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Introduction

Miriam guards her baby brother resting in a basket coated with tar and 
pitch in the reeds of the Nile in Egypt. Yahweh deposits the body of his ser-
vant in the dirt of Mount Nebo opposite the promised land. The basket with 
the three-month-old boy and the unknown grave with the one-hundred-and-
twenty-year-old prophet are the bookends for the man’s unique life. The hand 
of Pharaoh’s daughter pulled the baby from the floating basket, as his name 
“Moses” signifies (Ex 2:10).1 The hand of Yahweh placed the aged body of 
Moses into the grave on Mount Nebo for safekeeping. Between the basket and 
the grave lay the life of Moses as prophet, emancipator, nation leader, and cov-
enant mediator. Paramount in the vocation of Moses as the first prophet was 
his work of composing six sacred writings: Psalm 90 and the “Five-Fifths of 
the Law.”2 It is our privilege here to ponder an essential and quintessential doc-
ument of Moses, the book of Deuteronomy.

The “quintessence” in ancient philosophy was the fifth and highest element 
that permeates all of nature. The quintessence came after the four elements 
of earth, air, fire, and water. We use the word “essential” to mean “of highest 
importance” and the word “quintessential” to mean “having the very nature of 
something.” Deuteronomy is both essential and quintessential. We make that 
statement for several reasons.

Deuteronomy is the fifth book of the Torah of Moses. Like the fifth, or 
quint, essence that followed the four ancient elements, Deuteronomy comes 
after the four elemental books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. 
To a greater degree than each of the other four books of Moses, Deuteronomy 
encapsulates the essence of the entire Torah. From its position after those four 
books, Deuteronomy looks back at Genesis through Numbers, distills their con-
tent, and adds the element of exhortation in the addresses of Moses to Israel. 
This fifth book embodies, epitomizes, and exhorts the message of the whole 
Torah and thus serves as the quintessential book of the Torah.

Deuteronomy not only holds the essence of the Torah, but it also conveys 
that essence to other books. It is a pivotal book that receives and passes on. It 
is the essential theological resource book. The themes of Deuteronomy sat-
urate the books that follow in the Hebrew Bible—Joshua, Judges, Samuel, 
and Kings. For that reason, critical scholarship credits the same authors and 
redactors for composing and shaping these later books and speaks of them 
as “Deuteronomistic history.” While we do not share that critical assumption 

1 The name Moses, mosheh (hv,mo), sounds like the Hebrew verb mashah (hv;m;), “to pull out,” 
and the name is derived from the verb according to Ex 2:10. See further the second textual 
note on 1:1 and the excursus “Interpreting Moses” following the commentary on 1:1–4.

2 Long-standing ecclesiastical parlance has referred to Deuteronomy as “the Fifth Book of 
Moses” or as “5 Moses.”
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of common authorship and extensive redactional revisions, we agree that the 
impact of Deuteronomy on the books that follow is rife.3 Through its themes 
and exhortations, Deuteronomy casts a large holy halo, and its inspired procla-
mation of warning and promise is foundational for the entire OT.4

Deuteronomy Holds Essential Themes  
of the Whole Bible

It is vital that Israel survive so that from her will come the Seed who will 
bless all nations. The urgent appeal of the three sermons of Moses, which shape 
the bulk of the book,5 shows how essential the content of Deuteronomy is for 
Israel and the entire world. In his Torah (hr:/T), or “teaching,”6 Moses exhorts 
and directs Israel to the promises, deliverance, and providence of Yahweh. 
Moses accents the Gospel aspect of the Torah. Unmerited favor is the only rea-
son that Israel enjoys her status as the treasured people of Yahweh. That Gospel 
message, which creates and nourishes faith, is the power that can move Israel 
to obey the covenant legislation.

The covenant Law that Moses explains in Deuteronomy puts a hedge around 
Israel and marks her as the unique nation whose story we follow to the end of 
the OT and into the NT as “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). The book warns that 
covenant breaking will result in exile from the promised land (30:1–3). By its 
prophecy, Deuteronomy not only warns, but it also reveals that Israel will shat-
ter the Mosaic covenant and go into captivity (29:24–28 [ET 29:25–29]). Much 
more, it discloses that she will return to the promised land, thanks to Yahweh’s 

3 Historical-critical interpreters of the OT have long been consumed with their task of identify-
ing the sources and literary units within the Pentateuch and the Former Prophets. A question 
that follows is where Deuteronomy fits literarily and theologically in respect to a broader lit-
erary corpus. What is the interrelationship between the books of the OT? Is there evidence of 
a Tetrateuch (four volumes) in which Deuteronomy is separated from the four earlier books 
of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers? Deuteronomy then becomes isolated as an 
Unateuch, or “one book.” Is there a Pentateuch with five volumes, including Deuteronomy, 
all authored by Moses, as Jews and Christians have traditionally agreed? Is Deuteronomy part 
of a Hexateuch (six volumes) consisting of the Pentateuch plus the book of Joshua? Is there a 
Heptateuch (seven volumes) that includes both Joshua and Judges or an Octateuch (eight vol-
umes) that also includes Ruth? Is there a Deuteronomistic corpus consisting of Deuteronomy, 
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings? Or perhaps we should speak of an Enneateuch (nine 
volumes) that includes Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers together with those five 
books? This commentary holds to the existence of the Pentateuch that finds its unity under 
the authorship of the historical Moses. Books that follow the Pentateuch are certainly influ-
enced by Moses, and particularly by Deuteronomy, the last book of his Pentateuch. But we 
are convinced that the books that follow Deuteronomy have been composed by other authors.

4 Lessing and Steinmann make this observation: “Most agree that the only subsequent OT books 
not influenced by Deuteronomy are Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, Nahum, and Habakkuk” (Prepare 
the Way of the Lord, 143). Yet even those books show subtle influences of Deuteronomy. For 
example, Hab 2:2 draws on the verb raeBe, “to explicate, make very clear,” which occurs else-
where in the OT only in Deut 1:5 and 27:8.

5 The three sermons are 1:6–4:40; 5:1–26:19; and 27:1–30:20. See “Outline Based on Three 
Sermons of Moses” in “The Structure of Deuteronomy” below.

6 See further “The Different Meanings of ‘Torah’ ” below.
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covenant faithfulness and his promises to the patriarchs. From the vital remnant 
of Israel in the Holy Land, God himself will raise up “the Prophet,” the quint-
essential Prophet, who is like Moses (Deut 18:18; Acts 3:22–26). The Prophet 
and Seed will bless all people, according to the promise to Abraham in the 
pledge that casts hope across all the pages of the OT.7 He will establish the new 
covenant by his blood—something that all the blood of the sacrificial animals 
commanded in the Mosaic covenant could not achieve. The prophets and the 
rest of the OT keep alive essential themes articulated by Moses in Deuteronomy 
and apply them to succeeding generations of Israel. That is true not only of the 
books that many call “Deuteronomistic history” but also of books throughout 
the Prophets (Nebiim) and the Writings (Kethuvim).8

Deuteronomy holds essential themes of the entire Bible. This fifth book 
emphasizes the two outstanding characteristics of God: his love and his justice. 
His justice is evident in the many threats to all who do not obey the cove-
nant legislation that is preached in Deuteronomy (e.g., 11:26–28; 28:15–68), 
in his cherem commands,9 and in his judgment on the Canaanites and Israelites 
alike (7:1–2; 13:13–16 [ET 13:12–15]; 20:16–18). Essential for salvation is his 
abounding love. His love shines by his choosing Israel in pure grace (7:6–8), by 
his continuing love for his people (4:37–38; 5:6; 7:8–9, 12–13; 10:15; 23:6 [ET 
23:5]), and by his love even for non-Israelites, Gentiles (10:17–18). Yahweh, 
who freely chose Israel because of his love, calls for love from his people. Love 
is the fundamental feature of the new sanctified lives of his chosen nation. Deut 
6:5 states the quintessential commandment: “And you are to love Yahweh your 
God with your whole heart and with your whole soul and with all your might/
muchness.” This is “the great and first commandment,” as Jesus calls it in Mt 
22:37–38. Jesus says about this commandment and the second, which is like 
it (Lev 19:18): “On these two commandments depend/hang all the Law and 
the Prophets” (Mt 22:40). That second commandment, like the first, is fully 
explained in Deuteronomy.10 By inference from the words of Jesus, the whole 
OT hangs or depends on what we read in this fifth and quintessential book, 
where the commandments are explained and applied.

Deuteronomy confirms the office of prophet in Israel. The quintessential 
Prophet, Jesus, will preach the book’s two essential commandments and fulfill 

 7 Gen 3:15; 12:1–3; 18:18; 22:17–18; 26:3–4; 28:14; Jer 4:2; Ps 72:17.
 8 Cf. Lk 24:27, 44, where Christ himself interprets the Torah of Moses and the rest of the OT 

as the Scriptures that testify to him and that he has now fulfilled.
 9 See the second textual note on 2:34 and the first textual note on 3:6, as well as the commen-

tary on 7:2; 13:16, 18 [ET 13:15, 17]; 20:17.
10 Neither divine Law nor secular laws have the power to generate godly love in the heart; only 

the Gospel does. God’s Law curbs harmful conduct, exposes sin, and guides behavior in the 
believer’s life (FC Ep and SD VI). Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., brought out the function of 
law in a striking way at a speech in Mankato, Minnesota, on November 12, 1961. Dr. King 
stated: “It may be true that morality cannot be legislated, but behavior can be regulated. It may 
be true that the law cannot make a man love me, but it can keep him from lynching me, and 
I think that’s pretty important also” (quoted in the Mankato Free Press, January 15, 2018).
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them perfectly. Deuteronomy also addresses the offices of priest and king. 
Ultimately Jesus fulfills and embodies all three offices essential for Israel: 
prophet, priest, and king. These three executive positions, anointed for pre-
serving the old covenant nation, served the greater role of prefiguring the 
quintessential Anointed One—the Messiah, or Christ, who established the new 
and eternal covenant with his blood.

Deuteronomy is all about covenant, which governs the crucial relationship 
between God and man. The old covenant of Moses that Deuteronomy expounds 
must become obsolete and give way to the new covenant in Christ, which it 
anticipates (cf. Jn 1:17). Already in the OT—while the old covenant was grow-
ing old and on its way to disappearing—Jeremiah prophesies about the new 
covenant (Jer 31:31–34). Jesus naturally recalls the Pentateuch (Ex 24:8) and 
its fifth book when he declares “the new covenant/testament in my blood” (Lk 
22:20; 1 Cor 11:25; cf. Heb 12:24; 13:20). The theme of covenant that runs 
through Deuteronomy extends through the rest of the OT and the NT.11

The Spirit who inspired all of Scripture (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:21) inhabits 
this quintessential book of Deuteronomy. That is evident in all of its aspects: 
its expression of the Law; its Gospel; its emphasis on covenant; its offices; its 
urgent exhortations; its narrative of the history of Israel; its emphasis on the 
love and faithfulness of Yahweh, along with his people’s responsiveness to his 
love; and its anticipation of the Prophet who will accomplish the rescue of all 
humanity.

Jesus’ frequent use of Deuteronomy testifies to its essential and quintes-
sential nature. He cites Deuteronomy more than any of the first four books of 
the Pentateuch. He quotes Deut 6:5 in Mt 22:37 to establish “the great and first 
commandment” (Mt 22:38). He utilizes the powerful words of Deuteronomy 
three times in the Judean wilderness in his cosmic struggle against Satan: Deut 
8:3 in Mt 4:4; Deut 6:16 in Mt 4:7; Deut 6:13 in Mt 4:10.12 For Jesus’ continu-
ing use of Deuteronomy following this great temptation, see, for example, Mt 
5:31, citing Deut 24:1 (see also Mt 19:8); Mt 10:37, alluding to Deut 33:9; Mt 
18:16 and Jn 8:17, citing Deut 19:15; and Mt 26:11, citing Deut 15:11.

