
Exodus 20:1-21 

I am the College and Young Adults Pastor at PBC. It 
might be surprising (especially since I work with young 
people), but I am not a gamer. Video games are just 
not my thing. When I was younger, we never had any 
gaming consoles at my house, so the only time I could 
play was when I went to a friend’s house. Thankfully, my 
neighbor had an N64 with Mario Cart and Super Smash 
Bros, which was fun!

My friends had graduated from Mario Cart to Halo 
by middle school or high school. They played A LOT of 
Halo. One time, they invited me to a LAN party with 
four Xboxes hooked up to four TVs and 16 guys playing 
one game. I was super excited to go! Even though I had 
only played Halo a few times, I knew this would be fun. 

Well, it was not fun. Not for me, at least. This is 
how it went. The game would start, the shooting would 
begin, the shouting would get louder, and then I would 
be dead. Over and over and over. Sometimes I thought 
I was doing okay, but then the statistics at the end of 
the game would show: Kills: 1. Killed: 25. I was terrible!

It wasn’t the fact that I kept dying that made this 
such a miserable experience. Rather, it was the fact that 
I didn’t even know why I was dying. I had no idea how 
to read the map, how to pick up a new weapon, who was 
on my team or who was trying to kill me. The frustration 
of not knowing why I kept losing was so demoralizing.

Sometimes, we feel this way about life, don’t we? 
We feel like we are losing and don’t even know why. 
We want to live a life full of joy and peace, but we keep 
getting pulled down into anxiety and depression. We 
want deep, rich relationships, yet we feel lonely and 
isolated. For many of us here, we want to have a deep 
and personal relationship with God, yet we feel distant 
from God, struggle with sin, and we feel discouraged 
with our progress in faith. 

It is one thing to feel like we are struggling in life or 
faith. It is another thing to be confused about why we 
are struggling—to feel like we don’t understand the rules 
or the mechanics of the game.

The good news is that God has not left us in the dark 
when it comes to the game of life. God, as the creator—as 
the designer of life—knows how life is meant to be lived. 
He knows what we need to do if we want to experience 
love, joy, and peace. He knows what we need to do if 
we want to have deeply satisfying relationships with 
one another. And he knows what we need to do if we 
want to experience the best thing in life, which is a deep, 
intimate, life-giving relationship with him.

He has revealed these things to us. In this book. 
the Word of God. This morning, we will look at one of 
the most important passages of Scripture that teach us 
how to live well. Traditionally, the Jews called this the 
Decalogue or the “Ten Words.” We usually refer to it as 
the Ten Commandments. It is found in Exodus 20:1-21, 
which will be our text for this morning.

How Do You Hear These Words?

What do you think of when you hear “The Ten 
Commandments”? What is your reaction? At an 
emotional level? 

For some of us, that might be a reaction of fear. Here 
is God laying down the law, and now he is watching me, 
just waiting for me to mess up so he can punish me. We 
are afraid.

For some of us, the Ten Commandments might make 
us feel a little claustrophobic like God is placing all of 
these rules and regulations on us and trying to rob us 
of everything that would be fun.

Some of us probably feel like the Ten Commandments 
are outdated—just a relic of an ancient religious tradition 
or an old way of viewing the world.

That is not how the Jewish people thought about 
the law—not today, and not 3,000 years ago when the 
law was first given. Listen to what the psalmist says in 
Psalm 1.
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Psalm 1:1-2:

Blessed [or “happy”] 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 Lord, 
and on his law he meditates day and night. 

Do you want to be happy? Meditate on God’s law 
day and night. Think about it all the time. Let it sink 
into your heart, into your bones. That is what will make 
you happy. These words, the Ten Commandments, are 
words of life. 

Listen also to what Moses himself says in 
Deuteronomy 30, as he gives the law again to the 
generation of Israelites about to enter the Promised 
Land.

Deuteronomy 30:11-15:

“For this commandment that I command 
you today is not too hard for you, neither 
is it far off. 12 It is not in heaven, that you 
should say, ‘Who will ascend to heaven for us 
and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do 
it?’ 13 Neither is it beyond the sea, that you 
should say, ‘Who will go over the sea for us and 
bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ 
14 But the word is very near you. It is in your 
mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it. 
15 “See, I have set before you today life and 
good, death and evil.

Israel viewed the law as the greatest gift that God 
could possibly give them. In pagan cultures, you had no 
idea what your gods wanted from you. You didn’t know 
what would make them happy or set them off. So you 
just tried all kinds of things. Let’s offer our children as 
sacrifices. Let’s cut ourselves. Let’s dance around. You 
were trying things and hoping something worked. 

