It’s sad.

Best blueprint for all nations

Culture shifts and new sub-cultures emerge, but God’s Word endures for-
ever (Isaiah 40:8).

There’s something here for the whole world. God the Creator knows
what we need and how any and every society works best. Honoring our
parents in the home is the precursor to honoring those duly appointed to
authority in our societies. It is no accident that one mirrors the other. Re-
spect and order in the family provide stable patterning for society. This is
why a totalitarian regime will make a huge effort to disrupt the family and
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destroy order in the home to create state dependency in its place. Civiliza-
tions, societies, and cultures flourish best and work cohesively where
there is respect and order in the home.

Even the promise attached to the commandment has this in mind. Dur-
ing the time of Exodus, God ruled over the nation Israel as His church (i.e.,
Israel was both nation and church). The covenant blessings were tied to
their life in the promised land. Hence, the promises “it may go well with
you” (Deuteronomy 5) and “your days may be long in the land” (Deuteron-
omy 5 and Exodus 20) ought to be applied, not locatively and individually,
but spiritually and more generally, in the church today:

1. “..itmay go well with you...” - People who flourish and achieve the best
of human endeavour are those who listen to God’s words and live by
them.

2. “..you may live long in the land ...” - Social stability and cohesion such

that a society generally lasts longer when it is built upon and as it main-
tains the tenets of respect and honor for those in authority. The long life
promised does not apply to every individual but broadly to the society
that honors God and loves others according to His words.

The sweeping nature of the Decalogue is unmistakable from reading the
book of Deuteronomy. There is a view of Deuteronomy that sees chapters
12 through 26 as exposition of the Ten Commandments, with, for example,
Deuteronomy 16:18-18:22 referenced to the fifth. If this is right, it shows
the wide-ranging application of the commandments to cover every con-
ceivable area of life.

There’s a sense in which the parental relationship is the prototype of
all relationships - it certainly shapes all other relationships. In our fami-
lies, while we are young, we learn how to obey, to understand what respect
is, what proper authority looks like, and how protection feels. It is there
that we first learn what honoring any authority looks like and why such
authority structure matters. Without such early lessons, we are likely not
to honor anyone. As Augustine said, “If anyone fails to honour his parents,
is there anyone he will spare?”**

This is confirmed by the explanations of Exodus 20:12 in the Westmin-
ster Larger and Shorter Catechisms, which apply the fifth commandment
to all social relations, whether “superiors, inferiors, or equals.”*® As Paul
implies in his letters, the fifth commandment undergirds, instructs, and

4 Quoted in Philip Graham Ryken, Exodus: Saved for God’s Glory, Preaching the Word
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2005), 602.
5 Shorter Catechism, Q. 64.
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directs how husbands relate to wives, wives to husbands, children to par-
ents, parents to children, masters to slaves, and slaves to masters (Ephe-
sians 5:21-6:9) and then, even more broadly, how we as citizens relate to
government (Romans 13) and how we as Christians relate to each other in
the church (1 Corinthians 12). It is as if the whole of life can be viewed as
the outworking of the fifth commandment.*

The need for grace

To return to where I commenced: “I love my mum, and have fond memo-
ries of my father, but have I honored them as God requires? I'm not sure.”
In fact, 'm sure of this: I could not and cannot obey this commandment
other than with the grace of Christ in my heart. Honoring requires subjec-
tion to the authority God has placed over me and against which I naturally
rebel.

The fall of man and the subsequent depravity of the human heart with-
out Christ mean that I have inherently acquired a disposition of pride and
such self-importance that longs for honor myself and will only bear sub-
jection or compliance grudgingly. Added to this dilemma is the conclusion
we have reached, that the fifth commandment is the basis for all-of-life
recognition of proper authority.

Only a regenerate heart can cope with this - and with any of God’s com-
mandments. Only fleeing to Christ, the perfect Man, and falling at the foot
of His cross can bring about in us the radical change of heart and will re-
quired to begin the joyful life of obedience to Him whose pathway is the
best and whose wisdom for our happiness and flourishing is beyond ques-
tion.

16 Shorter Catechism, Q. 65.






The Sixth Commandment:

YoOU SHALL NOT MURDER = CRYING OUT FOR
THE OUTCAST

Leah Farish, United States

The terse and thunderous sixth commandment can be translated “No mur-
der.” It is the first commandment we see broken after Adam and Eve were
banished from the Garden: their son Cain slew his brother, Abel, doubtless
stunning Adam and Eve when they saw half the birthed population of the
world destroyed, eliciting the declaration from God Himself, “The voice of
your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground” (Genesis 4:10).