The letters of Paul demonstrate that he viewed Deuteronomy as an essential 
and quintessential book. Paul quotes or alludes to Deuteronomy at least fifty-five 
times in his letters. The following are examples—from his letter to the Romans 
alone—that quote Deuteronomy: Rom 7:7, citing Deut 5:21; Rom 10:6–8, cit-
ing Deut 30:12–14; Rom 10:19, citing Deut 32:21; Rom 11:8, citing Deut 29:3 
[ET 29:4]; Rom 12:19, citing Deut 32:35–36; Rom 13:9, citing Deut 5:17–21; 
and Rom 15:10, citing Deut 32:43. Kaiser counts one hundred and three allu-
sions or references to Deuteronomy in the Gospel of John alone.13 Every author 

11 For the thoughts of this paragraph, see especially Heb 8:6–13.
12 For Jesus’ three quotations from Deuteronomy during his temptation, see Gibbs, Matthew 

1:1–11:1, 191–97.
13 Kaiser, “Deuteronomy,” 146.
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of the NT quotes or alludes to Deuteronomy. The index of quotations in UBS4 
shows that the NT directly quotes Deuteronomy fifty times,14 as listed in fig-
ure 1. The number of allusions and verbal parallels, according to UBS4, is one 
hundred and forty-four.15

Figure 1

Quotations of Deuteronomy in the New Testament

Deut 4:35 in Mk 12:32 Deut 18:19 in Acts 3:23

Deut 5:16 in Mt 15:4; Mk 7:10; Eph 6:2–3 Deut 19:15 in Mt 18:16; 2 Cor 13:1

Deut 5:16–20 in Mt 19:18–19; Mk 10:19;  
 Lk 18:20

Deut 19:21 in Mt 5:38

Deut 5:17 in Mt 5:21; James 2:11 Deut 21:23 in Gal 3:13

Deut 5:17–19, 21 in Rom 13:9 Deut 24:1 in Mt 5:31; 19:7

Deut 5:18 in Mt 5:27; James 2:11 Deut 24:1, 3 in Mk 10:4

Deut 5:21 in Rom 7:7 Deut 25:4 in 1 Cor 9:9; 1 Tim 5:18

Deut 6:4 in Mk 12:32 Deut 25:5 in Mt 22:24; Mk 12:19;  
 Lk 20:28

Deut 6:4–5 in Mk 12:29–30 Deut 27:26 [LXX] in Gal 3:10

Deut 6:5 in Mt 22:37; Mk 12:33; Lk 10:27 Deut 29:3 [ET 29:4] in Rom 11:8

Deut 6:13 in Mt 4:10; Lk 4:8 Deut 30:12–14 in Rom 10:6–8

Deut 6:16 in Mt 4:7; Lk 4:12 Deut 31:6, 8 in Heb 13:5

Deut 8:3 in Mt 4:4; Lk 4:4 Deut 32:21 in Rom 10:19

Deut 9:4 in Rom 10:6 Deut 32:35 in Rom 12:19

Deut 9:19 in Heb 12:21 Deut 32:35–36 in Heb 10:30

Deut 17:7 [LXX] in 1 Cor 5:13 Deut 32:43 in Rom 15:10

Deut 18:15 in Acts 3:22; 7:37 Deut 32:43 [LXX] in Heb 1:6

This figure is adapted from UBS4, 887.

The Qumran community of two millennia ago saw Deuteronomy as 
essential and quintessential, as evidenced by the large number of texts from 
Deuteronomy found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. Fragments from twenty-eight 
copies of this fifth book of the Torah appear among the scrolls. That is more 

14 UBS4, 887. For another listing of quotations from Deuteronomy in the NT, see Archer and 
Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament, 34–49, entries 77–115.

15 UBS4, 893.



194

Deuteronomy 5:6–22

The Ten Words: The Core  
of the Covenant Legislation

Translation
5 6“I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of slavery.
7“You shall not have other gods besides/before me. 8You shall not make for 

yourself a cut idol of any form (of that) which is in the heavens above or (of that) 

which is on the earth below or (of that) which is in the waters under the earth. 9Do 

not bow down to them, and do not worship them, because I, Yahweh your God, 

am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and upon 

a third and fourth generation of the ones hating me, 10but showing/doing chesed 

to thousands of those loving me and keeping his/my commandments.
11“You shall not take up the name of Yahweh your God for no good purpose, 

because Yahweh will not pronounce innocent whoever takes up his name for no 

good purpose.
12“Observe the day of rest by keeping it holy, just as Yahweh your God com-

manded you. 13Six days you are to labor/serve/work/worship and to perform all 

of your work. 14But the seventh day is a rest to Yahweh your God. You are not 

to do any work, you and your son and your daughter and your male slave and 

your female slave and your ox and your donkey and all your livestock and your 

sojourner/resident alien who is within your gates so that your male slave and your 

female slave may rest like you. 15And you are to remember that you were a slave 

in the land of Egypt and that Yahweh your God brought you out from there with 

a strong hand and with an outstretched arm. Therefore Yahweh your God com-

manded you to keep the day of rest.
16“Honor your father and your mother, just as Yahweh your God commanded 

you, so that your days may be long and so that it may go well for you on the land 

which Yahweh your God is giving you.
17“You shall not murder.
18“And you shall not commit adultery.
19“And you shall not steal.
20“And you shall not give an answer against your neighbor/fellow with a wit-

ness of falsehood/emptiness.
21“And you shall not covet the wife of your neighbor/fellow. And you shall not 

desire the house of your neighbor, his field or his male slave or his female slave, 

his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”
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22These words Yahweh spoke to your whole assembly at the mountain from the 

midst of the fire, the cloud, and the thick cloud, with a loud voice, and he did not 

add (anything). And he wrote them on two tablets of stone, and he gave them to me.

Textual Notes
5:6 Ú̋ytiöaxe/h rv≤áa} Ú̋yh,+løa‘ hw:∞hy“ yŸkinOa…â—“I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out.” 

Each time in the OT that God identifies himself as Ú̋yh,løa‘ hw:hy“ ykinOa…, “I am Yahweh your 

God,” the context emphasizes that he alone redeemed and is able to deliver his people.1 

The preincarnate Christ was the Savior. Jesus, the coeternal Son of God, claimed to be 

“I AM,” that is, Yahweh, the God who saved Israel; see the commentary on 2:13–23. 

This agrees with Jude 5: “Jesus, who saved a people from Egypt” (Ἰησοῦς λαὸν ἐκ 

γῆς Αἰγύπτου σώσας).2

The relative clause Ú̋ytiöaxe/h rv≤áa} is, literally, “who I brought you out.” This is “syl-

lepsis of the person. Hebrew generally uses the same person in the relative clause as in 

its antecedent.”3 The antecedent of the relative pronoun rv≤áa} is the first person pronoun 

yŸkinOa…â, “I,” which is also the subject of the first person verb Ú̋ytiöaxe/h. English grammar 

requires translating the verb as if it were third person with “God” as its subject (cf. 6:12).

The masculine pronominal object suffix on the verb, “you,” is singular. Likewise, 

in this foundational document of the covenant, each of the Ten Words addresses the peo-

ple of Israel in the second person singular. One explanation is that Yahweh addresses 

each individual in the covenant people. Alternatively, Yahweh may address the nation 

as a unit, thus justifying the singular forms. The ambiguity may be intended and both 

explanations legitimate.

.µydâIƒ=b;[} tyìB́¢m̋i—“Out of the house of slavery.” Literally, “from the house of slaves,” 

i.e., the “house” in which the people were “slaves” (cf. Joüon, § 137 s). As a name for 

Egypt, this expression does not have the definite article in Hebrew. Thus it is a kind of 

proper noun. Joüon, § 137 s, notes that place-names in Hebrew sometimes do not have 

the definite article. This phrase from Ex 13:3, 14; 20:2 recurs in Deut 6:12; 7:8; 8:14; 

13:6, 11 [ET 13:5, 10].

The Nash Papyrus omits this phrase, evidently because the papyrus was written 

during the Hellenistic period when Jews in Egypt were granted a good status and Egypt 

was not a place of bondage. The Nash Papyrus, a three-by-five-inch liturgical text, was 

found in Egypt in 1902 and dates to the second or first century BC. Recall the favor-

able position of the Jews in Egypt during the reign of the Ptolemies and the start of the 

translation of the Bible, the Septuagint, into Greek under Ptolemy Philadelphus. The 

1 Ex 20:2, 5; Deut 5:6, 9; Is 51:15; Hos 12:10 [ET 12:9]; 13:4; Ps 81:11 [ET 81:10]. See also 
the synonymous clause Ú̋yh,løa‘ hw:hy“ ynIa} (Is 41:13; 43:3; 48:17) and the same clause but with 
a plural suffix, µk,y̋heløa‘ hw:hy“ ynIa} (thirty-five times, including Ex 6:7; Lev 11:44; 26:13; Num 
15:41 [twice]; Deut 29:5 [ET Deut 29:6]; Ezek 20:5, 7; Joel 2:27; 4:17 [ET 3:17]).

2 See Giese, 2 Peter and Jude, 263–66.
3 Joüon, § 158 n.
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Nash Papyrus contains a text of the Decalogue that mixes Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 
5. Because it is a liturgical text, it has only limited value for textual criticism.4

5:7 µyrI¡⁄jea} µyhiàŸløa‘ Ú*öl̋]Ahy<èh]yI alø∞—“You shall not have other gods.” The prohibitions in 
the Ten Words employ the negative alø with imperfect verbs that have a modal nuance, 
“shall not” or “must not” (Joüon, § 113 m; Waltke-O’Connor, § 31.5d). This construc-
tion signifies a solemn, forceful, and permanent prohibition (whereas la' with a jussive 
can express a more limited or temporary negative command).

While this could prohibit “another god” (singular), most likely it refers to (plural) 
“gods.” When a verb precedes its subject, often a third masculine singular form of the 
verb is used (here hy<èh]yI) even when the subject is plural (Joüon, § 150 b (2)). The adjec-
tival phrase µyrIjea} µyhiløa‘ recurs often in Deuteronomy,5 and many contexts clearly 
indicate a polytheism involving (plural) “other gods.”

.y"ƒn:fiêP;Al['—“Besides/before me.” This phrase with the preposition l[' and the noun 
hn<P; is, literally, “to my face.” It may have a number of nuances. Other possible trans-
lations are “against me” (adversative); “in addition to me” (addition); “together with 
me” (accompaniment); and “before me” in the sense of “in preference to me.” Yahweh 
uses the phrase dymi–T; yn"¡P;Al[' in Is 65:3 to refer to Israel as the people who is “constantly 
provoking me to my face” with idolatries (cf. Jer 6:7). Ps 16:2 uses l[' plus a suffix in 
the confession “I said to Yahweh: ‘You are my Lord. My goodness does not exist apart 
from you’ [Ú̋yl≤â[;AlB'].” There the Messiah speaks through David. The desire of God is 
that Israel and all people respond to this First Word in the manner of Jesus in Ps 16:2, 
4 and in the manner of Joshua in Josh 24:14–15.

Different Hebrew reading traditions of the Ten Words arose because of their 
importance and the frequency of their recital. The traditions divide some of the verses 
differently.6 See also the discussion at the start of the commentary on the Fifth Word 
(5:17). One tradition, the “upper cantillation,” indicates how the verses are to be chanted 
in the synagogue liturgy, whereas another tradition, the “lower cantillation,” may direct 
a reading tradition for private study.7 BHQ and many other editions of the MT reflect 
both of these traditions. As a result, some words receive double accentuation and dou-
ble vowels. Here at the end of 5:7 (according to the verse division in BHQ), .y"ƒn:fiêP; is a 
combination that superimposes the accents and vowels of ynfi"P; and .yn:êP;. At the end of a 
verse, yn"P; should have the accent silluq and be followed by the accent soph pasuq (. ê), 
and the vowel patach should be lengthened to qamets because of its pausal position: .yn:êP;. 
According to another tradition, however, the word occurs in the middle of a verse, and 
so it is accented with rebiaʿ and the patach is not lengthened: ynfi"P;. Similarly, these other 

4 See Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 118.
5 Deut 6:14; 7:4; 8:19; 11:16, 28; 13:3, 7, 14 [ET 13:2, 6, 13]; 17:3; 18:20; 28:14, 36, 64; 29:25 

[ET 29:26]; 30:17; 31:18, 20.
6 For details and references to further discussions, see Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew 

Bible, 5. Tov notes that the divergences in the reading traditions in Deuteronomy 5 are more 
complicated than in Exodus 20.

7 See Jacobson, Chanting the Hebrew Bible: The Art of Cantillation, 365–69. Jacobson pro-
vides each of the two traditions separately, the public reading for Deut 5:6–21 on page 368 
and the private reading on page 369.
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words receive double accents and vowels when they occur at the end of verses (accord-

ing to BHQ): .≈r<a…%âl̋; at the end of 5:8; .ya:ê–n“cøl̋] at the end of 5:9; .Ú#T̋≤âk]al'm] at the end of 

5:13; .Ú̋/m–êK; at the end of 5:14; .πa:ê–n“TiÉ at the end of 5:18; and .bnO±îg“TÉi at the end of 5:19. In 

BHQ, the last word of 5:12 and first word of 5:13 have double vocalization, tv,ºv∞ƒƒƒ́ Ú̋yh≤%âløa‘, 
and no soph pasuq is placed after Ú̋yh≤%âløa‘, because these two words are considered part of 

the same verse in one tradition, but another tradition has a verse division between them.

5:8 hn:ƒ̂±WmT]AlK; Û l~s,p≤¢~ Ú¢èl̋]Ahc≤à[}t'Aalø∞î—“You shall not make for yourself a cut idol of 

any form.” The noun ls,P,, “cut idol,” occurs thirty-one times in the OT, always singu-

lar. In the Pentateuch, it always appears as the object of the verb hc;[;, “to make.”8 In 

Judg 17:3–4, the noun refers to a form that is supposed to represent Yahweh. Elsewhere 

it occurs for forms representing heathen gods (Deut 27:15), for example, Asherah in 

2 Ki 21:7. The various contexts with ls,P, are either explicit about it being an object of 

worship, or they imply such. The related plural word that is used in the OT is from the 

noun lysiP;, twenty-three times in the OT (always plural), including Deut 7:5, 25; 12:3. 

