
COMMANDED 
Exodus 20:1-17 

 
 Why do we need rules?  In a word “Relationships!”  When you stop and think about it, 
relationships define almost every aspect of life.  This is obvious when we have in mind such 
things as family, church, fellow workers, and any social network you might imagine.  You could 
also make an argument that “relationships” are important for how we interact with inanimate 
things such as your car, the environment, your house, etc.  Whether or not things go well or 
poorly is dependent, to a large extent, on how well we follow wise practices in these 
relationships.  Every relationship has its own rules of interaction that help the relationship to be 
successful.  If you violate the rules, then the relationship suffers.   
 In the events associated with the formation of the nation of Israel, God had some specific 
instructions that would be the foundation of relationships of His people with Himself and with 
their countrymen and others.   
 One of the “proofs” that YHWH gave to Moses in conjunction with the “burning bush” 
encounter was that Moses would return to that mountain where Moses encountered God.  A lot 
had happened in the past several months.  God had revealed a new identity to the descendants of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.   Elohim (the divine person who had dealings with their forefathers) 
told them that He was YHWH (the essence of all existence) and He was more powerful than all 
the pagan gods and all the human rulers of the world.  He provided proof of His power and His 
sovereignty through all He did in the signs and miracles and plagues that came upon Egypt.   
 He next revealed Himself to be their Savior in that He brought them out from their 
condition of slavery to the Egyptians.  As the people were leaving Egypt God, showed that He 
was their Protector, their Guide and their Light.  As they proceeded on into the wilderness and 
needed water and food, God revealed that He was their Provider in miraculously giving them 
water and bread.  In all these things God showed them a spectrum of awesome power and 
judgment (against the Egyptians) to loving compassion and care for them.   
 When the assembly arrived at the mountain, Moses either took the initiative to go upon 
the mountain since God had promised him that he would serve God upon that mountain or God 
had called to Moses to come to Him.  Some commentators have suggested that the pillar of cloud 
was on the mountain at that time.  This was Moses first trip up the mountain.   
 From Ex 19:3-6, we read that God made an offer of a conditional covenant that was 
simply “if you obey Me and keep the specifics of the covenant, then you will be (1) a treasured 
possession, (2) a kingdom of priests and (3) a holy nation set apart for God’s purposes.”  Moses 
came down from the mountain and told the people and they immediately agreed without ever 
knowing the specifics of the covenant. All they knew at this time was that YHWH was their God 
and that He had saved them from slavery in Egypt.  They knew that He was powerful and had 
their best interest as a priority.  All that had happen between the Israelites and God thus far was 
at the initiative of YHWH who revealed Himself to them and had saved them.  Now He was 
proposing that they acknowledge Him as their Lord by their obedience to a yet undefined 
covenant.  Amazingly, they agreed.  This was an act of faith in the character of God as they 
understood it.  By agreeing they were essentially saying, “based on what we know of YHWH, 
we will do whatever He tells us to do.”  
 So, the second trip (up the mountain) was that Moses went back to tell YHWH that the 
people had agreed to His proposal.  God sent Moses back down the mountain to instruct the 
people to prepare for the ceremony that would be like a wedding event.  They were to wash their 



