
The Ten Commandments form the heart of God’s moral law, that which he handed
down to his chosen people the Israelites, who prepared the way for the Messiah
Jesus Christ. A couple of the Ten Commandments may sound archaic, but that’s
either misunderstanding on our part from their traditional language or commentary
on the weakened morality today. The Ten Commandments are not archaic or relics.
They remain humanity’s moral core.

The remarkable way that the Israelites received the Ten Commandments, from God
to Moses, twice inscribed on two tablets that Moses then walked down Mount Sinai,
shouldn’t in any sense belittle their significance. That people parody the event today
is once again commentary on us, not on the Ten Commandments, reflecting the
profane rather than sacred nature of popular culture today. The Israelites knew that
they owed commandments from the finger of God the greatest possible reverence.
That reverence is why they ensconced them in the great cherubim-shielded,
gold-covered ark. Remove the parody. Think instead of the Ten Commandments in
that way, as straight from God. Nor should public disputes over Ten
Commandments displays reduce our reverence for God’s law. Those disputes are on
us, not on God.

In giving us the Ten Commandments, God arranged them in significant order. The
first four commandments have to do with our relationship with God, certainly a
timeless, not an archaic, subject. We must relate to God properly, above all other
things. It was true then, and it remains true today. The first commandment, to have
no other gods before our one God, says it all. God is supreme, and so we must keep
him supreme. To make a lesser god supreme would be to throw God over, giving
away his everything. The second commandment, not to make an idol of anything, is
like the first, that we must reserve our reverence for the one deserving God. Idols,
as the next section explains, are just as common and disruptive of relationship with
God today, as they were then.

Not to misuse God’s name, the third commandment, is like the first two
commandments, a mark of respect and reverence. To say, as some do, that the
commandment means no profanity, is to cheapen the rule to decorum, when it
instead has to do with relationship. The fourth commandment, to keep the Lord’s
day, the seventh and last day, holy, to rest rather than work, is likewise a rule of



respect, that we should appreciate all that God does for us in six days and so spend
the seventh day in relationship. These four commandments together keep our hearts
and attitudes right toward God, from which every other right and benefit flows.

The remaining commandments have not to do with our relationship with God but
instead our relationship with others, establishing moral standards for the
community. The fifth commandment, to honor parents, establishes the family as
social bedrock, within which faith forms. The sixth commandment, not to murder,
keeps the heart right toward the safety and security of others. The seventh
commandment, not to commit adultery, keeps the marriage intimate, stable, and
secure. The eighth commandment, not to steal, establishes property rights, around
which economies flourish. The ninth commandment, not to give false testimony,
ensures truth, justice, and the free flow of accurate information. And the tenth
commandment, not to covet, keeps peace between neighbors and keeps one content
with what God provides.

These commandments remain social bedrock, natural laws that we would
necessarily formulate on our own if God had not given them to us, to uphold what
everyone knows is right. Try eliminating any of them, and you’ll see the destructive
effects. Remove these protections from persons, marital relationships, families, or
property, and from the heart, and you’ll see personal degradation, marital demise,
family destruction, and social and economic chaos. Remove the primacy of God in
favor of idols, wicked living, and self-worship, and you’ll see a sort of
representation of hell on earth. Those who question or even mock the Ten
Commandments generally simultaneously follow these same laws, just not
recognizing the necessary sacred root of secular law.

Some question the relevance of the Ten Commandments, considering Jesus’s
salvation. Yet Jesus did not abolish, but instead fulfilled, these and other laws.
Indeed, in his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus raised the standard on the Ten
Commandments, saying in Matthew 5 that anyone who is angry with another is like
one who murders, anyone who looks on another lustfully is like one who commits
adultery. Jesus thus also showed that we easily and frequently violate the Ten
Commandments, more reason why we need his sacrifice, need his salvation. The
Ten Commandments, like the other laws, point us toward Jesus, which is another



reason why the Ten Commandments remain especially relevant today. They remind
a self-confident, self-righteous society that we still need the Savior.

So, yes, the Ten Commandments are relevant. Although we follow their rules
whether we know them or not, they remind us that rules are not enough. We also
need to know the rules’ source in God, which is a reason to follow the rules for
God’s acclaim and blessing, and to seek redemption in his Son from breaking the
rules. Rules without God lose their meaning, their benefit, and any escape from
their condemning effect. Rules with God produce peace, contentment, restoration,
and blessing. We need not just the rules but their glorious author, the one whose
finger inscribed the laws on the first set of stone tablets. Imagine from that one act
the love and power of the holy God.