With the two words “no murder,” we are prohibited from all kinds of
taking of innocent life - suicide, unjust war, slavery, recklessness, and vi-
olence. It would be impossible to address issues such as the death penalty,
contraception, human trafficking, or euthanasia in this space; I will focus
on the issue of abortion, speaking partly from my experience as an Amer-
ican civil rights and adoption lawyer for about twenty-five years.

Unborn children are the only invisible people in the world. As such,
they need extra discernment and care from the rest of us. Their hidden-
ness has not interfered with efforts to kill them throughout history, and it
should not keep Christians from protecting them. Humans don’t just “at-
tain” the image of God or “evolve” it; we are “created” in that image (Gen-
esis 1:27), thus bearing value and dignity even in the womb.

The Westminster Larger Catechism asks what duties are required in the
sixth commandment and provides a well-considered, traditional Protestant
answer in ways that call us toward protection of the unborn:

The duties required in the sixth commandment are all careful studies, and
lawful endeavors, to preserve the life of ourselves and others by resisting all
thoughts and purposes, subduing all passions, and avoiding all occasions,
temptations, and practices, which tend to the unjust taking away the life of
any; by just defense thereof against violence, patient bearing of the hand of
God, quietness of mind, cheerfulness of spirit; a sober use of meat, drink,
physic, sleep, labor, and recreations; by charitable thoughts, love, compas-
sion, meekness, gentleness, kindness; peaceable, mild and courteous
speeches and behavior; forbearance, readiness to be reconciled, patient



|46 The Sixth Commandment:

bearing and forgiving of injuries, and requiting good for evil; comforting and
succoring the distressed and protecting and defending the innocent.!

Ample warrant beyond catechisms exists for Christians globally to oppose
abortion, primarily due to scriptural teaching, but also due to church tra-
dition and the lives of many prominent Christians, reason, and natural
consequences of the practice. First, I will present these foundations upon
which evangelicals have based their opposition and then consider ways
the church should engage the issue in the future.

l. Our brother’s blood cries out to us from Scripture.

While abortion is not treated by name in Scripture, many kinds of passages
speak to believers about the sacredness of life in the womb.

Commandment

Give justice to the weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted
and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the
hand of the wicked (Psalm 82:3-4).

No one could be weaker than an infant in the womb. What is justice for
such a child? At least, to give that one a voice; at most, to rescue him or
her from risk of extinction and provide help to the pregnant mother who,
in her own weakness, may not see a way forward.

Narrative

And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed with
a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your
womb! And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should
come to me? For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my ears,
the baby in my womb leaped for joy.” (Luke 1:41-44).

Here we have four persons: Mary, the mother of Christ, and her cousin
Elizabeth, pregnant with John the Baptist. Meditation on this scene reveals
not only the human life of the infants but also the spiritual forces coursing
between them. We observe that an unborn baby can receive a “blessing,”

! The Westminster Larger Catechism, https://prts.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/
09/Larger_Catechism.pdf, Q 135.
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that he has a “mother” (not just a biological host), and that a pregnant
woman can be “filled” with the Holy Spirit - implying that the baby within
her would be filled as well, else she would not be truly filled.

We also see that one unborn boy can perceive the presence of another
one - though these are obviously exceptional beings, and one cannot con-
clude too much about ordinary babies (but is there such a baby?) from this
monumental story.

Finally, Elizabeth calls Mary’s baby her Lord, recognizing not just a
spiritual being but a sovereign one, even before He is born. Clement of Al-
exandria (ca. 200), in his Prophetic Eclogues, connected many of the dots in
this story and “laid the groundwork for subsequent theological links be-
tween abortion and the Incarnation.””

Prayer

For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s
womb. ... My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in se-
cret, intricately woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my un-
formed substance; in your book were written, every one of them, the days
that were formed for me, when as yet there was none of them (Psalm 139:13,
15-16; see also Jeremiah 1:5 and Psalm 51:5).

Millennia before genetics told us that a fetus is human from conception,
this psalm suggests the knitting or weaving process that we identify as the
formation of strands of DNA in a new individual. It calls the days and arc
of the lifetime that “are not as though they were,” as Paul would say (cf.
Romans 4:17 [NIV]). It also personalizes the tiniest embryo, referring to it
as “I” and making its formation part of the psalmist’s biography. The eye
of the designer is on the person ab initio.