That is how many people in our culture and the 
church work today as well. How do I make life work? 
How do I figure out how to succeed in life? Let me try 
a little mindfulness and see if that will bring me peace. 
Let’s throw in some consumerism and see if that will 
bring me joy. Maybe a successful career will give me a 
sense of purpose. Then sprinkle in a morning quiet time 
here and a prayer before dinner there. We pull all these 
things together, just hoping that something will work.

And here is God, saying, I created you. I made you. 
I love you. I don’t want you to have to guess. I don’t want 
you to spend your life trying to figure out how to be happy. 
So let me tell you. Here is how life works best. This is the 
path that will take you where you really want to be.

This is what the Ten Commandments are doing. 
They aren’t arbitrary. They aren’t oppressive. They aren’t 
even outdated. These words are a roadmap to life for the 
people of Israel in Exodus and for us today.

Understanding covenants 

There is one other concept that I want to explain 
before diving into the Ten Commandments. You can’t 
fully understand the Ten Commandments—or really the 
whole law of Moses—if you don’t understand the concept 
of covenant. The Mosaic law is exactly that—a covenant.

There are two kinds of covenants in the ancient world 
that are very close parallels to what we find in the law 
of Moses. 

I will not say much about the first one, but basically, 
it was an arrangement between a conquering nation and 
the people they would conquer. These covenants, called 
suzerain-vassal covenants, had a specific structure with 
certain elements, and the covenant God made with Israel 
clearly parallels these political covenants.1

The second type of covenant that is important to 
understand is the marriage covenant. There are many 
parallels between what we find in the initiation of 
the Mosaic covenant here at Mt. Sinai and an ancient 
Israelite wedding. In an Israelite wedding, the bride 
would prepare herself for the wedding by consecrating 
herself in a ritual bath. She would then be carried into 
the wedding ceremony to the sound of a trumpet. What 
did we see last week in Exodus 19? The people were 
consecrated, and trumpets were blaring. After the bride 
entered the ceremony, she and the groom would gather 
under a canopy that hung at the front and was meant to 
symbolize the presence of God. At Mt. Sinai, the people 
were gathered under a large, dark canopy of clouds that 
symbolized the presence of God. Under that canopy of 
clouds, God calls the people his treasured possession 
(Exodus 19:5), a phrase frequently used by a groom to 
refer to his bride on their wedding day. When the bride 
and groom were gathered under the canopy, the groom 
would give his bride a document. On this document 
was a list compiled by the groom of 10-or-so things 
that he wants to be true of their marriage. They were the 
foundational principles upon which he wanted to build 
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their relationship. The rules, rhythms and values that 
he hoped would characterize their life together. This is 
what I want to be true for us.

This is what we have in Exodus 20. This is what the 
Ten Commandments are all about. This is God saying I 
want to enter into a marriage with you. I want to commit 
myself to you. I want to take you as my own, my treasured 
possession. And this is what I want our marriage to look 
like. 

When we think of the Ten Commandments just as a 
list of rules or prohibitions, or even if we think of them 
as the demands in some kind of legal contract God is 
making with us, we miss the point. This is not just a list 
of dos and don’ts. This is an invitation into a marriage—a 
relationship of love, intimacy, affection, and care. 

Let me ask you again: When you hear “the Ten 
Commandments,” what do you hear? What do you 
feel? We are meant to feel love. We are meant to feel 
relationship. We are meant to feel cherished. We are 
meant to feel like we are not alone.  

Remember, these are words of life. So let’s take a 
look at these words.

Prior grace

Exodus 20:1-2:

And God spoke all these words, saying, 2 “I 
am the LORD your God, who brought you out 
of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.

Here, at the beginning of the Ten Commandments, 
before God asks anything of the people, before he lays 
down any of his expectations, before he asks for any 
obedience, God reminds the people of the grace that he 
has already shown them. Before God gives the law, he has 
already brought the people out of Egypt. He has already 
saved them. He has already redeemed them. Before God 
lays out the righteous requirement of the law, he reminds 
the people of his prior grace. 

This is the way God works. God always begins with 
grace. He always acts first. Before Jesus asks you to pick 
up your cross and follow him, he hung on a cross for you. 
Before Jesus asks you to love your enemies, his love drove 
him to the cross for you. Before Jesus asks you to work 
towards reconciliation in that broken relationship, he 
died to reconcile you to God. Before Jesus asks anything 
of you, he lavishes you with his grace. In our relationship 

with God, he always acts first, moving towards us in love 
and working on our behalf.