clothes and abstain from sexual relations for three days in preparation for the ceremony.   
 Immediately before the third trip, the “bridegroom” made a grand entrance with thunder, 
lightening, fire, smoke and trumpet blasts.   This was the signal for Moses to bring the people 
from the camp to the base of the mountain even though they were terrified.  The people came to 
the base of the mountain and were warned to not encroach upon or even touch the mountain.  
God called Moses to come up the mountain and immediately told him to go back down to warn 
the people to not come any closer and to then come back up the mountain with Aaron whom God 
had chosen as the spokesman for Moses.  
 When Moses arrived at the base of the mountain, the people had “shrank back in fear.”  
As we follow the narrative of this account in the Book of Exodus we see the record of the Ten 
Commandments appears immediately after God told Moses to go down and warn the people.  
When Moses restated these events in chapter five of Deuteronomy, he placed the giving of the 
Ten Commandments at the same time as the commandment to teach the people statutes and 
judgments that are found in chapters 21-23 (of Exodus) which happened on his fourth trip up the 
mountain by himself (Aaron did go even though God had instructed Moses to bring Aaron with 
him).  The order of the events in the Scriptural text sometimes states the “end result” and then 
relates how it all came about.  Some commentaries appear to favor the idea that when Moses 
came down to warn the people that God immediately spoke the Ten Commandments while 
others incorporate the ideas from Deuteronomy and conclude that God spoke “face to face” with 
them through Moses who was on the mountain at the time and the people had further retreated to 
their tents.    
 The “wedding” ceremony was carried out without the presence of the “bride” who had 
returned to their tents (Deuteronomy 5:30) and the alternative path forward was that Moses went 
up as their “stand-in” or  representative since they were too fearful to remain at the base of the 
mountain where the covenant vows were to be given.  The intent (apparently) was that the people 
were to be assembled at the bottom of the mountain and they could literally hear the voice of 
God speaking to them.  In their fear they said to Moses “Speak to us yourself and we will listen. 
But do not have God speak to us or we will die.”  In effect, Moses was put into a position of 
being a priest as an intermediary between God and the people.  If we look back to the initial 
“proposal” that God made, each person would have the role of priest and there would be direct 
access for all.  That change did not likely have any influence on the “ten words” that God spoke.   
 
The God of the Commandments – 20:1-2 
1 Then God spoke all these words, saying, 2 “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out 
of the house of slavery.  Exodus 20:1-2 (NASB95) 
  Notice that God identified Himself in relationship to the experience the people had 
already had with Him.  God had already acted in their behalf and next He took action to build a 
relationship with them starting from that experience.  We come to know God through 
experiencing Him as we obey Him.  The Children of Israel had experienced Him as the God Who 
brought them out of Egypt.  
 
Relating to God – 20:3-11 
3 “You shall have no other gods before Me. 4 “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in 
heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth. 5 “You shall not worship them or serve them; 
for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the 
fourth generations of those who hate Me, 6 but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep 
My commandments. 7 “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not leave him 
unpunished who takes His name in vain. 8 “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 “Six days you shall labor 



and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you 
or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you. 
11 “For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh 
day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and made it holy.  Exodus 20:3-11 (NASB95) 
 In the Commandments, God revealed information about Himself so that we could 
properly relate to Him.  The First Commandment addressed religion and told us that Jehovah 
God requires an exclusive relationship.  The wording “before Me” implies a concept of 
something being “in the presence of” and since Jehovah is everywhere, then we can take it to 
mean “besides Me.”  Logically, since God is above all else in the universe, seen and unseen, 
there would be no need for any other “gods” or deities.  Notice the similarity of this covenant to 
a marriage covenant between one man and one woman.   
 Some commentators have suggested that these commandments are listed in descending 
order of priorities.  This is not to say that some are more “important” that the others, since we 
could argue that if you break just one you have broken all “the law” and, therefore, all are 
equally important.  Since these commandments are conditions of a covenant relationship, the 
stipulation of being monotheistic is foundational.    If you keep the First Commandment, then 
you are more likely to keep the Second Commandment and if you keep the first and second, then 
you will keep the third.   
 The Second Commandment (No graven images) speaks of the invisible, spiritual nature 
of God and how He is to be worshiped.  He cannot be adequately represented by anything we can 
see or build with our own hands.  By refusing to have a physical representation of Jehovah, we 
show that we have an understanding of His nature and we are not likely to venerate the icon 
rather than worshiping God in spirit and in truth.  If we observe and “obey” the first 
commandment, then we will not be having idols of any other so-called deities.   
 The comments following the Second Commandment apparently apply to both the first 
and second.  All the commandments are not in the form of “traditional” law in that there are no 
prescribed penalties associated with the statements.  The comments following the second and 
fifth commandments are incentives for keeping the commands.  We could make an argument that 
the visiting of iniquities of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generation is simply 
a statement of “cause and effect.”  The practices of parents “imprint” their children who are then 
likely to adopt the same practices.  This is especially true if the practices are thought (and taught) 
to be desirable things to do.  Unfortunately, these behaviors carry over to multiple generations.  
In the past, there were societal, cultural, and legal oppositions to such practices and there was 
hope that the influence will lessen over the succeeding generations.  In addition to these 
pressures, the quality of life issues that go with “bad behavior” should be incentives to change.   
 On the positive side, if we embrace God’s precepts and principles, the good influences 
are also imprinted on the next generation and since the results are beneficial, the likelihood of 
continuing is enhanced. 
 The Commandment to “not take the name of the Lord in vain” is related to the holiness of 
God.  He is to be reverenced and held in awe because of His greatness.  In conjunction with this 
Third Commandment, we typically think of the reprehensible practice of the idle use of the word 
“God” in conjunction with a swear word or using the name “Jesus” as an exclamation in 
conversations.  
 A more egregious violation of this commandment would be to use God’s name to lend 
authority to false teaching or improper doctrine.  In a similar vein, when we take the name 
Christian and associate it with ourselves and then do not live up to all that this name entails, then 
we have used God’s name in vain.  



