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Background to the Ten Commandments  

The people of Israel who followed Moses out of Egypt are described in Scripture as a mixed 

group (Exodus 12:38).  What they had in common was their desire to be free from slavery.  In 

the early stages of their life together they were not aware that they would later have a shared 

identity and a common way of life.  It all changed for them when they reached the wilderness.   

It was in the wilderness that they started to become the people of God.   

 

It was in the wilderness that God offered guidance and aid to the people when they had a need.  

God provided them with daily sustenance (food and water) (manna and quail).  God also 

provided protection in their struggles for survival against the hostile desert tribes.  For example, 

the battle against the Amalekites (Exodus 17:8-16) would later make a deep impression on the 

memory of the Israelites.  Out of these holy wars would come the prophetic demand for the 

people to have complete faith in the God who alone gave the people their victories.   

 

But this is the other thing that happened in the wilderness.  Even though God took care of these 

people, they murmured persistently against God and against Moses.  Those who wrote about the 

wilderness experience interpreted this time as a test to see if the Israelites could live in complete 

and daily dependence upon God.  It was also a time when the people put God to the test as they 

demanded proof that God was really present for them.  Not even the manna was satisfactory to 

the people for they remembered the better diet they were served in Egypt (fish, cucumbers, 

melons, onions, and garlic).  In these wilderness stories the Israelites grumbled incessantly and it 

even seemed to increase in intensity the longer they were in the wilderness. 

 

It is striking that those who told the story of Israel were so candid about the wavering faith of the 

people.  At times the people even showed a complete lack of faith which came to characterize the 

Israelites.  Even Moses came under the judgment of God with the result that he was not 

permitted to enter the Promised Land.   

 

Despite enemy attack, lack of food and water, and the murmurings of the people, Moses led the 

mixed crowd until at last they reached Sinai.  It was here that they reflected on the experiences 

that brought them together.  They understood in a deeper way the nature of the community of 

which they were now a part.  And the peculiar nature of this community was expressed in the 

covenant relationship between God and the people, and the laws and institutions by which this 

relationship was to be lived out.   

 

The place where the Mosaic covenant was initially established was located at the mountain of 

God called Horeb (in some circles) and Sinai (in others). The name Horeb was favored in the 

northern circles represented by the E (Elohist) writers and D (Deuteronomist) writers.  The name 

Sinai appears in the J (Old Epic) writings and the P (Priestly) traditions. 

 



The Covenant at Sinai  

We have two series of episodes in Exodus 1-24.  The first is the deliverance from Egypt and the 

guidance the Israelites received when in the wilderness.  The second part is how God revealed 

himself at Sinai.  It included the giving of the Law and the making of the covenant.  These two 

narratives are inseparable.  The first is the preparation for the second and the second is based 

theologically on the first.  

 

The connection between these two aspects of the Israelite tradition (Exodus and Sinai) is stressed 

in a small number of verses found at the beginning of Exodus 19:1-6.  These verses serve as a 

transition link.  Israel arrived at Sinai about three months after leaving Egypt.  God had been 

carrying the people (just as a mother eagle lifts her young) toward this mountain for a specific 

purpose.  The passage offers a theological reflection on the meaning of that purpose:   

Based on the Exodus event, God wanted to make Israel a special people.   

God delivered the Israelites from bondage. 

It then required a response from the people.  

They needed to make a decision . . . if they obeyed his voice and kept his covenant then they 

would become a treasured possession out of all the peoples of the world. 

 

At this point we need to remember that in our Old Testament readings we are seeing the 

development of an early theology.   The writers will look back at their history, use aspects of the 

culture around them, and put together (to the best of their abilities) an explanation of how they 

saw and experienced their relationship with God.   

 

From my Hebrew Study Bible – The Hebrew word for treasure is paired with the word vassal as 

found in an Ugaritic document (an extinct Northwest Semitic language classified by some as a 

dialect of the Amorite language and the only known Amorite dialect preserved in writing).  The 

term was used within the context of covenants: the faithful vassal became the cherished treasure 

of the gods.  Because the Lord (Yahweh) was sovereign over all the earth, it was their under-

standing that their God had the prerogative to designate one people among the many as his 

special treasure.   

 

For Israel to become God’s treasure was conditional.  They needed to uphold the terms of the 

Covenant.  In the covenantal passages in Genesis, it was stipulated that the seed of Abraham and 

Sarah must enact justice and righteousness.  In this text the expectations of God were still higher.  

Israel would earn its special status by becoming a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.  The gap 

(using the language for the sermon on September 5) between the ideal and the actual behavior of 

the people will continue to occupy the biblical writers, especially the prophets.   