Law

When men strive together and hit a pregnant woman, so that her children
come out, but there is no harm, the one who hit her shall surely be fined, as
the woman’s husband shall impose on him, and he shall pay as the judges
determine. But if there is harm, then you shall pay life for life, eye for eye,
tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for
wound, stripe for stripe (Exodus 21:22-25).

Michael J. Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock
Publishers, 1982), 52.
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This decree has been incorrectly interpreted to mean that an unborn child
is treated like property, with the “coming out” of a (presumably dead or
maimed) fetus being distinguished from the “harm” that calls for a life for
a life. This is a wrongheaded reading for several reasons. First, “come out”
does not mean “die.” The Hebrew word is used dozens of times in the Old
Testament to mean literally “going forth, parting ways”; thus we have a
scenario where a woman has a premature birth.

If that is all that happens, without other “harm” involved, a mere fine
is fair, since premature birth is somewhat undesirable, but things may turn
out all right. But if other harm happens -either to the mother or to the baby,
it is not specified - proportional consequences, including the death pen-
alty, are contemplated. If death of the mother or baby were contemplated,
that would be covered by the statutes on murder. Furthermore, the Exodus
passage only involves two men fighting, possibly even unaware of a
woman’s pregnancy, and does not address an intentional abortion proce-
dure, so that the accidental nature of the offense, whatever it is, may make
a lesser punishment appropriate.

Of late, a few abortion proponents have cited Numbers 5:27’s NIV trans-
lation - an unusual rendering.’ It decrees that a woman suspected of adul-
tery should be made to drink something which, if she has been unfaithful,
will make her abdomen “swell and her womb will miscarry.” The word for
“womb” is usually translated, even in the NIV, as “hip” or “thigh,” as in the
passage where Jacob wrestles the angel and is touched in his “hip” (Genesis
32:25). Elsewhere the NIV translates it as “shaft,” as in the shaft of a can-
dlestick (Exodus 25:31; 37:17; Numbers 8:4). The word for “miscarry” is
translated in most other English Bibles as “rot” or “shrivel.” The logic of
the argument is garbled anyway: the abdomen only swells due to the su-
pernatural manifestation of guilt; a pregnant abdomen is not necessarily
involved. An adulterous woman is not automatically pregnant, so the pre-
scribed procedure is oddly matched to the problem if the verse describes
an abortion procedure.

Other passages

There are other passages not commonly marshalled for the pro-life cause
but which have implications for the topic.

3 Leah Hickman, “Translation Abuse,” World, April 10, 2021, https://world.wng.org/
2021/03/translation_abuse.



You Shall Not Murder — Crying Out for the Outcast 149

A.) Deuteronomy 30:4 (and Nehemiah 1:9): If your outcasts are in the ut-
termost parts of heaven, from there the Lorp your God will gather you, and
from there he will take you.

These unusual verses are part of a promise of reward if God’s people
repent and obey Him. However, the mention of an outcast “in heaven” is
mysterious; one might expect it to say “hell” or “the wilderness.” What
does “heaven” mean here? The Hebrew word is used elsewhere for the
place where God is sitting on His throne, where multitudes are worship-
ping Him (1 Kings 22:19). It is a place of supernatural power (Daniel 4:35).
Nehemiah 9:6 uses the word thus: “You have made heaven, the heaven of
heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas ... and
the host of heaven worships you” (emphasis added). Certainly, an aborted
baby is an outcast, perhaps the ultimate outcast.

In various ancient civilizations in which Jews dwelled, abortion, infan-
ticide, child sacrifice, and abandonment of unwanted babies were com-
monplace.* Early readers of the Hebrew Scriptures might think of such
children as the outcast in Deuteronomy 30:4, possibly having encountered
their little bodies along the road or in lonesome areas. It might not be the-
ologically sound to take comfort from this verse when thinking of the eter-
nal destiny of children. Or it might be.

