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 Based on Exodus 20:1-20 

 Have you ever heard anyone say - if only we followed the 10 commandments, our 

world would be a far better place.  It's a tempting idea isn’t it?  To imagine that following 

a single short list of rules would lead to societal peace and harmony.  And in some ways, 

it’s very tempting to imagine that someone else has already figured out this list of rules 

for us - we don’t have to engage and think and create the rules ourselves.  The work has 

been done for us. 

 But since societies are constantly evolving, I have to wonder how practical that 

idea is.  Perhaps it’s more sensible - and hopeful - to imagine that our societies have 

evolved more progressive principles of how we are to act.  How are we to hear the 10 

commandments today?  I suppose the first issue would be: which version of the 10 

commandments are we talking about? 

!
[ask - how many versions, and how many versions are named as such] 

!
 I'm aware of 5 different versions.  The version found in Exodus 20 which we just 

read and the version found in Deuteronomy 5 are quite similar to each other and they 

resemble what you probably think is meant by the term, “10 commandments”. 

 Interestingly, although the commands are similar some of the motivations are 

different.  For example, both versions command us to honour the sabbath.  But in Exodus 

20, the reason to honour the sabbath is because God created the heavens and the earth in 

6 days.  The sabbath for humans therefore represents the day that God rested after 

creation.  In Deuteronomy 5, however, the requirement to honour the sabbath was to 

remember that God liberated the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt. 

 So - what’s the third version?  If you remember the story, Moses went up a 
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mountain and returned to the Hebrews with the tablets on which the 10 commandments 

were written, when he returned, the people were worshipping a golden calf that they had 

created.   Moses was so angered by the the people that he smashed the tablets that he 

brought down from the mountain.  So, later in the story, Moses makes new tablets.  

Exodus 34 gives the text of these “replacement” tablets.  The version of the 

commandments in Exodus 34 is also the only version in the Bible that is actually named 

“the ten commandments”.  However, these commandments are quite different than the 

ones we read earlier.  There is no prohibition on murder, for example, and there are other 

requirements we don't usually associate with the 10 commandments, such as “The first 

born are mine” and “you shall not boil a kid in its mother's milk”.   

 Into this ambiguity, theologians have complicated things further by deciding that 

the commandments can be considered as “two tables”.  One table concerns our duties to 

God, and the other table concerns our behaviour within society.  But the theologians have 

a point.  The thinking behind the idea of two tables was important during the Protestant 

Reformation, because some groups thought that our duties to God are more important 

while other groups felt that our obligations to each other are more important.  The debate 

about the relative importance of faith versus works remains alive and well even today. 

 The fourth version comes from Jesus, who on a couple of occasions encouraged 

people to follow “the commandments” and then spelled out what those commandments 

were.  In Matthew 19, for example, a wealthy person asks Jesus what commandments he 

is to follow, and Jesus replies, “You shall not murder; you shall not commit adultery; you 

shall not steal; you shall not bear false witness; honour your father and mother; also, you 

shall love your neighbour as yourself”   This list is clearly a subset of the 10 1

commandments from Exodus 20, with an additional command to love. 

 In any case, there is a certain amount of ambiguity in what we are to consider the 

“10 commandments”.  But if we consider only the “classic” version, taken from Exodus 

20, perhaps we can focus down on something workable for society. 

 Apparently, some people believe that the US legal system is based on the 10 
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commandments.  It is interesting to wonder why people believe that.  The first 

amendment of the American constitution protects people's religious freedoms and 

freedom of speech.  Those rights are clearly violated by the requirements to only worship 

one particular god, and the requirement to not blaspheme against that particular god. 

 According to a well-research article on rationalwiki.org, “at the very least, the 

first, second, third, and fourth Commandments would represent clear violations to both 

Article Nine of the European Convention on Human Rights, and the First Amendment to 

the U.S. Constitution, as well as Articles Eighteen and Nineteen of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights”.  2

 The command to not take God's name in vain is usually interpreted as a command 

to not engage in blasphemy.  But how would that look in our society?  Interestingly, in 

2009 Ireland declared blasphemy to be a criminal act, with penalties up to 25,000 Euros.  

According to some commentators, infractions might include: Athiests saying that God is 

imaginary, or Jewish people saying that Jesus isn't the messiah. 

 Certainly, the commandments that detail our obligations to God are specific to 

only a subset of the world's religions and don't really wash in our inter-cultural, inter-

faith, pluralistic society today.  But what about the commandments aimed at our societal 

obligations?  What about the more reasonable commandments, such as the commandment 

to not kill? 

 Some scholars believe that the Hebrew word for “kill” would be better translated 

as “kill without moral justification” rather than a complete prohibition on killing.  The 

difficulty with this commandment is that the Old Testament is full of stories of murder, 

including stories where “God” specifically tells some people to kill some other people.  

Perhaps the commandment is to prevent Hebrews killing other Hebrews.  But after the 

golden calf incident, Moses tells a group of faithful Hebrews “Put your sword on your 

side … go back and forth from gate to gate and kill your brother, your friend and your 

neighbour … and about three thousand people died.”  3
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 So Moses broke the tablets shortly after they were crafted, and then he broke the 

commandments themselves not long after that. 

 Also, numerous passages in the bible depict “God” commanding the slaughter of 

“followers of other religions, non-believers, homosexuals, witches, adulterers, women 

who are not virgins on their wedding night, and anyone working on the sabbath.”   When 4

we put it all together, it's hard to know what was meant by the commandment to not kill - 

unless it is simply a case of “do as I say, not as I do”, in which case it violates the 

accepted principle of democracy we call the “Rule of Law”. 

 If neither Moses nor God can follow the 10 commandments, then we have to 

wonder just how workable the system is. 

 So that's 4 versions.  The fifth version that I'm aware of is what scholars believe to 

be the original text from which the biblical versions were plagiarized - the Egyptian 

“Book of the Dead” from about 1800 BCE. 

!
 So perhaps the dream of having a short list of commandments isn’t really 

practical.  Or perhaps, the problem is that we can’t actually expect other people to do our 

work for us.  Perhaps the idea of commandments is fine, but we need to engage - 

ourselves - in their formulation.  Perhaps we have to contribute to the conversation. 

 Jesus gave us one model for that.  He added a commandment to love our 

neighbour as ourselves.  And that is a positive commandment - something we should do, 

not just something we should not do.  Let’s take a moment now to share positive 

commandments we choose to live by in this community of faith. 

!
[have people share positive commandments] 

[I’m not sure how this will end - depends on the conversation] 

!
Amen.
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