 

Ratification of the Covenant  

The Old Epic tradition portrays the ceremony of the making of the covenant in Exodus 24.  Two 

ancient strands of tradition are blended together.  Read the one version (Exodus 24:1-2, 9-11) 

and then the other (Exodus 24:3-8). 

 

According to the first version the covenant was made effective in a sacred meal on top of the 

mountain.  Those who attended were Moses, Aaron, his two eldest sons, and seventy elders.  The 

description of what transpired contains an unusual statement – they beheld God and ate and 



drank.  It suggests that during the covenant meal the presence of the holy God was so real that 

they envisioned the heavenly king.  Despite the warning that no human being could see God and 

live, no harm came to those sharing this particular meal.   

 

In the second tradition the whole assembly of Israel took part in the covenant ceremony at the 

foot of the mountain.  In this case the covenant was made effective by a sacrifice.  Moses built an 

altar and set up twelve pillars to represent the twelve tribes of Israel.  Animals were sacrificed 

and Moses (acting as the mediator for the covenant) read to the people the book of the covenant.  

When he finished reading the people pledged to accept and obey the demands of God.  

 

The two traditions differ in regard to the ceremonial means of concluding the covenant.  Sharing 

a common meal was one way to seal a covenant.  At the same time the practice of ratifying a 

covenant by a sacrifice was well known in the surrounding cultures.  There was an ancient belief 

that sacrificial blood had the power to bring together both parties.   

 

There were also differences in the understanding about the covenant itself.  In the first tradition 

the people were involved through representatives and in the other the people took part directly.  

In the first one no stipulations seemed to be imposed as part of the covenant-making ceremony. 

But in the other the covenant rite included the reading of requirements.   

 

Although the Old Epic tradition included ceremonies for sealing the covenant and (at least in 

some passages) emphasized that the keeping of the Law was the conditional basis for continuing 

the covenant relationship, these features were down-played when the traditional materials were 

incorporated into the Priestly work to form the Torah (Pentateuch) in its final form.  The Priestly 

writers did not doubt the validity of the Sinai covenant and therefore included the Old Epic 

materials.  But they expanded the theology behind the covenant to be an everlasting covenant 

that God established regardless of human performance.   

 

In the Priestly writings the ecumenical covenant with Noah (Genesis 9:1-17) and the special 

covenant with Abraham (Genesis 17) belonged to this idea of an everlasting covenant.  The two 

understandings of the covenant (the conditional and the unconditional) stood in tension with one 

another throughout the history of Israel.   

 

Covenant and Law 

According to the Old Epic tradition the making of the covenant included the announcement of 

the required stipulations.  It is understood that these passages refer to the Ten Words or the Ten 

Commandments which are introduced in Exodus 20:1-17.  Through the editorial process other 

laws from later times will be inserted into the story of Israel and Sinai.  The writers wanted to 

show that later covenant laws also stood under the umbrella of God’s authority.  We will talk 

about those other laws in other Bible study classes.   

 

The Ten Commandments  

In Exodus 20 the number ten is not stipulated.  Jewish and Christian traditions have different 

ways of dividing the words which in Hebrew means an utterance or an inspired speech.  The 

formulation of these ten injunctions were concise enough to be carved in stone.   



The wordier commandments that we study seem to be elaborations of the originals.  In Hebrew 

the words are very compact (only two words and three syllables for Commandments 6-8).   

Example: You shall not murder –  א ֹ֥֖ ָֽ֖ח׃ל   ֹ֥֖ ְרצ   ת ִּֿ  – lō tre-sāh 

 

Other ancient Near Eastern cultures customarily used tablets (as a rule – clay and not stone) for 

writing.  The Hebrews adopted the speedier and more efficient writing technology of ink on 

parchment or papyrus scrolls, which made detailed verbal elaborations easier.  However, the 

Hebrews did use stone tablets for the most important of inscriptions.  Since the Ten Words was 

the pact between God and Israel (of the utmost importance) the Israelites used stone to write 

them down.       

 

     This stone tablet is believed by some to be the oldest stone  

     copy of the Ten Commandments. 

 

     It was sold at an auction in November of 2016 for  

     $850,000.  It weighs 115 pounds and is 2 feet tall. 

 

     It is dated by some as 300-500 B.C.  It only displays nine  

     of the traditional Ten Commandments from Exodus 20 

     and Deuteronomy 5.  The stone omits the command not to  

     take the name of the Lord in vain.  It includes instead a  

     charge to build a temple at Mt. Gerizim.  It reflects the  

     particular religious beliefs of the Samaritans as the  

     tablet is written in the Samaritan script.   

 

 

From Biblical Archaeology Society  

As just noted the Ten Commandments are listed in Exodus 20:1-17 and Deuteronomy 5:1-21.  

They are also found in Exodus 34:10-27.  The first two sets are virtually identical with a few 

differences in wording and order.  Exodus 34 seems to be a completely different (and less 

familiar) set of commandments.   