Regardless, we are meant to have mercy on outcasts (Isaiah 16:3; Zeph-
aniah 3:19). In many societies, unwed mothers are outcasts. Shaming and
honor killings or banishments of various kinds still occur in some Muslim
countries when a woman becomes pregnant outside of societal norms. In
Western nations, the woman may be cast out from her relationship with
the baby’s father or from her family of origin. True accounts, such as Ex-
pecting Adam® and Subverted®, detail the chilly reception pregnant women
experience in academia and in “progressive” workplaces. By contrast, king-
dom ethics, or “marks of the reign of God,” David Gushee’s phrase, consti-
tute seven guideposts in decision-making: deliverance, peace, justice,

4 Ezekiel 16:20-21, Henry B. Smith, Jr., “Canaanite Child Sacrifice, Abortion, and the
Bible,” Journal of Ministry and Theology 7, no. 2, Feb. 17, 2003, 90-125, https://bible
archaeology.org/images/Child-Sacrifice-and-Abortion/4---Canaanite-Child-Sacri
fice---Smith-90-125.pdf, and Paolo Xella, “‘Tophet”: an Overall Interpretation”, in
P. Xella (ed.), The Tophet in the Ancient Mediterranean (SEL 29-30, 2012-13), Verona
2013, 259-281, https://www.academia.edu/8556951/_Tophet_an_Overall_Inter
pretation_in_P_Xella_ed_The_Tophet_in_the_Ancient_Mediterranean_SEL_29_
30_2012_13_Verona_2013_259_281.

5 Martha Beck, Expecting Adam (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2011).

Sue Ellen Browder, Subverted (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015), 51, quoting

Betty Friedan, Life So Far (New York City: Simon and Shuster, 2006).
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healing, inclusion in community, joy, and God’s presence.” These point
away from abortion, child abuse, and cruelty to any kind of outcast.

B.) 1 Corinthians 6:19: Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the
Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not your own ...

Such a temple is not rightly destroyed by another. Furthermore, if even
I am not my own, certainly my baby, who has a separate body, is not my
own to do with as I please.

C.) Leviticus 17:11: For the life of the flesh is in the blood ...

An embryo’s own blood cells start developing approximately three
weeks after conception; the unborn child can have a different blood type
from that of his or her mother. A week or two later, the tiny heart begins
to beat. Until genetics made clear that even a fertilized egg is a separate
human, perhaps this verse could have been used to justify “abortion” of a
fetus without a separate blood supply, because it might not be considered
a separate “life.” But now it reminds us that even at five weeks’ gestation,
a separate, innocent life would be taken by removing the tissue.

D.) “What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate” (Mat-
thew 19:6; Mark 10:9).

While Jesus said this in the context of marriage, it is indisputable that
a baby in the womb, although a separate human, is joined together with
the woman so closely that separating them in an untimely or negligent
fashion may kill one or both of them. There were times as I was in court
representing a birth mother to relinquish her child that I felt haunted by
this warning. God says, “... let not man separate,” but He makes an excep-
tion for divorce, “Because of your hardness of heart” (Matthew 19:8). Does
that suggest there are possible exceptions for “no abortion”? It’s a tenuous
argument, but perhaps allowances for abortion for incest, rape, or to save
the life of the mother can be found in these shadows.

E.) Isaiah 58:7’s command is “... when you see the naked, to cover him, and
not hide yourself from your own flesh ...”

How does a woman “hide [herself] from [her] own flesh”? Could it in-
volve certain kinds of contraception? Abortion? Abandonment? Do others
violate the command when a nurse leaves an infant to die because he or
she survived an attempted abortion, when a doctor mails a prescription

7 David P. Gushee and Glen H. Stassen, Kingdom Ethics, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan: William B. Eerdmans, 2016), 19.
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for an abortifacient to a teen in crisis, when a father shrugs off the child
he has engendered, when taxpayers pay for the poor in other countries to
be taught to abort unwanted babies? When youth ignore the elderly or
when parents sell their children into slavery, they are also hiding them-
selves from their own flesh.

F.) In 2 Samuel 11, Bathsheba conceived a child with David while she was
married to Uriah. David immediately acted to conceal the adultery by first
attempting to get Uriah back into bed with Bathsheba, but when that did
not work, by having Uriah, a valued soldier in David’s army, killed. David
did not seem to have entertained the notion of covering up his indiscretion
by having the telltale pregnancy ended.

G.) Additional passages include God’s creating mankind in God’s image (Gen-
esis 1:27), Eve’s acknowledgement of God’s hand in bringing forth children:
“I have gotten a man with the help of the Lorp” (Genesis 4:1); Job’s recogni-
tion of the sovereign Creator (Job 10:11-12); the prophet’s proclamation of
divine work in the womb (Isaiah 44:2); children characterized as gifts from
the Lord (Psalm 127:3), the eighth commandment, “You shall not steal,”
which could be applied to the taking of a life that is not one’s own (Exodus
20:15); and the Golden Rule, “So whatever you wish that others would do to
you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 7:12).