Both nouns are derived from the verb ls'P;, “cut out, cut into shape,” which occurs six 

times in the OT. It refers to “cutting” wood, metal, or stone, including the cutting of the 

stone tablets on which the Ten Words were to be written (Ex 34:1, 4; Deut 10:1, 3).

The absolute and construct forms of ls,P, are identical. The translation takes the 

noun here as part of a construct chain: hn:ƒ̂±WmT]AlK; Û l~s,p≤¢~, “a cut idol of any form.” Compare 

the same words, but in a different order, in the construct chain in 4:23: lKo+ tn"Wm∞T] l~s,P,~, 
“a cut image of a form of anything.” It is clear that ls,P, refers to “a cut idol” (not just 

a “form”), and it helps clarify the nature of the noun hn:WmT], “form,” that follows. For 

hn:WmT], see the second textual note on 4:12; when Yahweh spoke, Israel saw no “form.” 

For a description of various forms of idols prohibited for Israel, see 4:16–19.

If l~s,p≤¢~ in 5:8 is taken as an absolute form, the construct phrase hn:^ƒ±WmT]AlK; is in  

apposition to it: “a cut idol, any form.” The First Word in Ex 20:4 has hn:fl+WmT]Alk;w̋“ Û l~s,p≤~¢, 
“a cut idol and any form.” There is no significant difference in meaning between Ex 

20:4 and Deut 5:8. The waw on Alk;w̋“ in Ex 20:4 is explanatory (not coordinating), and 

the phrase could be translated as “cut idol, that is, any image.”

We read both Ex 20:4 and Deut 5:8 as forbidding idolatrous representations of God 

and as a prohibition against making idolatrous representations of anything in heaven and 

earth. Evidence that this is the correct interpretation is that God commanded Moses to 

make images of cherubim for the mercy seat on the ark of the covenant (Ex 25:18–21) 

and cups made like almond blossoms with calyx and flower for the lampstand (Ex 

25:31–34). These are non-idolatrous representations. The ark itself is a vehicle of the 

presence of Yahweh, but not a magic box to be worshiped. The tabernacle and the tem-

ple and their furnishings are earthly copies, or types, of heavenly things (Ex 25:9, 40; 

Heb 8:5; 9:23). See 1 Ki 7:15–36 for images used in the temple: pomegranates, lilies, 

gourds, oxen, lions, palm trees, and cherubim. No one accused Solomon of sinning 

against the First Word because of these images.

8 Ex 20:4; Lev 26:1; Deut 4:16, 23, 25; 5:8; 27:15.
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… rv≤àa}w̋" … r*v≤àa}w̋" l['M'ƒ̂±˝m̋i Û µ~yImæ¢~V;B̋' r§v¶≤a}—“(Of that) which is in the heavens above 
or (of that) which … or (of that) which …” The relative clauses are elliptical and so 
the translation supplies “of that.” If there were no ellipses here, the actual things in the 
heavens and on the earth and in the waters (and not the depictions of them) would be 
the “form” made.

.≈r<a…%âl̋; tj'T¢"èm̋i Û µyIM¢"¡˝B̋'—“In the waters under the earth.” The preposition on ≈r<a…%âl̋; is 
a l] of specification, that is, “the waters under with respect to the earth.”9

5:9 µ#d̋E=b][;t; alø∞w̋“ µÌh≤`l̋; hw¢<èj}T'v]tiAalø—“Do not bow down to them, and do not worship 
them.” The first verb is hw:j;, “bow down, worship,” which occurs only in the Hishtaphel 
conjugation. This conjugation is not used for any other verb in the OT but is attested 
also in Ugaritic.10 It first prefixes Îv (as in the Shaphel conjugation) and then prefixes 
Ît]hi (as in the Hithpael conjugation), which would make Îvt]hi, but the consonants ÎvtÎ 
interchange by metathesis,11 thus Îtv]]hi.12

Some (already GKC, § 60 b) have argued that the second verb, µ#d̋E=b][;t;, is a Hophal 
of db'[;, “be forced to serve them,” implying compulsory idolatry (cf. 4:27–28; 28:36, 
64), but the vocalization of this verb in Qumran sources and Masoretic evidence support 
the view that the form is a Qal, as is also µ̋dEêb][;n:êw̋“ in 13:3 [ET 13:2].13 The Qal of db'[; can 
mean “do work” (5:13) or “serve.” It often has the religious sense of “worship,” either 
with Yahweh, the one true God, as its object (DCH, s.v. db[ I, Qal, 5 a (1)) or with other 
gods and their images as the object (DCH, s.v. db[ I, Qal, 5 a (2)). In this sense, db'[; is 
a synonym of the preceding verb. These two verbs appeared together also in 4:19 and 
will again in 8:19; 11:16; 17:3; 29:25 [ET 29:26]; 30:17. The verb db'[; can also mean 
“be a slave (to)” someone (15:12; 20:11). It referred to Israel’s slavery in Egypt (e.g., 
Ex 1:13–14; 5:18; 6:5). When false gods are the object, the verb can imply a spiritual 
bondage to them. Israel is not to be a slave to false gods because Yahweh redeemed 
her “out of the house of slavery” (µydâIƒ=b;[} tyB́¢m̋i, 5:6; see also 5:15). “Whoever sins is a 
slave [δοῦλος] to sin,” said Jesus (Jn 8:34). Likewise in the NT, δουλεύω, “serve as a 
slave, be enslaved,” can refer to slavery to sin (Rom 6:6) and slavery to worldly princi-
ples and non-gods (Gal 4:8–9).

aN:±q' lá¢—“A jealous God.” See the second textual note on 4:24.
.ya:ê–n“cøl̋] µy[iB̀erIAl['w̋“ µyviàLeviAl['w̋“ µynIüB;Al[' t/béa; ˜wOƒ![} dq́Po·—“Visiting the iniquity of 

the fathers upon the children and upon a third and fourth generation of the ones hat-
ing me.” A literal translation would read something like “and upon the ones of the third 
part (in a series) and the ones of the fourth part (in a series) of those who hate me.” The 
preposition with the conjunction Al['w̋“ (twice) could be rendered as “even upon …” The 
same commandment in Ex 20:5 lacks the waw on µyviàLeviAl['.̋

 9 See BDB, s.v. l], 5 f (a), and Williams, § 273.
10 See Joüon, §§ 59 g; 79 t; cf. Waltke-O’Connor, § 21.2.3d.
11 Similarly, when the first root letter of a verb is a sibilant, in the Hithpael conjugation, that let-

ter is transposed with the taw of the prefix.
12 In Deuteronomy, this verb appears in 4:19; 5:9; 8:19; 11:16; 17:3; 26:10; 29:25 [ET 29:26]; 

30:17.
13 See Joüon, § 63 b, and the discussion in BHQ, 66*–67*.
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The hypothetical singular of µyviLevi is vLevi, “relating to the third (generation) in 

a series.” This adjective is used only as a masculine plural substantive (Gen 50:23; Ex 

20:5; 34:7; Num 14:18; Deut 5:9). The term is plural because it refers to the people of 

a generation. The hypothetical singular of µy[iB̀erI is ["BerI. The meaning of the phrase is 

not simply “and upon the third and fourth sons,” but rather the third and fourth genera-

tion of people, that is, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. See 7:9, which has r/D, 

“generation.” In this close context, it seems logical that the same idea of “generation” is 

present in both 5:9 and 5:10, namely, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the “third 

and fourth generation” in 5:9 and showing loving kindness to “the thousandth genera-

tion” in 5:10 (rather than simply “to thousands”). In that case, the idea is similar to this 

statement of Paul: “Where sin increased, grace overflowed much more” (Rom 5:20 

EHV). God loves mercy more than judgment!

The preposition l] on ya…ân“cøl̋] (or ya…–n̋cøl̋]) has its possessive meaning. Lamed is used 

in this way when the possessor is definite, i.e., “the ones hating me,” but the thing pos-

sessed is not definite, that is, a third and fourth generation.14 Yahweh’s “love” is the basis 

for his covenant of grace (4:37; 10:15), which elicits a response of his people “loving” 

him (ybæh̀}aol̋], 5:10; see also 6:5; 7:9; 11:1). “Hating” is the antonym that signifies the 

rejection of Yahweh, his grace, and his covenant, as demonstrated by public flouting of 

covenant stipulations. Hating and loving are polar opposites in the context of ancient 

covenant forms. See “Covenant Form” in the introduction and the next textual note.

5:10 d~s,j≤`~ hc,[oì•w̋“—“But showing/doing chesed.” The noun ds,j, appears two hundred and 

forty-nine times in the OT. Three of those are in Deuteronomy: 5:10; 7:9, 12. When God 

displays ds,j,, appropriate translations are “faithfulness, graciousness, grace, mercy.” 

Some older scholars interpreted ds,j, as essentially a term of Law that denotes loyalty 

in covenant obligations, even when God is the one who displays it, implying that God 

is obligated and subject to a law. That places Law above Gospel and turns grace into 

works. More recent studies have emphasized the biblical concept, abundantly evident 

in Deuteronomy, that God has freely shown his kindness and mercy, which his people 

did not deserve and do not merit (7:7; 9:5). Since ds,j, is shown by God from his grace 

and not by obligation and is displayed in response by his people from faith, it pertains 

to the Gospel and is not based on the Law. When Yahweh is the source of ds,j,, primary 

in its meaning is his pure grace—his reconciling love, mercy, and forbearance in pun-

ishing sin.

µypi–+l;a}˝l'î—“To thousands” or “to the thousandth generation,” as in “a third and 

fourth generation” in 5:9. See 7:9, where the term for “generation” is explicit: r/Dî πl,a≤àl̋], 
“to a thousand generations.”

.yt…âwOx]mi yrEèm]vol̋]W̋ ybæh̀}aol̋]—“Of those loving me and keeping my commandments.” 

The two participles are parallel. Jesus stated: “If you love me, you will keep my com-

mandments” (Jn 14:15).15

14 See Williams, § 270.
15 See also Jn 14:21; 15:10; 1 Jn 5:2–3; 2 Jn 6.
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The reference is not just to the Ten Words, which are not called twOx]mi, “command-
ments,” when they alone are referred to. “Commandments” refers to the covenant 
commands in general. While the Qere is yt…âwOx]mi, the Kethib, wtwxm, probably would be 
vocalized as the defective spelling wt…wOx]mi, “his commandments.” The textual evidence, 
including Qumran, many Hebrew manuscripts, and the LXX, favors the Qere, in agree-
ment with Ex 20:6.16

5:11 aw“V…–l̋' Ú̋yh≤l̀øa‘ hw:èhy“Aµv́âAta, aC…öti aløè—“You shall not take up the name of Yahweh 
your God for no good purpose.” When the Qal of ac;n:, “lift up,” has the noun µve, “name,” 
as its object, it means “take up” or “utter” (DCH, s.v. acn I, Qal, 1 i). The noun aw“v; can 
mean “emptiness, nothingness” (BDB, 1), but it often has a sinister nuance, “deceit, 
falsehood, lies” (see DCH, 1 and 2), as when referring to false testimony (5:20), and 
can refer to an “idol, image” (DCH, 3 b). The prepositional phrase aw“V;l' (twice in this 
verse) pertains to idolatry in Jer 18:15 and Ps 24:4. In Ps 24:4, a believer “does not lift 
up his soul to emptiness/an idol.” The translation “for no good purpose” in Deut 5:11 
includes careless, vain uses of the name as well as malicious abuses such as the prom-
ulgation of false doctrines in the name of God. See Mt 15:9.

hw:±hy“ h~Q,n"y“ alø•—“Yahweh will not pronounce innocent.” The verb is a Piel imper-
fect of hq…n:. The Piel occurs here in its delocutive or forensic sense. The expression with 
the negative is a litotes. The idea is “will certainly pronounce ‘guilty.’ ” The expression 
is the dynamic equivalent of “require of him,” which occurs in Deut 18:19 and 23:22 
[ET 23:21].