With this reminder,  we come to the Ten 
Commandments. They’re never called commandments. 
There are just called “words.” That’s why the Jewish 
people call this the Decalogue (Deca = ten; logos = 
words). More than commandments or restrictions, these 
are ten words that a loving father wants to share with 
his children.

Altogether, these ten words summarize the entire rest 
of the law. Jewish rabbinical tradition officially counts 
613 distinct laws in the Mosaic law. All 613 of those 
laws are summarized in these ten words. But these ten 
words can be further summarized by the two greatest 
commandments. When Jesus was asked what the greatest 
commandment was, he said, “You shall love the Lord 
your God will all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, 
and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” These two 
commandments—love God and love your neighbor—
summarize the entire law. All that God expects from his 
people. And these ten words (the Ten Commandments) 
flesh out those two commandments. The first four of the 
ten are about what it looks like to love God with all our 
heart, soul, mind, and strength—these are the vertical 
commands. The second six are about what it looks like 
to love our neighbors as ourselves—the horizontal 
commands. 

Love God

Let’s look at these ten words, beginning with the 
first two. 

Exodus 20:3-4:

“You shall have no other gods before me. 
4 “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.

These first two words are all about worship, and they 
are very similar. The first is a statement that God—the 
God of the Bible—is the one, true God and that he is 
meant to be the most important thing in our lives and 
the only thing that we worship. The second command is 
a prohibition against making idols, but in practice, these 
commands are almost the same.

In short, God is saying, Make me the center of your 
life. Love me more than you love anything else is all the 
world.
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But how do we know what we really love the most?

In his book Counterfeit Gods, Tim Keller says that 
“a counterfeit god is anything so central and essential 
to your life that, should you lose it, your life would feel 
hardly worth living.”3 Elsewhere, he defines an idol as a 
“good thing” that we turn into an “ultimate thing.” What 
are the things in your life that, if you lost them, would 
make life feel like it is hardly worth living? What are the 
good things you are tempted to turn into ultimate things? 
Maybe, as one who lives here in the Silicon Valley, it is 
one of the usual suspects: your job, your career, your 
influence, your ambition. Maybe it is one of the more 
traditional idols of the heart: money, sex, and power. 
Maybe, for you, it is your family, your freedom, your 
security, your reputation.

We all have things in our lives that we are tempted 
to make more central to our identity than God is. We all 
have things in our lives that we are tempted to love more 
than we love God. At the beginning of God’s road map 
to life, his relational desires for us, his people, he says, 
“Don’t let those good things become ultimate things. 
Don’t love anything more than you love me.” 

The reason that he said that is very simple: nothing 
else deserves our love more than he does. And nothing 
else will love us back as he will. 

Still talking about idols, God says the following: 

Exodus 20:5-6: 

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, 6 but showing steadfast 
love to thousands of those who love me and 
keep my commandments.

At first, this sounds harsh. God, a jealous God? 
Punishing people three and four generations down for 
the sin of their grandparents and great-grandparents? 
Well, yes. God does want us to know that there are 
consequences, often generational consequences, when 
we decide to do life our own way instead of God’s way. 
We see this most obviously in the children of addicts 
and abusers. Hurt people hurt people. Sin and its 
consequences are serious and are often passed from 
generation to generation. 

But God says, I want something more for you. My 
steadfast love, my covenantal faithfulness, I will show to 
thousands. What is implicit in the Hebrew but does not 
come through clearly in the English is that the thousands 
do not mean “thousands of people,” but “thousands 
of generations.” If people choose not to follow me, 
God says, they will reap the consequences for three to 
four generations. But if people love me and obey my 
commands, if they listen to these words of life, I will love 
them and bless them and remain faithful to them for 
thousands of generations! God is not too much trying to 
be literal here. He is trying to contrast the short amount 
of time he will remain angry and the vast amount of time 
he will show his grace.

Do you ever feel like God is out to get you? God is 
not out to get you; God is out to love you. God is out 
to pursue a relationship with you. God wants to know 
you. God wants to bless you. God wants to pour out his 
love on you. But, God says, this relationship will only 
work if you love me, follow me, and listen to me; if you 
recognize just how valuable and precious and glorious 
I really am. God will not force you to follow him. But 
if you choose to follow him, if you choose to worship 
him, if you learn to love him more than everything else, 
you will receive the best gift of all: life and relationship 
with your Creator.