Il. Our brothers’ and sisters’ consciences cry out.

While pre-Christian Judaism had varied views about accidental or thera-
peutic abortions, they were “united [against] deliberate abortion ... The
Jewish abhorrence of deliberate bloodshed and its respect for life, includ-
ing that of the unborn, formed a natural foundation for the Christian writ-
ings on abortion.”® This was in contrast to the pagan world, which consid-
ered factors as varied as the mother’s age, “deformity” of the child,
preference of a wealthy mother, burden on poor families, the state’s or fa-
ther’s desire (or not) for children, overpopulation concerns, and more.’
The church was imperfect. Some Christian leaders, then as now, grap-
pled with whether the stage of fetal development or level of homicidal in-
tent of the parents made a difference in culpability.”® Little in the

&  Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 45.

°  Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 22-32.

Zubin Mistry, “Alienated from the Womb,” PhD dissertation (London: University
College, 2011), 89. https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/1317777/1/1317777.pdf.
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documents suggests empathy for women who ended their pregnancies.
Men and women within the church furtively procured abortions knowing
it was contrary to church dogma. But even with “deficiencies” such as
these, “the early Christian attitude toward abortion stands as a unique eth-
ical position in the history of the world.”"! Therefore, let us listen to a few
voices from church history.

The Didache (ca. 70-100) and The Epistle of Barnabas (ca. 70-130) are early
Greek Christian treatises that speak of abortion, with prohibition “almost
on a par with the Decalogue itself.”*? A bit later, a Syrian source warned,
Decalogue-style, “Thou shalt not slay thy child by causing abortion ...”**

A church father from ca. 350, Methodius of Olympus, appealed to an
uncertain earlier text that portrayed aborted children as saying of those
who abort, ““Thou, O Lord, didst not grudgingly deny us the light that is
common (to all) but these have exposed us to death, despising thy com-
mandment.””* The Apocalypse of Peter, “held in great esteem by the early
church,” graphically described the judgment awaiting unrepentant people
such as blasphemers, the cold-hearted wealthy, homosexuals, and “those
who procured abortions.”*

Athenagoras, Tertullian, Minucius Felix, Origen, Jerome, Nicholas
Cabasilas, Basil of Caesarea, and others opposed abortion in the first 600
years of Christian thought.'® Chrysostom accused fathers of aborted chil-
dren at least equally with mothers (whom he called “injured”), saying,
“[E]ven if the daring deed be hers, yet the causing of it is thine.”"” In the
sixth century, Procopius sneered at Justinian for “lying with” his wife, who
“practiced infanticide time and again by voluntary abortions.”*®

1 Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 94.

2 Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 50.

3 Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 69, citing Apostolic Constitutions 7.3 (circa

380), which goes on to say, “For every thing that is shaped, and hath received a

soul from God, if it be slain, shall be avenged ...”

Edgar Hennecke and Wilhelm Schneemelcher, eds., New Testament Apocrypha,

vol. 2 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963-65), 675.

15 Hennecke and Schneemelcher, 675.

Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 34-75, and John Saward, Redeemer in the

Womb (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 8-13.

17 John Chrysostom, “Homily 24 on the Epistle to the Romans,” trans. J.B. Morris &
W.H. Simcox, NPNF 11 (1889), 520. https://www.fivesolas.church/chrysostom-on-
abortion. And see Mistry, Alienated from the Womb, 68-9, 77, 93 as well re: the early
church addressing men’s role in the issue.

8 Mistry, Alienated from the Womb, 219, quoting Secret History X.3 (and cf. 1X.19,
XVIL16), ed. and trans. H.B. Dewing (Cambridge, Mass.: 1935), 121, 109, 203.
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For early believers, “Abortion was never simply apprehended through
a sealed moral doctrine, but was also a theological, political, moral and so-
cial sign ... [and in the medieval church] condemnation of abortion was
integrated into broader attempts to forge Christian communities.”"

The African Augustine® and the Italian Thomas Aquinas* wondered
whether the fetus might be “ensouled” at some time after conception, but
it is hard to imagine them clinging to that theory if they had known about
DNA.*

In the eighth century and beyond through medieval Europe, pastoral
concern was mostly expressed in “penitentials,” works focusing on the
prescribed length of time for exclusion from the sacraments of a woman
who had aborted.”