5:12 r/mÿ¢v;—“Observe.” The form is an infinitive absolute with the force of an imper-
ative, corresponding (positively) to the force of the (negative) prohibitions in the 
preceding verses (Joüon, § 123 v). In the parallel of Ex 20:8, the term is the infinitive 
absolute r*/küz:, “remember, memorialize.” Because r*/küz: occurs there, we think that the 
proper translation of rm'v; here is “observe,” rather than “be careful to” (for which, see 
the third textual note on 5:1). In the Samaritan Pentateuch of Ex 20:8, a form of the verb 
rm'v; occurs.17

tB…`ŸV'h̋' µ*/yìAta,—“The day of rest.” The basic meaning of the noun tB…v', reasoning 
from the cognate verb tb'v;, is “a ceasing, a desisting from work.” There is a question of 
whether the verb tb'v; is a denominative or whether the noun is derived from the verb. 
In the Qal, the verb means “come to an end, cease, stop.” In the Hiphil, the verb is tran-
sitive, “cause to cease, put an end to.” The noun tB…v', with daghesh forte in the middle 
radical, is a kind of formation that can refer to an occupation or to a repeated activity.18

The pattern for the Sabbath was established by God in the creation when, after six 
days of creating, he “ceased” on the seventh (Gen 2:2–3). The verb tb'v; is used there. 
However, for the people Israel, the first time they follow the pattern of working for 
six days and ceasing from work on the seventh is in Ex 16:13–36. Israel was to gather 
manna for six days, with a double supply on the sixth day that would be sufficient also 

16 See the apparatus in BHQ and the brief discussion in BHQ, 67*.
17 See Waltke-O’Connor, § 35.5.1a, including note 52.
18 See Waltke-O’Connor, § 5.4a, and GKC, § 84b b.
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for the seventh. There would be no gift of manna and thus no work of gathering on the 
seventh day. The pattern would lead Israel to trust in Yahweh’s generous providence, 
even without the bestowal of daily bread on that day (cf. Mt 6:11; Lk 11:3). The seventh 
day would allow for worship-filled reflection on his loving care without the distrac-
tion of labor for the necessities of life. The pattern with the manna continued for forty 
years and ended when Israel ate the crops of Canaan (Josh 5:12). We assume that the 
seventh day on which there was no gathering of manna became the same seventh day 
established at Sinai as the Sabbath day in the Third Word.

/̋v=⁄D“qæl]—“By keeping it holy.” The infinitive construct with a lamed of norm often 
serves as the equivalent of a gerund.19 Here it expresses means or manner and elabo-
rates the preceding verb, r/mÿ¢v;. The way in which Israel is to “observe” the Sabbath is 
by hallowing it, maintaining its sanctity.

Ú̋yh≤%âløa‘ hw:è¢hy“ Û Ú¢¡W̋“xi rv≤àa}K̋'—“Just as Yahweh your God commanded you.” The ref-
erence is to the original giving of the commandment at Sinai in Exodus 20. This is not 
a reference to the seventh day of creation in Gen 2:1–3 since God did not command 
the Sabbath law until Exodus 20 at Sinai. This clause is absent from Ex 20:8 in the 
Exodus 20 Decalogue, where God is initially giving the Ten Words. The clause recurs 
in Deut 5:16 but again is absent from the corresponding verse, Ex 20:12.

5:14 Ú˝yh≤–%løa‘ h¡w:∞hy˝l' Û tB:¡¢v' y[i±⁄ybiV]˝h' µ~/yŸ˝w“—“But the seventh day is a rest to Yahweh 
your God.” This is a rare occurrence where a numbered day becomes the subject of a 
sentence.20 The lamed in hw:hy̋l' could be possessive, “belonging to Yahweh,” but it is 
probably best explained as a lamed of specification.21 We understand the meaning to be 
“a rest with respect to Yahweh,” and more specifically carrying the idea of “dedicated to 
Yahweh,” since he is the one who gave rest by redeeming Israel from slavery in Egypt.

ÚâD̋“b]['w̋“—“And your male slave.” The waw, “and,” is absent in Ex 20:10.
Ú̋T,%m]h,B]Alk;w̋“ Ú⁄r̋“moêj}w̋" ÚŸr̋“/v̋w“—“And your ox and your donkey and all your livestock.” 

Ex 20:10 has only “and your livestock.” Moses in Deuteronomy sometimes amplifies, 
omits, or adapts for the changing circumstance of settled life in the promised land or 
for other reasons.

Ú̋yr<+[;v]B̋i rv≤¢a} Ú~r̋“ƒgEêw̋“—“And your sojourner who is within your gates.” The LXX 
reads: καὶ ὁ προσήλυτος ὁ παροικῶν ἐν σοί. The noun ̋rGE is derived from the verb rWG, 
whose basic meaning is “to stay, temporarily or permanently, in a place which is not 
the original residence of the family or clan. It can denote residence in a foreign coun-
try, or in a new settlement within the borders of the country of origin.”22 Another way 
to define rWG is “to live for a time among people who are not blood relatives.” Common 
English translations for the noun rGE are “resident alien, sojourner, stranger, foreigner.” 
But note from Ex 12:43–49 that a rGE, “sojourner,” is not the same as a yrIk]n: or rk;nEA˜B,, 
“foreigner.” The two different concepts or statuses are represented by different Hebrew 

19 See Joüon, § 124 o; Williams, § 195.
20 Waltke-O’Connor, § 15.3.2b, note 26.
21 See BDB, s.v. l], 5 f (a), and Williams, § 273.
22 Na’aman, “Sojourners and Levites in the Kingdom of Judah in the Seventh Century BCE,” 

240.
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terminology. The rGE, “sojourner,” does not have the same rights as the natives; he has to 
rely on the generosity of the locals. See the verb rWG for Abraham in Egypt (Gen 12:10), 
Israel in Egypt (Gen 47:4), and the patriarchs in Canaan (Ex 6:4).

The rGE living among Israel was given many of the same rights as Israelites and 
was not to be oppressed. The rGE was to be loved, even as Yahweh loved the rGE (Deut 
10:18–19).23 Israel herself had been a nation of sojourners living in the land of the 
Egyptians, as Stephen says in Acts 7:6 (ἔσται τὸ σπέρμα αὐτοῦ πάροικον) and as 
Deuteronomy reminds in 10:19 and 23:8 [ET 23:7]. Israel’s experience is motivation 
for loving aliens and sojourners.

For NT application of the concept of sojourner, see 1 Pet 2:11: “Dear friends, I urge 
you, as aliens and temporary residents [ὡς παροίκους καὶ παρεπιδήμους] in the world, 
to abstain from the desires of the sinful flesh, which war against your soul” (EHV). In 
Heb 11:13, the author refers to Abraham and others and says: “One by one, all of these 
died in faith, without having received the things that were promised, but they saw and 
welcomed them from a distance. They confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims 
[ξένοι καὶ παρεπίδημοι] on the earth” (EHV).

.Ú̋/m–êK; Ú̋̀t]m;a}w̋" ÚàD̋“b][' j"Wnÿy: ˜['m'%l]—“So that your male slave and your female slave 
may rest like you.” These words are absent in Ex 20:10.

5:15 See the commentary on 15:15 concerning redemption from Egypt as motivation 
for generosity.

h~qƒ…z̀:j} dy:è¶B̋]—“With a strong hand.” For this description of Yahweh’s actions in the 
exodus redemption, see the seventh textual note on 4:34.

hy:=±Wfn“ ["ro§z“b̋iW̋—“And with an outstretched arm.” See the eighth textual note on 4:34.

5:16 Ú̋M,+aiAta,w̋“ Ú~y̋bi~a;Ata, dB́¶K'—“Honor your father and your mother.” The verb is the 
singular Piel imperative of dBeK;. In the Qal, the verb means “to be heavy,” either in regard 
to weight or with other nuances of “heavy.” In the Piel, the idea is “to consider and treat 
someone as heavy,” that is, “to honor, respect, exalt, glorify.” Compare the English 
expressions “to be weighty” or “to be a heavyweight,” when the idea is not pounds but 
prominence. Note that the idea in the verb dbeK;, “to honor,” extends beyond mental activ-
ity or attitude. Luther’s Small Catechism uses several verbs to capture the whole idea: 
“honor,” “serve,” “obey,” “love,” and “cherish.”24 “Serving” and “obeying” are observ-
able behaviors and thus activities that, when absent, prove that this commandment has 
been broken. See Deut 21:20 for outward behavior that proves that a son is defying the 
Fourth Word.

Ú̋yh≤–løa‘ hw:∞hy“ Ú̋̀W“xi rv≤àa}K̋'—“Just as Yahweh your God commanded you.” This clause 
is absent in Ex 20:12. See also the fourth textual note on 5:12.

Ú̋ym,%y: ˜k̈¢yrIa}y" Û ˜['mæ¢l]—“So that your days may be long” or “with the result that …” 
Here and in the next clause, we understand ̃ ['mæl] as introducing a result clause. See the 
commentary on 4:1 and the first textual note on 4:40.

23 For rGE in Deuteronomy, see 1:16; 5:14; 10:18, 19 [twice]; 14:21, 29; 16:11, 14; 23:8 [ET 
23:7]; 24:14, 17, 19, 20, 21; 26:11, 12, 13; 27:19; 28:43; 29:10 [ET 29:11]; 31:12.

24 SC I 8 (LSB, p. 321).
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In the promise of long life here and in 6:2; 25:15, “days” are the subject of the 

Hiphil of Jr"a; with an intransitive meaning, “be long, last a long time, endure” (see 

DCHR, s.v. ˚ra, Hiphil, 2). More often in Deuteronomy, the Israelites are the implied 

subjects of a second person form of the Hiphil of Jr"a; with a causative meaning, 

“lengthen, prolong” (see DCHR, s.v. ̊ ra, Hiphil, 1), and “days” are the object, mean-

ing “you will prolong your days.”25

For promises that Israel will “live” and have “life,” see the fifth textual note and the 

commentary on 4:1. For long life as a gift of God, see also Prov 3:1–2; 9:11.

J̋l;+ bf'yyI∞ Ÿ̃['m'~l]W̋—“And so that it may go well for you.” This clause is absent in Ex 

20:12. The Qal of bf'y: often is used impersonally (see DCH, Qal, <subj>). Its subject, 

“it,” represents all aspects of life. The unexpressed agent is Yahweh, who makes “it” 

(life) go well for Israel. Yahweh is the subject of Hiphil forms of bf'y: in 8:16; 28:63. 

The form J̋l;+ is pausal for Ú̋l], with a masculine suffix. The clause Ú̋l] bf'yyI ̃ ['m'l] recurs 

in 6:18; 12:25, 28; 22:7; see also 5:29 for the clause with a third masculine plural suf-

fix. The equivalent clause Ú̋l] bf'yyI rv,a} is in 4:40; 6:3; see the first textual note on 4:40.

hm;+d:a}h̋…â l['º—“On the land.” Here and occasionally elsewhere (e.g., 7:13; 11:9, 21), 

the promised land is designated by the noun hm;d:a} ̋rather than the more common des-

ignation with ≈r<a,.

5:17 .jx…âr“TÉi aløì—̀“You shall not murder.” The identical wording occurs in Ex 20:13. 

The LXX has the reverse order for this and the next commandment: it has οὐ μοιχεύσεις 
in this verse and οὐ φονεύσεις in the next.

The Hebrew form is a Qal imperfect second masculine singular of jx'r:, “murder, 

slay” (BDB). The verb occurs in Deuteronomy in 4:42; 5:17; 19:3, 4, 6; 22:26. The Qal 

is always used for taking a human life. It appears also in the Niphal, Piel, and Pual. In 

some contexts with this verb, the murder is premeditated (e.g., Num 35:16–19, 21, 31). 

In others, it is unintended.26 For the participle, HALOT reserves the meaning “mur-

derer” for cases when the killing was premeditated (Qal, 2 a), and for passages when 

there is no premeditation, HALOT gives “one who has committed homicide” (Qal, 2 b).

English translations vary in their renditions of the participle j"xe/r, which occurs in 

Deuteronomy in 4:42; 19:3, 4, 6 in reference to an unintentional killing, where this com-

mentary renders it as “a homicide.” In those passages, the KJV renders it as “slayer,” 

while ESV has “manslayer.” For Num 35:16–19, 21, 31, where the killing is intentional, 

KJV and ESV have “murderer.”

The OT passages with jx'r: denoting a deliberate murder seem to be the background 

of the two NT passages with ἀνθρωποκτόνος, which literally means “mankiller” and 

is commonly translated as “murderer.” Jesus stated that the devil “has been a murderer 

[ἀνθρωποκτόνος] from the beginning” (Jn 8:44) since he brought death, the conse-

quence of sin, upon creation (Genesis 3). The apostle John declared that everyone who 

hates his brother is a “murderer” and does not have eternal life (1 Jn 3:15).

25 Deut 4:26, 40; 5:33; 11:9; 22:7; 30:18; 32:47; in the third person, 17:20.
26 Num 35:6, 11, 25–28; Deut 4:42; 19:3, 4, 6; and all the instances in Joshua.
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5:18 .πa:ê–n“TiÉ alø§`w̋“—“And you shall not commit adultery.” The verb πa'n: in the OT refers 

to sexual intercourse with the spouse of another or with one betrothed to another.27 

However, this specific usage of the verb for “committing adultery” does not mean that 

intercourse between unmarried people (fornication) is not a violation of this command. 

The subject of the verb is usually a man, as in Lev 20:10 (its only other occurrence in the 

Torah aside from Ex 20:14 and Deut 5:19), but see further the commentary. πa'n: occurs 

in the OT in both Qal and the Piel with the same meaning: “commit adultery.” In its fig-

urative use, it refers to idolatrous worship of other gods, which, however, in Canaanite 

culture often had a literal component because it involved sexual intercourse; see, for 

example, the reference in Deut 4:3 to the Baal worship in Numbers 25. Another verb, 

hn:z:, commonly refers to prostitution; see 22:21; 23:19 [ET 23:18]; 31:16.