I have spent so much time trying to set up the 
Ten Commandments and looking at the first two 
commandments because if we misunderstand why God 
is saying what he is saying, we will read these words 
as mere moralism and works-based righteousness. 
Hopefully, you’ve realized by now that that is not what 
we have here. What we have is a description of how life 
works best and an invitation into a relationship of love 
and grace with the God who loves us more than we could 
ever comprehend.

With that said, let me very quickly walk through the 
last eight commandments. 

Commandment three:

Exodus 20:7:

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

In other words, don’t misuse my name. Don’t speak 
poorly of me behind my back. Treat me with the respect 
that I deserve.
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Commandment four:

Exodus 20:8-11:

“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 
9 Six days you shall labor, and do all your 
work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to 
the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any 
work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your 
male servant, or your female servant, or your 
livestock, or the sojourner who is within your 
gates. 11 For in six days the Lord made heaven 
and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and 
rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord 
blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

There is so much that could be said about this 
commandment! This commandment is the longest 
by far. Interestingly, it is the only one of the Ten 
Commandments that is not explicitly reaffirmed in 
the New Testament, causing quite a bit of discussion 
as to whether this commandment is still binding for 
us today. For our purposes, I will just say this: If this 
commandment is not still binding, it is still incredibly 
good advice. If you don’t currently practice the sabbath, 
give it a try. I guarantee that it will be both difficult and 
absolutely wonderful at the same time!

Love people

At this point, the commandments turn from vertical 
to horizontal. What does it look like to love our neighbor 
as ourselves? 

Commandment five:

Exodus 20:12:

“Honor your father and your mother, that 
your days may be long in the land that the Lord 
your God is giving you. 

The first word of instruction on how to love other 
people begins with our parents. Sometimes it’s hard to 
love those with whom we are the closest, but this is where 
love must start. Honor your father and mother. 

The next four commandments come at us in rapid-
fire succession. 

Commandments six through nine:

Exodus 20:13-16:

“You shall not murder. 
14 “You shall not commit adultery. 
15 “You shall not steal. 
16 “You shall not bear false witness against 

your neighbor. 

These commandments are the very basics of what 
it looks like to love other people. The rest of the law 
expands on these. Jesus extends these by internalizing 
them. But these are the basics. Don’t kill. Don’t cheat. 
Don’t steal. Don’t lie. As with all of these commands, 
we keep them for the sake of others, but also for our 
own sake because in breaking these commands, we do 
harm to our own souls as well. This is not the path that 
leads to life.

One final commandment comes in verse 17.

Exodus 20:17:

“You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; 
you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or 
his male servant, or his female servant, or 
his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your 
neighbor’s.” 

Few things will rob you of your joy faster than 
thinking about all of the things that you don’t have. Don’t 
do that, God says. That will not lead to life. 

Ten words. Ten principles. Ten Commandments that 
flesh out the two commandments: love God, love people. 
If you want to be happy, God says—if you want the good 
life—live this way. These are words of life.

The people’s response

These don’t always sound like words of life, do they? 
The people of Israel didn’t necessarily hear them as words 
of life at first. Listen to how they respond.

Exodus 20:18-21:

Now when all the people saw the thunder 
and the flashes of lightning and the sound of 
the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the 
people were afraid and trembled, and they 
stood far off 19 and said to Moses, “You speak 
to us, and we will listen; but do not let God 
speak to us, lest we die.” 20 Moses said to the 
people, “Do not fear, for God has come to test 
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you, that the fear of him may be before you, 
that you may not sin.” 21 The people stood 
far off, while Moses drew near to the thick 
darkness where God was. 

The initial response of the people is one of fear. 
Don’t let God speak to us! The fear is probably due 
in large part just to the sensory experience of this 
all—lightning, thunder, smoke. Then God speaks loud 
enough to be heard over all of this noise, and the people 
are overwhelmed with fear from it all.

There is probably also something in them that feared 
the content of the words as well. There actually ought to 
be something in us that fears these words because even 
though these are words of life, these are also setting a 
standard that none of us will ever be able to live up to. 
Love me more than you love anything else. Hmmm, if I 
can’t even get that one right, why should I keep going? 
We can’t do this. No one can do this. 

No one, except for one man. Jesus is the only person 
who ever has or ever will perfectly follow all of these 
commands all the time. That is what Jesus means when 
he says that he fulfilled the law. He did it. He did it 
perfectly. And he did it for us.