With the pastorate restricted to males for most of church history, one
wonders how the teachings would have differed in a feminine voice. Re-
garding one ninth-century bishop, Hincmar of Rheims: “In his rebuttal of
the accusation of abortion, Hincmar made an intriguing point about social
epistemology. After he had outlined his main arguments from scripture,
he stressed that ‘we do not want to reveal to those acquainted with or sug-
gest to those unacquainted with the virginal secrets of girls and women,
which we do not know by experience.””*

Caesarius of Arles preached in the sixth-century Gallic church that
“Women who could not rear their children were to hand them over to others
for rearing rather than abort them ... [but] we can only guess at the social
structures, if any, which would have made his injunction to offer up children
for adoption a seriously proffered alternative to abortion.””® Monasteries and

¥ Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 53-4. Mistry, Alienated from the Womb, 236-7,
points out that early medieval views on abortion inextricably connected murder
with illicit sex.

2 Augustine of Hippo, Questions on Exodus by Augustine of Hippo, Ch. 21, Question 80,
Patristic Bible Commentary, https://sites.google.com/site/aquinasstudybible/
home/exodus/questions-on-exodus-by-augustine-of-hippo.

2 David Albert Jones, The Soul of the Embryo (London: Continuum, 2004), 124, 140.

2 We are so influenced by modern technology and medicine. We must beware of
superimposing modern understanding of genetic identity and, as Mistry says, of
“modern distinctions between abortion and contraception” on ancient peoples
(Alienated from the Womb, 236-7).

% Gorman, Abortion and the Early Church, 66, and Mistry, Alienated from the Womb, 103, 129.

2 Mistry, Alienated from the Womb, 230.

% Mistry, 67-8. Caesarius said, “Presuming upon your kindness, I give this advice to all
your daughters, in accord with my fatherly solicitude: that no woman take medicine
for purposes of abortion, or kill her children after they are conceived or born. ... let
her nurse them or give them to others for support.” The familial language may



|54 The Sixth Commandment:

convents raised some children, and the Christian community was known
from the beginning to be kind to orphans, but we lack records of consistent
placement of unwanted children in any planned setting.”®

Ninth-century Abbot Regino was aware of the attempt to conceal “con-
cupiscence” “through a single deadly potion”: “[S]o that the crime is not
twinned, that is of adultery and homicide, we advise that each priest pub-
licly announces to his people that, if any woman, corrupted in secret,
should conceive and give birth, she should by no means kill her son or
daughter at the devil’'s prompting, but, by whichever means prevails, she
should have the child carried before the doors of the church and left there,
so that on the next day the child can be brought before the priest to be
raised and nourished by one of the faithful; and thereby she will avoid be-
ing guilty of homicide ...””

John Calvin continued the tradition of condemning abortion, saying,
“The fetus, though enclosed in the womb of its mother, is already a human
being and it is a most monstrous crime to rob it of the life which it has not
yet begun to enjoy. If it seems more horrible to kill a man in his own house
than in a field, because a man’s house is his place of most secure refuge, it
ought surely to be deemed more atrocious to destroy a fetus in the womb
before it has come to light.”*

Martin Luther found much to protest in papal doctrine, but apparently
he took no issue with it regarding abortion. Trained as an Augustinian
monk, he would have studied Peter Lombard’s sermon series called The
Book of Sentences, which denounced abortion.”

contemplate extended family as the likely support. (Saint Caesarius of Arles, Ser-
mons, Volume 1, Sermon 19.5 [Washington, D.C., Catholic University of America
Press, 2010] 102. See also his Sermon 51.4) https://books.google.com/books?id=0p
WzRdANohzgC&pg=PA98&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=3#v=onepage&q&f=false.

% Mistry, 68.

27 Mistry, Alienated from the Womb, 238, footnote 10, which cites Regino of Priim. De
synodalibus causis. 11.68, Ed. and trans. W. Hartmann. Das Sendhandbuch des Regino
von Priim (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2004), 284. “Regino of
Priim’s early tenth-century episcopal handbook has often been conceived of as a
conduit of Christian moral tradition to the real business of high medieval canoni-
cal and scholastic thought on abortion.” Mistry, 233.