In 5:18–21, each of the commandments, which are the Sixth through the Tenth 

according to the Lutheran numbering,28 is introduced by Moses with waw, “and.” In 

each case, the conjunction is absent in Exodus 20. This may be another case of Moses 

slightly reformatting the wording of the Ten to suit his oral presentation.

5:19 .bnO±îg“TÉi alø§`w̋“—“And you shall not steal.” The basic idea of the verb bn"G: is to take 

something that belongs to someone else without the owner knowing about it or approv-

ing of it. In other words, bn"G: at its core refers to theft or stealing. While this sin may be 

committed surreptitiously, TWOT notes that the semantically related verbs lz"G: and qv'[;, 
in contrast to bn"G:, call attention to violence in seizing something.29

In Deuteronomy, the verb bn"G: occurs twice—here and in 24:7, where it is used to 

describe “kidnapping.” In the OT, the verb and cognate nouns occur fifty-nine times. 

The verb bn"G: occurs in just one case as a commendable activity. In 2 Ki 11:2 (|| 2 Chr 

22:11), Jehosheba “steals away” Joash and hides him in a bedroom to protect him from 

the bloodbath of Athaliah.

5:20 Ú̋̀[}rEêb̋] hn<è[}t'Aaløêw̋“—“And you shall not give an answer against your neighbor/fel-

low.” The verb hn:[;, “answer,” can mean “respond (as a witness), bear (witness), testify” 

(DCH, s.v. hn[ I, Qal, 2). Here it has the technical sense “make a statement in court in 

response to questioning.” See the court scene of Micah 6 and the use of hn:[; in Micah 

6:3, where the “answering” is to be done by the accused. The verb in this sense often 

takes the preposition is B] in its adversative sense, which expresses disadvantage: Ú̋̀[}rEêb̋], 
“against your neighbor/fellow.”

.aw“v…â d[´à—“With a witness of falsehood/emptiness.” As with the English word 

“witness,” the Hebrew noun d[e can refer to the person who gives testimony or to the 

testimony itself. In his Small Catechism, Luther translated it as Zeugnis or Gezeugnis 

and so understood it as meaning “testimony.”30

27 See L. J. Coppes, “πa'n:,” TWOT, 542.
28 See “Differences in Numbering the Ten Words” in the excursus “The Ten Words/

Commandments” following the commentary on 5:1–5.
29 J. E. Smith, “bn"G:,” TWOT, 168.
30 SC I 15 (Triglotta, 540). See also LC I 254 (Triglotta, 652).
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Here in Deuteronomy, Moses uses aw“v;, the same noun that occurs in 5:11 in the 
Second Word/Commandment; see the first textual note on 5:11. Ex 20:16 has the noun 
rq≤≤v, instead. There is no significant difference between the terms.

5:21 Ú̋[,%rE tyB́¢ hW<@a't]ti aløŸw̋“ s Ú̋[≤–rE tv,á¢ dmo¡j]t' aløèw̋“—“And you shall not covet the wife of 
your neighbor/fellow. And you shall not desire the house of your neighbor.” Deut 5:21 
uses two different but synonymous verbs. Ex 20:17 uses only the first verb here, dm'j;, 
and uses it twice, for coveting both the house and the wife of one’s neighbor. LXX Deut 
5:21 uses the same verb twice, namely, οὐκ ἐπιθυμήσεις. The LXX thus saw the two 
Hebrew verbs as completely synonymous (or was using a Vorlage that differed from the 
MT). In the NT, Paul quotes the Ninth and Tenth Commandments as per the LXX, οὐκ 
ἐπιθυμήσεις, in Rom 7:7; 13:9; see also his similar use of ἐπιθυμέω in Acts 20:33.31

The first verb, dm'j; in the Qal, often means “to desire” in a good or neutral sense. 
The translation “covet” is fitting when the object of the desire is forbidden, as here 
in Deut 5:21 and in Josh 7:21, where Achan covets the forbidden booty. Qal, Niphal, 
and Piel forms of dm'j; appear a total of twenty-one times in the OT. For its sense as a 
wholesome appeal, see Gen 2:9; Ps 19:11 [ET 19:10]; Song 2:3; contrast the Suffering 
Servant in Is 53:2, who had “no beauty that we should desire him.” Herrmann says that 
the meaning of dm'j; does not end with the coveting or desiring of the heart, but “denotes 
an affect that pushes beyond itself to action.”32

The second verb is the Hithpael of hw:a;, “desire, yearn for” (DCHR, s.v. hwa I). The 
OT includes at least one other homographic verb (see DCHR, s.vv. hwa II; hwa III; and 
hwa IV). We assume that Moses intends the first root here, since it is used in the same 
context as dm'j;, and it too may have an extended meaning that moves from the heart 
into action. This verb occurs only in the Piel (eleven times, including 12:20; 14:26) 
and Hithpael (sixteen times). Often the subject of the verb (usually Piel) is vp,n<, the 
“heart, self, appetite” (as in 12:20; 14:26). It is the object of the desiring that deter-
mines whether the verb carries a bad, neutral, or good sense. Here in our verse, hw:a; 
occurs in a bad sense of desiring something that is not allowed. It occurs in a positive 
sense in Deuteronomy in 12:20 and 14:26. Even when hw:a; has no object, it can carry a 
decidedly negative meaning, as in Num 11:4, a sinful craving for the food of Egypt and 
rejection of the generous manna from God, and Prov 21:25–26, the sinful craving and 
lack of generosity of the sluggard.

Here the object of the verb is the noun tyIB', “house,” which can mean (1) a house in 
the sense of dwelling place or building; (2) a household or family; (3) all that is included 
in a house, such as people, property, household affairs; (4) a clan or nation; or (5) simply 
a “place.” In its general sense, tyIB' includes all the members of the neighbor’s house-
hold, the people in his family as well as his possessions and property, as indicated by 

31 In other passages, the NT can use the verb and/or its cognate noun ἐπιθυμία in a positive 
sense, as when Jesus says: “I have greatly desired” (ἐπιθυμίᾳ ἐπεθύμησα) to eat the Passover 
(Lk 22:15). Paul employs the noun to speak of his “desire” to see the Thessalonians (1 Thess 
2:17) and to be with Christ (Phil 1:23).

32 Peters, Commentary on Luther’s Catechisms: Ten Commandments, 308, summarizing 
Herrmann, “Das zehnte Gebot,” 71–75.
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the partial listing of these in the Ninth and Tenth Commandments: spouse, servants, 
possessions, animals, everything and anything that belongs to a neighbor. This compre-
hensiveness is confirmed by Ex 20:17, in which the neighbor’s “house” is the object of 
the first instance of dm'j; (compared to “wife” in Deut 5:21a) and the second instance of 
dm'j; has as objects “wife” and most of the objects of the second verb here: male slave, 
female slave, ox, donkey, “ or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”

The Samaritans created their own Tenth Commandment to speak of the sanc-
tity of Mount Gerizim. The Tenth Word in the Samaritan Pentateuch is comprised of 
Deut 11:29a; 27:2b–3a; 27:4a (changing “Ebal” to “Gerizim”); 27:5–7; 11:30. The 
Samaritans kept the number of commandments at ten by reading the traditional First 
Commandment as an introduction to the Decalogue.33

5:22 Note the similarities and differences between this verse and 4:11–13.
hw:!hy“ r*B,DI hL,ae^h̋; µyrI∞b;D“h̋'Ata≤â—“These words spoke Yahweh.” The reference is to 

what we call “the Ten Commandments,” but the Hebrew calls them µyrIb;D“,̋ “words.” 
Note the emphatic position of the direct object before the verb and the subject. It appears 
first in the sentence to give it the spotlight and to say that it was only these words that 
Yahweh spoke directly to the assembly. This position implies the superiority of the Ten 
Words—the core of the covenant—in relation to the rest of the legislation, which was 
mediated through Moses.

µk,⁄l̋]h'q]AlK;Ala,—“To your whole assembly.” See the textual note on lh…q… in 23:2 
[ET 23:1].

lp,+r:[}h̋…âw̋“—“And the thick cloud.” See the fourth textual note on 4:11.
l/d™G: l/qè—“With a loud voice.” The Hebrew does not use a preposition with this 

adverbial accusative construction, literally, “loud-voicedly.” See Joüon, § 125 s.
πs…–y: alø∞w̋“—“And he did not add.” Cf. Num 11:25, where the seventy elders proph-

esied but then stopped: Wps…ây: aløèw̋“ Wa¡B]n"t]YIêw̋". The idea here is that God spoke directly to 
the people only the Ten Words, which did not require explanation at this time. The Ten 
Words really said it all, as far as the core of the covenant was concerned. Moses medi-
ated the later legislation from Yahweh, which elaborates on the Ten Words.

.y̋l…âae µ̋nE¡T]YIƒ̋w"ê µynI±b;a} tjo∞lu yŸnEv]Al[' µ̋be%T]k]YIƒ̋w"ê—“And he wrote them on two tablets of 
stone, and he gave them to me.” Yahweh, named as the subject of the first verb in the 
verse, hw:!hy“ r*B,DI, is the implied subject of “he wrote.” See 9:10–11 for a more com-
plete account.

Commentary
Prologue to the Ten Words (5:6)

5:6 All Christian churches have read Deut 5:6 as a prologue to the Ten 
Words. Rabbinic tradition considers this verse to be the First Word. The verse 
is not a command but a Gospel statement. Justification for counting this as the 
First Word is that the OT never calls the Words “the Ten Commandments.” They 
are always “the Ten Words” (Ex 34:28; Deut 4:13; 10:4). A gracious statement 

33 Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 94–95, including note 66.
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of fact that is not a command is in keeping with the rubric “the Ten Words.” 
The effect of leading with the Gospel is that the commands in the Words that 
follow are expressed as “the third use of Law”—as the guide for grateful liv-
ing.34 The Words direct the redeemed people of God to the life that their Savior 
desires for them in their covenantal relationship. The Gospel introduction also 
suggests that Israel will want to live for him because of his love and deliver-
ance. By his covenant, Yahweh has established a wonderful relationship between 
himself and Israel, not unlike a marriage. The Ten Words are the heart and core 
of the principles that guard that relationship. The Words that follow show that 
Israel needs to know how to live in the right relationship with her Redeemer, 
because all humans have lost the perfect knowledge of God and his Law written 
on human hearts at creation. Attention to the original context of the Ten Words 
is critical for understanding God’s intention in giving them to Israel, the spirit 
in which they were first given, and the motivation for keeping them.

Also in Exodus 20, God introduced the Ten Words with the pure Gospel 
statement “I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
out of the house of slavery” (Ex 20:2).35 By his own love and will, Yahweh had 
redeemed “from the iron furnace of Egypt” (4:20) the one nation that he had 
chosen—a people with whom he is about to make another covenant.36 Israel 
has not chosen God. In love, he has chosen her as his bride. The nation did not 
do anything to make herself worthy of redemption from Egypt or deserving of 
her status as God’s covenant people. When giving the Ten Words, God does 
not speak in the tone of an angry tyrant who is demanding something of a peo-
ple before he will deliver them, be gracious to them, and relate to them as his 
own. Neither does he in some proleptic way condemn Israel because she will 
disobey his Words in the future. His grace shines on Israel, as proven by the 
exodus redemption and by the way he introduces the Ten Words. The intended 
motivation for obeying the Words is grateful love for Yahweh, who first loved 
Israel and rescued her from the furnace of Egypt.

The Law has three uses: as a curb or club, as a mirror, and as a rule and 
guide.37 In primary focus here is “the third use of the Law”—as instruction that 
guides the shape of the life lived in faith. The Ten Words have a directing func-
tion. They teach the holy will of God for the lives of people who already belong 
to him by covenant faith. Because the people of God are not only “saints” justi-
fied through faith (see Gen 15:6) but also remain “sinners” throughout earthly 
life (Romans 7), the Ten Words will also continue to convict and convince the 

34 See “Summary of Deuteronomy 4:44–26:19” before the commentary on 4:44–49.
35 Luther insisted that the Ten Commandments, with all their specificity as first given, do not 

apply to Gentiles because God led only Israel out of Egypt. The pronoun “you” does not refer 
to Gentiles. See “Do the Ten Words Apply Today, or Can They Be ‘Swept under the Rug’?” 

in the excursus “The Ten Words/Commandments” following the commentary on 5:1–5.
36 Yahweh had established his Abrahamic covenant of pure grace four hundred and thirty years 

earlier (see Gal 3:17).
37 FC Ep and SD VI, “The Third Function of the Law,” describes all three uses.
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people of their sins and their need for forgiveness. This is the so-called “second 
use of the Law,” a function the Law always performs (lex semper accusat). In the 
forefront here at Horeb/Sinai is the third use, which follows Gospel motivation 
from Israel’s gracious God. Luther’s explanations of the Ten Commandments in 
his Small Catechism convey the tone of the third use of the Law. Luther does not 
say: “We should cringe before God and dread him because we have not obeyed 
him and we cannot ever obey him.” He does not say: “We must obey this com-
mandment so that God does not club us to death because of our disobedience.” 
Luther’s repeated wording is “we should fear and love God so that …”38 God 
himself has elected and called his people to salvation (Rom 8:29–30). His grace 
is what motivates believers for willing obedience.