In Exodus 20 there is no reference to the number ten. 

In Deuteronomy 4:13 and 10:5 and Exodus 34:28 the Greek translation includes the number. 

It is still absent in the Hebrew. 

 

Scholars try to understand the commandments on two levels (the meaning of each individual 

rule) (the meaning of the whole).  Taken together what kind of document is it?  Is it a religious 

text or a moral code?  In our lifetime these questions have mattered as (for instance) people 

debate on both sides of the appropriateness of displaying the Ten Commandments in government 

spaces and on public property.  Our understanding of the commandments as being universally 

applicable relies on common conceptions about their meaning which has been transmitted over 

thousands of years by Jewish and Christian interpretation.   

 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/10-commandments-stone.jpg


 
 

The Ten Commandments  

A central aspect of the Ten Commandments is corporate responsibility.  The community is 

responsible for enforcing the laws of God among themselves for two reasons.  They want to 

continue to benefit from God’s commitment.  The Israelites also believed that their actions had 

consequences for the continuity of their lineages. 

 

First Commandment – Sorry!  We will study it next week! 

 

Second Commandment – Do not take the name of the Lord in vain. 

The Hebrew understanding of this commandment is based on one making a vow or oath.  It has 

less to do with uttering a swear word but if we swear an oath (make a promise) that invokes the 

name of God then we better keep it.  Remember my recent sermon on the differences in the 

promises we make to one another and the promises we make to God. 

 

Third Commandment – Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. 

The concept of Sabbath is a hinge that connects the two principal aspects of God that are already 

established (the God of creation) (the God of history).  The observance of the Sabbath is a 

reenactment of God’s creation of the world as explained in Exodus 20:11. At the same time the 

Sabbath is understood in the Jewish liturgy as the liberation from labor (when they left Egypt).  

Other ancient cultures prescribed rest days that were based on cycles of the moon.  The Israelites 

instituted the seven-day week that culminated with a mandatory rest day independent of lunar 

cycles.   

 

Fourth Commandment – Honor your father and mother. 

This commandment is the transition from obligations to God to obligations to other human 

beings, starting with the parents through whom each of us comes into this world.   



It is also the only commandment in this category in which the word no (Hebrew – lō) does not 

appear.  The assumption of these Ten Words is that the way to offer loyalty is best paved with 

prohibitions since human nature is fraught with impulses that must be resisted.  One was to 

honor one’s parents in life as well as in death.  Ancestors would have been buried on ancestral 

land that God allocated to each tribe.   

 

Fifth Commandment – You shall not murder. 

In the Hebrew the word clearly means murder and not kill.  The ban is specifically on criminal 

acts of one taking the life of another.  In English the word kill has a much broader definition. 

Killing indicates loss of life whether it is an accident or a natural disaster.  A murder is a killing 

of a human being that is planned and intentional.  Murder is the only kind of killing that is 

forbidden in this commandment. 

 

Sixth Commandment – You shall not commit adultery. 

In this case it is not the translation that is at issue but rather the cultural context of ancient Israel 

versus that of our world.  In our world, adultery is defined as sexual relations with someone who 

is not our spouse.  It is not dependent on one’s gender.   

 

In the ancient world a married man could engage in sexual relations with wives, concubines, and 

prostitutes.  A married woman could only have sexual relations with her husband.  Committing 

adultery for a man consisted of sleeping with a woman who was someone else’s wife.  For a 

woman adultery was defined as sleeping with someone other than her husband.  The same laws 

and definitions were used in Babylonian, Assyrian, and Hittite laws.  In these other cultures the 

husband of the woman had the final say on punishment for the adulterous couple.  However in 

the Hebrew Bible this authority is different.  The prescribed consequence for both adulterers was 

death. 

 

Seventh Commandment – You shall not steal. 

It means exactly what it says!  We are not to take things that do not belong to us. 

 

Eighth Commandment – You shall not bear false witness against our neighbor. 

This is not a law against lying!  This commandment specifically prohibits testifying falsely in 

court where the life of someone may hang in the balance (no pun intended).  This directive from 

God was designed to provide an incentive to testify truthfully. 

 

Ninth and Tenth Commandments – You shall not covet. 

In Hebrew the verb hamad has a range of meanings that include yearn for, desire, and even lust 

after.  But here it clearly suggests wanting to possess something that belongs to someone else.  

The key to understanding why a ban on coveting is included in the list is that doing so could lead 

to actions forbidden in the previous commandments and would thereby undermine the fabric of 

human community.  Coveting people or property that do not belong to us might instigate 

activities like adultery, murder, theft, and even bearing false witness.  1 Kings 21 is an example 

of how that can happen (Ahab coveted Naboth’s vineyard). 
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