% John Calvin, Commentary on the Pentateuch, cited in Randy Alcorn, Abortion, Part 11,
LifeFacts, LifeSiteNews.com, https://www.lifesitenews.com/resources/abortion/
pro-life-101-the-ultimate-guide-to-why-abortion-is-wrong-and-how-to-fight-for-
life/part-11-but-the-bible-doesnt-say-anything-about-abortion#_ednref12.

»  Encyclopedia.com, Abortion: III. Religious Traditions: C. Protestant Perspectives,
https://www.encyclopedia.com/science/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-
maps/abortion-iii-religious-traditions-c-protestant-perspectives.
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In Europe and colonial America, whippings and executions followed evidence
that the accused, male or female, had undergone or forced an abortion or infanti-
cide - done most commonly to cover an illicit encounter such as impregnating a
servant or relative and more often punished if there had been “quickening” of the
fetus.”® Thereafter, until Roe v. Wade, which legalized abortion in the U.S.
in 1973, abortion was a criminal offense in most places in the West.

The American Temperance and Suffragist movement, one of the first
female-led social movements, occasionally addressed abortion. Elizabeth
Cady Stanton wrote that “[I]t is degrading to women that we should treat
our children as property to be disposed of as we see fit.”*! In 1875 Susan B.
Anthony called “abortion and infanticides ... scandals and outrages.”*
Even American feminist activist Betty Friedan said in 2000, “Ideologically,
I was never for abortion. Motherhood is a value to me, and even today
abortion is not.”** Sue Ellen Browder documents how a radical element of
feminism hijacked the National Organization for Women at a pivotal meet-
ing in 1967, overcoming objections to abortion from many of the partici-
pants.*

Meanwhile, late nineteenth- and twentieth-century Christian leaders
as varied as Dwight Moody, Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mother Te-
resa, Billy Graham, Beth Moore, Francis Schaeffer, Jim Wallis, and Kay Ar-
thur opposed abortion before and after its legalization in many countries.

How much should legalization figure in an in-house theological discus-
sion? As a professor, I recall my occasional challenge to Christian college
students: “You think legalization doesn’t affect your moral compass - How
many of you are bothered by Sabbath-breaking?” Of course, legalization
shapes Christians’ consciences (although it shouldn’t). Otherwise, there
wouldn’t be so much diabolical enthusiasm for legalizing anything that vi-
olates God’s laws.

% Marvin Olasky, “Did Colonial America Have Abortions? Yes, but ...” World, January
17,2015, https://world.wng.org/2015/01/did_colonial_america_have_abortions_
yes_but. See also Cornelia Hughes Dayton, “Taking the Trade,” William and Mary
Quarterly 48, no. 1 (Jan. 1991): 19-49, (19).

31 Marjorie Dannenfelser, “The Suffragettes Would Not Agree with Feminists Today

on Abortion,” Time, November 4, 2015, https://time.com/4093214/suffragettes-

abortion/.

Ken Burns and Paul Barnes, “Social Purity,” Not for Ourselves Alone: The Story of Eliz-

abeth Cady Stanton and Anthony B. Anthony, 2021, https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/

not-for-ourselves-alone/social-purity/. And See Aileen S. Kraditor, Up from the

Pedestal, (New York City: HarperCollins, 1968), 159.

3 Sue Ellen Browder, Subverted (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015), 51, quoting
Betty Friedan, Life So Far (New York City: Simon and Schuster, 2006), 200.

3 Sue Ellen Browder, Subverted, 65-70.
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On the other hand, legalization frees people to discuss topics candidly;
it puts advocacy on the level ground of persuasion on the merits of the
activity, not merely on the side of “law and order.” It was only after the
U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Roe v. Wade that American evangelicals found
their voice on abortion. And now that most nations allow various abortion
rights, we can examine the effects of abortion on abortive women and the
broader society.

The church is not unanimous on the issue, but most evangelicals are
pro-life.*® Ninety-four percent of Americans who say they are at least
fairly certain that God exists also believe that abortion should be illegal
in all or most cases.* For 91% of those who say religion is very or some-
what important in their lives, abortion should be illegal in all or most
cases.” Among people who believe in outlawing abortion in all or most
cases, 53% attend religious services at least once per week; of those who
believe it should be legal in all or most cases, 22% attend at least once per
week.*

Today, nearly 50 years since Roe, evangelicals can and should vigor-
ously debate the assumptions and the consequences of abortion laws
guided by their heritage of biblical wisdom, making themselves available
for open discussion and offering practical 