The First Word (5:7–10)
5:7–10 Ahead in Deuteronomy: 10:12–11:32 and 12:2–13:18 relate to 

this First Word.
The First Word gives its commands with negatives: “You shall not … You 

shall not … Do not …” The form of the Ten Words is predominantly expressed 
with prohibitions. Eight of the Ten Words are stated as “you shall not …” That 
does not suggest that the spirit of the Ten Words is mostly negative. The intro-
duction to the Words is a decidedly positive Gospel statement (5:6). Jesus’ 
summary of all ten is completely positive wording: love God and love neighbor 
(Mt 22:37–40). The Third Word (5:12–15) and the Fourth Word (5:16), accord-
ing to the Lutheran numbering,39 are both positive commands.40 Perhaps the 
negative wording of the other eight occurs for the sake of compact expression. 
It is easier and more concise to forbid broad categories of sins than to name all 
the positive things that we must do.

Luther, following the interpretation of Jesus, recognized that obeying the 
Ten Words does not involve only the negative, that is, only refraining from doing 
what is forbidden by God. He saw that the negative form infers a positive coun-
terpart. Thus the “what does this mean?” sections of Luther’s Small Catechism 
emphasize what we should do (“we should fear and love God so that we …”) as 
well as what we must not do, followed in turn by the positive counterpart (“we 
should fear and love God so that we do not … but …”).41 Refraining from evil 
thoughts, words, and deeds is not the full picture. Doing nothing fails to fulfill 
the Word. To recognize our sins of omission—the positive things we have not 
done—leads us to a sharper awareness of our deserved condemnation. It also 
leads us to see the Law in its third use as the guide for our positive actions. Many 

38 SC I 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20 (LSB, pp. 321–22).
39 See “Differences in Numbering the Ten Words” in the excursus “The Ten Words/

Commandments” following the commentary on 5:1–5.
40 Kaiser opines that it is easier to state the restrictions in a few words rather than to list all of the 

freedoms allowed under “the moral law as found mainly in the Ten Commandments” (Toward 
an Old Testament Theology, 114).

41 SC I 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20 (LSB, pp. 321–22).
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portions of Deuteronomy that come after the Ten Words explain them in posi-
tive terms. For example, the command “you shall not have other gods besides/
before me” (5:7) is elucidated by the positive expression of 6:5: “and you are 
to love Yahweh your God with your whole heart and with your whole soul and 
with all your might/muchness.” “You shall not murder” (5:17) finds its positive 
counterpart in the commands of Deuteronomy 19. Failure to see that the posi-
tive counterpart is implied in the negative commands diminishes all three uses 
of the Ten Words as curb, mirror, and rule.

The First Word in number is also first in significance. The First Word lays 
the foundation for the nine that follow and for all covenant stipulations.

Yahweh alone is objectively God. His nature and his uniqueness call for 
undivided fear, love, and trust. Only he is the source of all blessings and deserves 
the absolute allegiance of the heart. Only what he desires and commands about 
relationships with him and with other human beings carries absolute authority. 
Only what he says about proper covenant obedience prevails.

Does the command “you shall not have other gods besides/before me” (5:7) 
allow for the existence of “other gods”? The expression “other gods” acknowl-
edges that in the subjective realm, people create gods that are rivals of Yahweh. 
It does not grant that other gods exist in objective reality. The false gods that 
some people worship are not actual “gods,” but nonentities, or demons (1 Cor 
8:4; 10:19–21; Gal 4:8; cf. 1 Tim 4:1).

Critical scholars who assume an evolution in the religion of Israel claim that 
the OT reveals henotheistic42 ideas—that Israel at one stage agreed to worship 
only the high god in a pantheon of existing gods. As Waltke observes: “This 
commandment is ammunition for those who hold to the evolutionary model for 
the development of religion. They argue that human religion, including that of 
Israel’s true prophets, moved in distinct stages, evolving from animism to poly-
theism to henotheism to monotheism.”43 Our response to the evolutionary model 
is to call attention to the difference between objective and subjective spheres. 
In the area of the objective, Deuteronomy has answered the question whether 
other gods exist in reality: “Know therefore today and return it to your heart 
that Yahweh, he is God in the heavens above and on the earth below; there is 
no other” (4:39). The view of the OT is that Yahweh alone is God in terms of 
objective reality. No other god exists. In the subjective world, the number of 
gods is legion. Whatever the heart clings to and admires as a higher priority is 
a person’s god. See 32:17–21, where the heathen worship things that are called 
both “gods” and “not-God” or “no-gods.” As 5:8 suggests, the only reality about 

42 Critical scholars speak of three different systems of belief and worship. “Monotheism” affirms 
that Yahweh is the only God and denies the existence of all other gods. “Monolatry” postulates 
that there are other gods but maintains that only Yahweh is to be worshiped. “Henotheism” 
says that other gods can be tolerated, and perhaps even worshiped, as long as Yahweh is given 
priority. See Freedman, The Nine Commandments, 23.

43 Waltke, An Old Testament Theology, 415.
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those “gods” is the physical material that humans use to shape them. Subjective 
gods are “no-gods.” They have no substance, no being. Faithful Israelites knew 
that only one God has ever existed. Faltering Israelites may have credited exis-
tence to many other competing deities. Some Israelites did at times lapse into 
worshiping those “no-gods” (e.g., Exodus 32; Numbers 25). Their faulty think-
ing and apostasy do not turn “no-gods” into living gods. Even if no one in the 
world believes that the God of Scripture lives, he still exists (2 Tim 2:13; Heb 
13:8). If everyone in the world believes that other gods live, they still do not 
exist. The beliefs or feelings of people do not create objective reality. We are not 
gods who can create our own version of a reality that actually exists. Satan was 
lying when he hissed: “You will be like God/gods” (µyhi+løa̋Ḱâ µ~t,yyIh]w̋I, Gen 3:5).

In his Large Catechism, Luther defines a person’s god this way: “That to 
which your heart clings and entrusts itself is, I say, really your God.”44 At the 
same time, Luther never credits something or someone other than the living 
God of Scripture as the true source of all blessings. He urges: “Let us therefore 
learn the first commandment well and realize that God will tolerate no presump-
tion and no trust in any other object; he makes no greater demand of us than a 
hearty trust in him for all blessings.”45

Paul’s explanation in 1 Cor 8:4–6 is significant for answering the question 
of whether this First Word assumes the existence of other gods:

So, concerning the eating of food from idol sacrifices, we know that an idol is 
not anything real in the world and that there is no God but one. Indeed, even if 
there are so-called “gods,” whether in the heavens or on earth (as in fact there 
are many “gods” and many “lords”), nevertheless for us there is one God—the 
Father, from whom all things exist and we exist for him—and one Lord—
Jesus Christ, through whom all things exist and we exist through him. (EHV)

See also Gal 1:6–7, where Paul speaks of “a different gospel,” and then 
adds “not that there is another one.” “Different gospels” are really no-gospels. 
Similarly, the Scriptures speak of “gods” without crediting reality to those 
“gods.” They are in fact “no-gods” (see Deut 32:21). Relevant to the topic also 
is Acts 19:26, where the enemies of the apostle Paul at Ephesus quote him cor-
rectly as testifying that “gods made with hands are not gods.”

Critical scholarship often asserts that the Torah does not deny the reality of 
other gods, but only forbids the worship of them. For example, with reference 
to the First Commandment, Brongers says: “The existence of other gods is nei-
ther denied nor questioned—but Israel may not worship them. For that reason 
it is better to think here of monolatry rather than monotheism.”46 The sarcas-
tic words of Isaiah answer graphically the question of whether other gods exist 
or whether they reside only in the darkened minds and hearts of their practitio-
ners. See Is 40:19–20; 41:7; 44:10–20.

44 LC I 3.
45 LC I 47.
46 Brongers, “The Literature of the Old Testament,” 159.
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For expanded commands concerning Deut 5:7 and whom to worship and 
whom not to worship, see 13:2–19 [ET 13:1–18]. The previous books of the 
Torah teach the same. In Exodus, see Ex 20:3, 23; 22:19 [ET 22:20]; 23:13, 24. 
In Leviticus, see Lev 19:4; 20:2.

Heathen worship at the time of Moses surrounded itself with images of dei-
ties. Israel, without representations of God, would be an anomaly in the ancient 
world. Israel alone is to worship the one invisible God without images that are 
credited with divinity (Deut 4:12, 15–19). This is part of the hedge that God 
placed around his chosen nation to mark it as unique in the world for the match-
less purpose of delivering blessing to the whole world by Israel’s coming Seed 
(Romans 4; Galatians 3).

Does the First Word forbid all artistic depictions—portrayals, illustrations, 
pictures, delineations, drawings—of heavenly and earthly things? Or does it 
forbid only idolatrous depictions? We understand that the noun translated as “a 
cut idol” (ls,P,) here and elsewhere refers to idols—depictions intended for use 
as objects of false worship. The word does not refer to all portrayals of earthly 
and heavenly things. We find no evidence to the contrary in the contexts where 
ls,P, occurs. The strongest argument against our interpretation may seem to be 
Deut 4:15–19. Even in that context, the sin involves bowing down to images of 
creatures or of heavenly bodies as idols. Here in Deuteronomy 5, in the First 
Word, the context forbids “other gods” (5:7). The First Word forbids idolatry. 
The command does not prohibit images that are not objects of veneration. Deut 
5:8–9 forbids the images that idolatrous nations have used as “other gods” in 
their worship. God explicitly commanded Israel to construct some imagery for 
the tabernacle (Exodus 25–40) and the temple (1 Kings 5–7) to enhance the 
worship of Yahweh alone. (See the fourth paragraph of the first textual note on 
5:8 and also the quote of Osborne below.)

Examples of Israel defying this injunction against idolatrous images include 
the following: the golden calf (Ex 32:21–24); Micah’s image (Judges 17–18); 
Gideon’s ephod (Judg 8:22–27); the bronze serpent of Numbers 21 that became 
an idol (2 Ki 18:4); the bulls of Jeroboam (1 Ki 12:28–33); and Asherah objects 
(mentioned often). There are two biblical references to Israel practicing idola-
try while living in Egypt: Ezek 20:5–9; Josh 24:14.

Because of Deut 5:8 and the parallel in Ex 20:4, some have called Israel “a 
nation without art.” Osborne responds:

This [prohibition] censured idolatrous art and a genuine artistic tradition did 
develop, centered on the tabernacle and the temple. To be sure, foreign arti-
sans did most of the work on the temple (1 Kings 7:13–14), but the tradition 
was Israel’s. The sculptured panels of wood inlaid with gold; the pomegran-
ates, grapes, gourds, lilies and palm trees embroidered on curtains (but note 
that there were no animals); and the cherubim sculptured in the holy of holies 
demonstrate a love for religious art that rivals that of the surrounding nations.47

47 Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral, 165.
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It is important to note the context. The command of Deut 5:8 is part of the 
First Word, which commands the worship of the true God and demands rejec-
tion of “other gods” (5:7) of all kinds. The command of 5:8 and the first part 
of 5:9 forbids idolatrous art. It does not forbid all depictions of God’s creation. 
Deut 5:9 shows that “bowing down” to images worshiped as gods is the evil 
act. The command forbids the worship of images as practiced by the idolatrous 
contemporaries of Israel. The golden calf that Israel shaped at Sinai (Exodus 
32) was part of Egyptian idolatry and was not some innocent piece of bovine 
art honoring the God who created cattle and all things.

In rabbinical Judaism, there were periods of time with bans on images of all 
kinds. At other times, the rabbis distinguished between images that were wor-
shiped and thus banned and images that were permitted.48 In a later era, coins 
minted by the Jews never carried images of man or animal. Compare coins 
from the Jewish rebellion in the AD 60s with Roman coins of that era. It is easy 
to determine who did the minting, Romans or Jews.49 See also Mk 12:14–17.

The Christian church is not iconoclastic. The Seventh Ecumenical Council 
in Nicaea in AD 787 dealt with the question of icons, which can be rightly used 
for the honor of the living God.

As the only living God, Yahweh is jealous for the fear, love, and trust of 
his people. He will not tolerate idolatry. If his people worship other gods, they 
“hate” the true God (5:9; cf. 7:10; 32:41). The extent of his zeal is apparent in 
his threat to execute justice down to the great-grandchildren of God-haters. His 
justice may seem slow, even to the point of people denying that punishment 
will come (2 Pet 3:4), but at the proper time, he will “visit the iniquity” (Deut 
5:9) of idolatry. See also 7:10 for the inevitability of God’s just punishment.