After Jesus lived the perfect life, he died an atoning 
death, taking the consequence of our sins upon himself. 
When we fail to keep these commands, Jesus pays the 
price. 

But he doesn’t do that so we don’t have to worry 
about keeping these laws anymore. Oh, Jesus fulfilled the 
law, so we don’t have to keep the Ten Commandments. 
No. These are words of life. Even if Jesus paid the price 
for your chronic lying, you still aren’t going to have any 
friends because no one will trust you. You are still going 
to jail if you kill someone. We are not free from these 
laws in that we don’t have to keep them anymore. Rather, 
we are freed from these laws in that when we fail, Jesus 
picks us up in love, forgives our sins, fills us with his 
Spirit, and says, “Let’s give this another try.” 

Confession and communion

If we are going to hear these words as words of life, we 
need to begin with confession. Confession is just a way 
of truth-telling—being honest with God and ourselves 
about the ways we fall short. As we confess, we remind 
ourselves that we are not defined by our inability to keep 
these commands. Rather, we are defined by the love and 
grace of God that are found in Jesus.

Please stand as we pray a prayer of confession 
together: 

Most merciful God,
we confess that we have sinned against thee
in thought, word, and deed,
by what we have done,
and by what we have left undone.
We have not loved thee with our whole heart;
we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.
We are truly sorry and we humbly repent.
For the sake of thy Son Jesus Christ,
have mercy on us and forgive us;
that we may delight in thy will,
and walk in thy ways,
to the glory of thy Name. Amen.

Now hear these words of assurance from 
Ephesians 2:4-8:

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 
great love with which he loved us, 5 even when 
we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 
together with Christ—by grace you have been 
saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated 
us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 
Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might 
show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 8 For by 
grace you have been saved through faith. And 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.

Now, as we come to the table, eat this bread and drink 
this cup as a reminder of the love, grace, and forgiveness 
that Jesus poured out for us on the cross.

Endnotes

1 This political covenant was called a suzerain-vassal covenant. In 
a suzerain-vassal covenant, after a large, powerful nation 
or people group (called the suzerain) conquered a smaller, 
more vulnerable nation or people group (called the vassal), 
the suzerain would make a covenant with the vassal state. 
In this covenant, the suzerain would offer to defend and 
protect the vassal from other enemies in exchange or 
things like taxes, labor, and other things. A suzerain-
vassal covenant had a standard formula with six different 
sections, and scholars have long observed that the Mosaic 
covenant contains all six of these sections. These sections 
include a preamble (which identifies the giver and receiver 
of the covenant — the suzerain and the vassal), a prologue 
(which is a reminder of relationship between the suzerain 
and the vassal), a list of stipulations or demands that the 
vassal was required to meet, a list of witnesses, a document 
clause (which required the covenant to written down and 
occasional read to remind everyone of the covenantal 
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arrangement, and finally a list of blessings to obedience 
and curses for disobedience. In Exodus, we find all six of 
these elements. Here is a summary of where we find these 
elements: 

 1.Preamble: Ex 20:2 (“the Lord your God”)

 2.Prologue: Ex 20:2 (“who brought you out of Egypt”)

 3.Stipulations: Ex 20:3–23:19; 25:1–31:18

 4.List of witnesses to the covenant: Exod 29:46; 31:13; 
Lev 11:44 (“I am Yahweh”)

 5.Document clause: see Exod 24:4, 7, 12

 6.Blessings and curses: see Exod 20:5–6, 12, 24; 23:20–
31; cf. Lev 26:3–14 [blessings]; 26:14–39 [curses]; 
26:40–45 [restoration blessings]).

 Moses and the Israelite people very clearly understood 
that God was entering into a suzerain-vassal covenant with 
them. God, as the suzerain, was saying, “Here is what I will 
do for you. I will provide for you. I will protect you. I will 
love you. I will bless you. I will lead you into life. You will 
be my treasured possession. And here are the things that 
I expect from you.” Exodus 20 is that list of expectations, 
of stipulations, of requirements that they must follow in 
order to maintain the covenant. 

 See Douglass Stuart, Exodus (vol 2), The New American 
Commentary, (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing Group, 
2006), 439 for more.

2 For more on ancient Israelite weddings and the parallels with 
the Mosaic covenant, see Mary Solomon, “Under the 
Chuppah” BEMA Discipleship Podcast, Season 1, Episode 
22, March 9, 2017, https://www.bemadiscipleship.com/22.

3. Tim Keller, Counterfeit Gods (New York: NY, Penguin Publishing, 
2009), xviii.