The Scriptures make it clear that God does not punish innocent children for 
the sins of their fathers. Neither is Israel to do so. See Deut 24:16; Ezekiel 18. 
The words “of the ones hating me” (Deut 5:9) imply that the succeeding gen-
erations likewise hate Yahweh and share in the idolatry of their fathers. In fact, 
the sin may be more bold and intense in succeeding generations, as the preex-
ilic history of Israel shows.50 Deut 7:10 also makes it clear that Yahweh destroys 
the ones hating him. He does not destroy the innocent offspring of those who 
hate him. Waltke states:

48 See the response by Victor Hurowitz to a letter from a reader in Biblical Archaeology Review 
37/4 (July/August 2011): 8.

49 See the color photos of both Roman and Jewish coins in Voelz, Mark 1:1–8:26, 581–85.
50 A pastor stated the reality this way:

Tragically, children who watch their parents live in open rebellion to God’s law often 
follow in their parents’ lackadaisical attitude toward sin. They learn from them how to 
hold a grudge, how sinfully satisfying it is to gossip and tear other people down. They 
learn how to escape their problems through addictive behaviors. If their parents didn’t 
believe in God, why should they? On and on it goes. (Meditations Daily Devotional, 
Northwestern Publishing House, August 1, 2018, page 62)



213

The Ten Words: The Core of the Covenant Legislation 

This working out of sin, similar to the development from Cain to Lamech 
[Genesis 4], is likely to result in increased sin and violence. Thus, God’s pun-
ishment is on the line that continues the sin of the father. It is visited upon the 
children both for their sin as well as to show to the father the consequences 
of his actions.51

Christian parents also need this frightening threat so that they perform their 
God-given role of bringing up their offspring in the instruction of the Lord (Eph 
6:4). The wording “a third and fourth generation” (Deut 5:9) should also perk up 
grandparents and great-grandparents concerning the spiritual life of their seed.

There is further evidence in the parallel (antithetic) expression of 5:10 that 
in 5:9 the later generations too are the ones hating Yahweh. Note in 5:10 that 
God shows chesed to the thousands who love him—not to those whose great-
grandparents had once loved him.

Olyan says that in a treaty context, “to hate” (5:9) is the same as to violate 
a covenant and “to love” (5:10) is the same as conforming to covenant stipula-
tions.52 However, that idea from the comparison of the Torah to forms of secular 
ANE treaties removes hate and love from the sphere of the heart and assigns 
them only to the domain of public behavior. When it comes to biblical cove-
nants, disobedience follows hate and is proof of it. Obedience follows love and 
is a fruit of it. Love and mere outward acts of obedience are not identical. We 
should not be like Procrustes and force God and his covenants to sleep in the bed 
of ancient treaty forms in all details.53 God is not an earthly suzerain. His cov-
enant chesed is not on par with that of the kings of humanity. Israel is not just 
any nation in a covenant relationship. She is the nation loved and chosen by the 
King of heaven and earth, the people in whom he has created and nurtured love 
by his gracious and redeeming acts. Her love does not precisely line up with a 
technical treaty-kind of “love” that may be reflected in ancient suzerain-vassal 
treaties. Human suzerains may equate “love” with outward covenant obedience. 
Yahweh, however, desires a heart of love that leads to covenant obedience.54

God loved and chose the Israelites to be his people before they loved him 
(4:37; 7:8; 10:15). His pure chesed is the only reason that the Israelites are his 
people under his covenant and that they can love and obey him. Their love 
for him and their obedience to his commandments could not earn them their 
beloved status. Love and obedience result from their God-given gracious stand-
ing. Israel’s fortunate position is further enriched by his promise of divine grace 
far into the future as his people love and obey. If his justice against sin is relent-
less, his loving-kindness is much more relentless. “Where sin increased, grace 

51 Waltke, An Old Testament Theology, 418.
52 Olyan, “Honor, Shame, and Covenant Relations in Ancient Israel and Its Environment.”
53 See “Covenant Form” in the introduction.
54 Biblical evidence that outward obedience and covenant love of the heart are not the same is 

found in texts such as Is 1:11–15; 29:13 (quoted in Mt 15:8–9); Amos 5:21–24; Micah 6:7–8; 
Ps 40:7 [ET 40:6].
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overflowed much more” (Rom 5:20 EHV). Both threat and promise are neces-
sary for the nurture of his people.

In Ps 24:3–5, “clean hands and a pure heart” are connected with not lifting 
up one’s soul to what is false and not swearing deceitfully; such a worshiper 
“will receive blessing from Yahweh” (Ps 24:5). The clean hands and pure heart 
of Jesus are credited to the believer by a gracious exchange. The Messiah alone 
had clean hands and a pure heart because he never bowed to any kind of idol. 
Ps 16:4 states concerning the Messiah: “The sorrows of those who run after 
another god shall multiply; their drink offerings of blood I will not pour out or 
take their names on my lips” (ESV). The messianic character of Psalm 16 is 
shown by Acts 2:25–28.

Luther says:

Learn from these words, then, how angry God is with those who rely on any-
thing but himself, and again, how kind and gracious he is to those who trust 
and believe him alone with their whole heart. His wrath does not abate until 
the fourth generation. On the other hand, his kindness and goodness extend 
to many thousands, lest men live in security and commit themselves to luck, 
like brutes who think that it makes no great difference how they live.55

Luther provides this hymn-stanza summary of the First Commandment:

I am, alone, your God and Lord;
All idols are to be abhorred.
Trust Me, step boldly to My throne;
With all your hearts love Me alone.56

The Second Word (5:11)
5:11 Ahead in Deuteronomy: 14:1–21 relates to the Second Word.
This Second Word forbids using Yahweh’s name “for no good purpose” 

(aw“V…–l̋'). The basic meaning of aw“v; is “emptiness, vanity.” The “emptiness” can 
refer to empty speaking, as in 5:20 in the Eighth Word, and to empty or worth-
less character or conduct. Because idols are empty nothings, the term aw“v; can 
also refer to those worthless objects of worship. In our verse, there is no need 
to choose between the idea of “emptiness” and “idols.” The full breadth of the 
Eighth Word can be in view. Thus the commandment forbids not only asso-
ciating the name of the living God with idols in syncretistic worship but also 
using the name of God in any empty, thoughtless way.57 The word aw“v; is further 
associated with the activity of false prophets, who claim to have a vision but 
really see “nothingness.” See Ezek 13:1–9 (especially Ezek 13:6–9). With the 
full meaning of aw“v; in view, applications relating to false theology in preach-
ing and teaching are fitting. This includes the bold claims of preachers who 
say that God has revealed something to them apart from Scripture and that this 

55 LC I 32.
56 ELH 488:1 (cf. LSB 581:2).
57 The LXX translates Deut 5:11 with ἐπὶ ματαίῳ, “thoughtlessly.”
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“revelation” is incumbent on their hearers. What they are teaching is emptiness, 
falsehood, and worthlessness.

In Deut 28:58, Moses calls the name of God “this honored and awesome 
name, Yahweh your God.” This Second Word, if stated in positive terms, com-
mands that his name be honored and treated with reverent awe. He is the God 
of free and faithful grace, the God who has delivered Israel from Egypt (5:6). 
God himself and his revealed “name” are inextricably tied together in both the 
OT and the NT. When God became incarnate in the fullness of time, the name 
of Yahweh was explicated: “You shall call his name Jesus, because he will save 
his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21). “Jesus” means “Yahweh is salvation.”58 
Paul declares: “The same Lord is the Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who 
call on him. For ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’ ” 
(Rom 10:12–13 ESV; emphasis added). Respect for his “name” is the same as 
respect for him, for the very person of the awesome God of salvation. God is 
Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. What is said of Yahweh in the Second 
Word applies equally to each of the three persons of the Trinity. For the name of 
Jesus, see, for example, Mt 1:21; Phil 2:9–11. For blasphemy against the Holy 
Spirit, see, for example, Mt 12:30–32.

By means of the litotes in the second half of the command, the Second Word 
emphasizes the gravity of treating the name of the saving God in a worthless 
way. To say that Yahweh “will not pronounce innocent” any abuser of his name 
(Deut 5:11) means that God himself will most certainly declare the culprit guilty 
in his court of law and worthy of just punishment. No one should take comfort 
in the negative understatement “not pronounce innocent” but rather quake at 
its positive meaning—absolutely convict.

In his Large Catechism, Luther presents the meaning of the Second Word/
Commandment in this way:

If you are asked, “How do you understand the Second Commandment? What 
does it mean to misuse or take the name of God in vain?” you should answer 
briefly: “It is a misuse of God’s name if we call upon the Lord God in any 
way whatsoever to support falsehood or wrong of any kind.” Therefore what 
this commandment forbids is appealing to God’s name falsely or taking his 
name upon our lips when our heart knows or should know that the facts are 
otherwise—for example, where men take oaths in court and one side lies 
against the other. God’s name cannot be more grievously abused than for 
purposes of falsehood or deceit. Let this stand as the plain and simple mean-
ing of this commandment.59

Luther presents the positive side of the commandment in these terms:

We are commanded to use it [God’s name] in the service of truth and all that 
is good—for example, when we swear properly where it is necessary and 

58 See Harstad, Joshua, 12–13. See also the excursus “The Lord (hwhy)” in Joshua, 47–51.
59 LC I 51–52.
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required. So, also, when we teach properly; again, when we call on his name 
in time of need, or praise or thank him in time of prosperity, etc.60

Luther provides this hymn-stanza summary of the Second Commandment:

Do not My holy name disgrace,
Do not My Word of truth abase.
Praise only that as good and true
Which I, your God, would say and do.61

The Third Word (5:12–15)
5:12–15 Ahead in Deuteronomy: 14:22–16:17 relates to this Third Word.
Only the Third and Fourth Words of the Ten are stated positively: “observe” 

and “honor.” Just as the negatives imply their positive counterparts, so too the 
positives suggest their negative counterparts, as Luther reflects in his cate-
chisms. Leithart compares the negatively worded commandments to the chunks 
that a sculptor chips away. The two positively worded commandments are like 
the marble image the sculptor uncovers. “When idolatry and hypocrisy have 
been eliminated, when violence and infidelity and theft and lies have been chis-
eled off, this is what is left: a day of joy, and harmony among generations.”62

This Third Word from Yahweh includes more extensive elaboration than 
the other nine. Only the First Word has similar length.

Ex 20:11 connects the observance of the Sabbath (tB…v', shabbath) with 
God resting after completing his work of creation (tb'v;, shabath, “to rest,” Gen 
2:2–3). The connection implies that by Sabbath observance, Israel is not just 
to remember to rest, but on that day of rest, she is also to take time to remem-
ber God and his completed work of creating the blissful rest of the unspoiled 
world. Israel is to remember the wonderful rest that was lost by humanity’s 
sin and that only God can restore. Here in Deuteronomy, Moses connects the 
Sabbath observance with deliverance from slavery in Egypt. Israel is to remem-
ber and delight in God’s gracious redemption of slaves from Egypt—former 
slaves who are now free and done with their slave labor. Rather than conflicting 
with each other, the twofold rationale in Ex 20:11 and Deut 5:15 accents two 
aspects of God: (1) his love shown by his creating activity, which came to an 
end and resulted in the perfect rest he had established for humanity, and (2) his 
love demonstrated by his redeeming activity and the consequent rest enjoyed 
by rescued slaves. At Sinai, Israel had begun to keep the Sabbath in response to 
the Third Word in remembrance of the seventh day of creation, but from now 
on Israel will be keeping the Sabbath holy when she rests from profane labor in 
order to ponder and worship Yahweh also because of his redeeming acts, which 
bring rest. Moses thus adds here in Deuteronomy a corresponding rationale for 
Sabbath observance. Both divine gifts—creation rest and redemption rest—will 

60 LC I 64.
61 ELH 488:2 (cf. LSB 581:3).
62 Leithart, The Ten Commandments: A Guide to the Perfect Law of Liberty (digital).
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motivate sincere worship.63 A further rationale for keeping the Sabbath is that 
it is a sign of the Mosaic covenant (Ex 31:12–17).

What God did in Gen 2:2–3 when “he rested from all his work” is described 
with the verb tb'v; (t~Bov]YIw̋", Gen 2:2; t~b'v;, Gen 2:3). In Exodus 20, however, this 
is not portrayed by the verb tb'v; but by another verb, j"Wn: “he rested” (jn"ƒY:¡w̋", Ex 
20:11). The two verbs are generally synonymous; both express an absence of 
activity. Note that the meaning of j"Wn, “to rest,” when it relates to what God does 
is “refrain from (further) labor.” God did not “rest” in the sense of “recuperate 
through inactivity.” He “ceased” from his work of creating because creation 
was perfectly accomplished. He did not cease because he was exhausted. The 
heavens and the earth needed no further creating activity on his part. Neither 
did God in Gen 2:2–3 cease from all his work. He rested only from his activity 
of creating. After creating, he started his great work of preserving, which con-
tinues to the present. And soon, immediately after the fall into sin, he would 
begin his work of redeeming and sanctifying. See Gen 3:15; Jn 5:17; Heb 1:3.

Note that the OT Sabbath day was not mandated at the time of creation. 
It was commanded for the first time at Sinai. As Lawrenz says: “What needs 
to be realized and kept in mind is that in Genesis 2:2, 3 nothing is said about 
the seventh day of every week, about every regularly recurring seventh day. 
Moses speaks [in Ex 20:11] only of the seventh day that followed the six days 
of creation.”64

Luther points out that the power and force of the Third Word are not simply 
in resting from work one day a week, but rather in sanctifying—making holy 
by engaging in holy activity. For Israel in the OT, that was done in connection 
with refraining from profane labor every seventh day. In the NT, Christ arose 
from the dead on the first day of the week (Mt 28:1–7; Mk 16:2–7; Lk 24:1–7; 
Jn 20:1–18) and appeared again to his disciples the first Sunday after Easter (Jn 
20:26), which established the pattern for the weekly Christian gathering (Acts 
20:7; 1 Cor 16:2). In the life of the church, the Third Word is kept in the Divine 
Service—through God’s own work of creating, redeeming, and preserving his 

63 The comments of Lawrenz are helpful for seeing the link between the two rationales of Ex 
20:11 and Deut 5:15. He is connecting the words of Gen 2:1–3 with Heb 3:8–4:11 when he 
comments (A Commentary on Genesis 1–11, 86):

This rest which God still desires human beings to enter is not spoken of as a new bless-
ing. It goes back to the completion of creation, when it was said, “On the seventh day 
God rested from all his work” (Heb 4:4 [quoting Gen 2:2]). It is none other than the 
rest of blessed joy and delight in God and in his works into which Adam and Eve were 
drawn on the seventh day. We know, of course, that when Adam and Eve fell into sin 
they, and all mankind with them, lost this rest. But the writer to the Hebrews states that 
through the gospel, God again and again offers this rest to sinful human beings.

 Note that God’s redemption of Israel from Egypt is the type that points to the great antitype of 
the redemption and rest earned by Jesus. Seen in that light, the two parts of the twofold ratio-
nale related to the Sabbath day—Ex 20:11 (resting on the seventh day of creation week) and 
Deut 5:15 (deliverance from Egypt)—are closely connected. They relate to rest and restored 
rest.

64 Lawrenz, A Commentary on Genesis 1–11, 87.
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people in the risen Christ through his appointed means of grace, his Word and 
Sacraments.65 In the NT era, the Third Word is also kept by the holy activity of 
hearing, learning, proclaiming, and obeying the Word—no matter what day of 
the week it is. Luther says:

At whatever time God’s Word is taught, preached, heard, read, or pondered, 
there the person, the day, and the work are sanctified by it. …

Note, then, that the power and force of this commandment consist not of the 
resting but of the sanctifying, so that this day should have its own particu-
lar holy work.66

Slaves, resident aliens, and animals all receive the benefit of the Third 
Commandment (Deut 5:14). They are to enjoy a day of rest from labor every 
week. The nation with whom God made a covenant is to be a humane nation 
that assures rest and recreation to all associated with her. God, through loving 
and humane laws, marks Israel as a special nation with a unique purpose in the 
world. Many other peoples can take notice as Israel obeys the commandments 
in the well-traveled land of Canaan. Her strategic land is a bridge between con-
tinents, and from her will come the Bridge between the holy God and sinful 
people of all continents. He will be a light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of 
Israel (Lk 2:32). The Sabbath laws foreshadow the Rest-giver. See Col 2:16–17.

Deut 5:15 states that the Sabbath commemorates Israel’s redemption from 
Egypt. This verse is absent from Exodus 20, spoken at Mount Sinai, where 
instead Ex 20:11 gives the rationale that the Sabbath is based on Yahweh’s rest 
on the seventh day of creation. The two different locations of Israel justify at 
least partially the double rationale for the Third Word. In Deuteronomy, Israel, 
on the Plains of Moab, is about to begin her new life in the promised land, where 
there will be resident aliens and slaves. Those slaves are to have the privilege 
of rest on the seventh day no less than the Israelites. The Israelites should know 
the need for Shabbat rest from their days as slaves in Egypt. Part of the rationale 
is this: anyone who has been a slave should not deny the laborer his deserved 
rest on the seventh day. Furthermore, the release of Israel from slavery in Egypt 
resulted in rest from slave labor for the whole nation. The state of “rest” enjoyed 
by Israel because of the redeeming hand of God should come to mind every 
Sabbath day in the promised land as it did during the forty years in the wilder-
ness. The weekly Sabbath rest will allow Israel time to meditate on the Torah 
and its promises. As the nation ponders Scripture in the Holy Land, she can 
anticipate the promised holy Seed of Eve (Gen 3:15) and the Seed of Abraham 

65 While the apostolic practice is precedent, the NT does not command that Sunday be the day of 
worship, nor does it forbid worship on any other day of the week. Luther remarks: “Actually, 
there should be worship daily; however, since this is more than the common people can do, at 
least one day in the week must be set apart for it. Since from ancient times Sunday has been 
appointed for this purpose, we should not change it” (LC I 85).

66 LC I 92, 94.
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(Gen 12:7; Gal 3:16). That Seed will make a universal invitation: “Come to me, 
all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28).

The pattern of six days of work followed by one day of ceasing from work 
was unique to Israel in the ancient world.67 The command to “observe the day 
of rest by keeping it holy” (Deut 5:12) thus contributed to the function of the 
old covenant by putting a hedge around the nation (Is 5:5; Mt 21:33) and mark-
ing her as God’s chosen nation with a unique role. Other nations and cultures 
must have noticed the Sabbath law and envied it. Because the Sabbath law 
affected not only Israelites but also slaves, aliens, the world of commerce, and 
even animals, its impression on travelers passing through the Holy Land must 
have been profound.

After the time of Ezra and before the coming of Jesus, various Jewish sects 
arose with their own traditions regarding the Third Commandment. For conflicts 
regarding the Sabbath between Jesus and hostile Jewish leaders of his day, see 
Mt 12:1–14; Mk 2:23–3:6; Lk 6:1–11; Jn 5:1–18. These texts show that addi-
tional human regulations became perceived as duties necessary for retaining the 
favor of God. A spirit of works-righteousness replaced the idea that God had 
chosen and redeemed Israel by pure grace and not because of Israel’s exem-
plary obedience. In the centuries after the destruction of Herod’s temple and 
the Jewish dispersion, the Talmud developed from the Pharisaic tradition. An 
entire tractate of the Talmud, Shabbath, is devoted to regulations for this day. 
Thirty-nine principal actions were banned on the Sabbath.68 These thirty-nine 
were then subdivided into hundreds of forbidden actions.

Jesus fulfilled the OT Scriptures in their entirety.69 For the active obedi-
ence of Jesus as he kept the Third Word, see Lk 5:16. Jesus customarily went 
to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, where he made the day holy by hearing, 
preaching, and discussing the Word. Jesus sanctified the Sabbath day also by 
performing holy work—including healing. At the synagogue at Nazareth on a 
Sabbath day, he read the text from Isaiah 61, which relates the rationale for the 
Third Commandment expressed in Deut 5:15: “He sent me to proclaim liberty to 
the captives” (Lk 4:18, quoting Is 61:1). Jesus fulfills the Law and the Prophets 
by carrying them out to perfection and by being the liberty-giving Messiah that 
they promise and foreshadow. Jesus thus ended the need for the old covenant 

67 Attempts by scholars searching for secular origins of Israel’s Sabbath have come up empty. 
G. F. Hasel, “Sabbath,” ABD 5:851, writes:

In spite of the extensive efforts of more than a century of study into extra-Israelite 
sabbath origins, it is still shrouded in mystery. No hypothesis whether astrological, 
menological, sociological, etymological, or cultic commands the respect of a scholarly 
consensus. Each hypothesis or combination of hypotheses has insurmountable prob-
lems. The quest for the origin of the sabbath outside of the OT cannot be pronounced 
to have been successful. It is, therefore, not surprising that this quest has been pushed 
into the background of studies on the sabbath in recent years.

68 Talmud, Shabbath, 70b.
69 See further the excursus “The Ten Words/Commandments” following the commentary on 

5:1–5.
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Sabbath that served as a shadow. In God’s explicit direction for the Third Word 
to recall the people’s slavery in Egypt (Deut 5:15), he intends this Third Word 
only for OT Israel. For NT freedom in celebrating the Sabbath and other days, 
see Rom 14:5–6; Col 2:16–17.

The greater rest and rescue was effected through the work of Christ for all 
nations. Christians everywhere obey the Third Commandment as they find their 
rescue and rest in the world’s Redeemer (Jn 1:29) and Rest-giver (Mt 11:28–29) 
and delight in his Word (Jn 8:31–32) and engage in his worship (Heb 10:25). 
Christians keep the Third Commandment especially when they rest from works-
righteous efforts and let the saving Word of God do all of its wonderful work 
within them. The observance of particular days of rest is neither commanded 
nor forbidden (Rom 14:5). The OT Sabbath days served their temporary pur-
pose in the old covenant as shadows pointing to Christ and the rest he earned 
for every NT day and for eternity.

Luther summarized the Third Commandment in this hymn stanza:

Hallow the day which God has blest,
That you and all your house may rest.
And put aside the work you do
So that God’s Word may work in you.70

The following are some incisive quotes on the Third Commandment from 
Luther’s Large Catechism:

Therefore, according to its literal, outward sense, this commandment does 
not concern us Christians. It is an entirely external matter, like the other ordi-
nances of the Old Testament connected with particular customs, persons, 
times, and places, from all of which we are now set free through Christ.71

Indeed, we Christians should make every day a holy day and give ourselves 
only to holy activities—that is, occupy ourselves daily with God’s Word and 
carry it in our hearts and on our lips.72

Therefore this commandment is violated not only by those who grossly mis-
use and desecrate the holy day, like those who in their greed or frivolity 
neglect to hear God’s Word or lie around in taverns dead drunk like swine, 
but also by that multitude of others who listen to God’s Word as they would 
to any other entertainment, who only from force of habit go to hear preach-
ing and depart again with as little knowledge of the Word at the end of the 
year as at the beginning.73

The following are quotations from the Lutheran Confessions relating to 
Christian worship and the freedom we have in the NT in regard to observing 
particular days, rites, and traditions:

70 ELH 488:3 (cf. LSB 581:4).
71 LC I 82.
72 LC I 89.
73 LC I 96.
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For the true unity of the church it is enough to agree concerning the teaching 
of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments. It is not necessary 
that human traditions or rites and ceremonies, instituted by men, should be 
alike everywhere.74

Our churches teach that those rites should be observed which can be observed 
without sin and which contribute to peace and good order in the church. Such 
are certain holy days, festivals, and the like. Nevertheless, men are admon-
ished not to burden consciences with such things, as if observances of this 
kind were necessary for salvation.75

For even the canons are not so severe as to demand that rites should be the 
same everywhere, nor have the rites of all churches ever been the same.76

For this unity, we say, a similarity of human rites, whether universal or partic-
ular, is not necessary. The righteousness of faith is not a righteousness tied to 
certain traditions, as the righteousness of the law was tied to the Mosaic cere-
monies, because this righteousness of the heart is something that quickens the 
heart. To this quickening human traditions, whether universal or particular, 
contribute nothing; nor are they wrought by the Holy Spirit, as are chastity, 
patience, the fear of God, the love of our neighbor, and the works of love.77

The Fourth Word (5:16)
5:16 Ahead in Deuteronomy: 16:18–18:22 relates to this Fourth Word.
The Fourth through Tenth Commandments comprise the so-called “Second 

Table of the Law.” Jesus quotes Lev 19:18 and summarizes the Second Table as 
“you shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Mt 22:39). Paul provides a conve-
nient summary of the Second Table and adds the motivation of the First Table 
in these words: “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, 
as God in Christ forgave you” (Eph 4:32).

The Fourth Word aptly opens the Second Table.78 It is the requisite “101 
level course” on loving your neighbor as yourself—with a promise attached. 
Luther calls this commandment “the first and greatest” of the remaining seven,79 
because it commands not only to love but also to honor, “for it is a much greater 
thing to honor than to love.”80 The verb “honor” (“treat as great,” “glorify,” 
“revere”) assumes a hierarchy that has been established by God for the good of 
humanity. In our stations in life, we are not all standing on the same rung of a 

74 AC VII 2–3.
75 AC XV 1–2.
76 AC, Conclusion, 3.
77 Ap VII and VIII 31.
78 In the listing of the Ten Words in Mt 19:18–19; Mk 10:19; and Lk 18:20, the Fourth Word 

appears in a location different from the order in the MT. It does not open the Words of the 
Second Table but appears late in the lists. See BHQ, 68*, for details about the sequence in 
other textual witnesses.

79 LC I 103–4.
80 LC I 106.
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