 Remembering the Sabbath day, to keep it holy instructs us regarding the Lordship of God 
with respect to how “time” is to be managed in our lives.  We are to set aside one day out of 
seven to recognize His ownership, to serve Him and to worship Him in a really focused way.  
The things we do on the Sabbath should set the tone and direction for what we do during the 
other six days of a week.   
 The first observance of the Sabbath day for people mentioned in the Scriptures was in 
conjunction with the given and gathering of manna.  Later on in the definition of the various 
laws, there was added a “Sabbath year” in which the land was to have a rest.  This observance 
was a test of faith regarding whether God could or would provide for their needs even if they did 
not plant a crop.    
 The first four commandments speak to our relationship with God.  This relationship is the 
key to everything we do.  It is the basis for our interaction with Him and our obedience of His 
commands.  It is also the foundational basis for our relationships with other people.  
 
Relating to Society – 20:12-17  
12 “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives 
you. 13 “You shall not murder. 14 “You shall not commit adultery. 15 “You shall not steal. 16 “You shall not bear false 
witness against your neighbor. 17 “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s 
wife or his male servant or his female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”  
Ex 20:12-17 (NASB95) 
 Relationships with people hinge on the relationship we have with God.  Without that 
basis we do not have a chance to build the proper relationships with others.  However, even with 
that basis, how to handle relationships with others is learned.  The usual place for learning this is 
in the family unit and starts with recognition of authority.  Our first human relationship is with 
our parents.  Parents pass on important values to their children that will help them get along in 
life.  If what is learned in one generation is not passed on to the next, then each generation is 
doomed to repeat the same mistakes of the past.  There are two possible points of failure with 
this hand off.  The first is that the parents could fail to do what is right and pass along nothing or 
the wrong information.  The second point of failure is that the child could fail to heed what the 
parent says.  Notice that the Fifth Commandment does not tell the parent to pass along the 
correct values to their children.  It was not thought to be necessary since this is a natural (almost 
instinctive) thing to do.   
 The other commandments of not committing murder (human life), not committing 
adultery (purity), not stealing (property), not lying (communication) and not coveting what 
belongs to someone else (contentment) are the bare minimum requirements of having an orderly 
society.  For these commandments, the letter of the law is essentially “do no harm.” 
 Not murdering should be obvious.  Is stealing also a no-brainer?  We are not going to rob 
a bank or forge a check or take pads of paper home from the office for our kids to use in school.  
Oops!  Just got into some shades of gray, didn’t we?  At least we don’t normally do the really 
overt things since there are also some serious civil/criminal penalties for this. 
 What about adultery or engaging in actions that might lead to adultery?  Apparently, from 
the statistics we see, a lot of people are not really clear on this subject.  Surely there have been 
many sermons preached regarding fidelity in marriage and purity before marriage.  It is not a 
lack of knowledge, is it?  Who would argue that they did not know it was wrong?   
  Most people know that lying is wrong – sinful!  Does the knowledge that lying is sinful 
stop people from lying?   NO!   Why?  Either they don’t think it is very important or they have 
deluded themselves into thinking that the benefits of lying outweigh the consequences.  We 



might not lie under oath but only because there would be some serious civil/criminal penalties 
for doing so.   
 What about envy or covetousness?  This, the tenth commandment, along with the fourth 
commandment (keep the Sabbath holy) is like the late Rodney Dangerfield.  It doesn’t get any 
respect.  We envy with impunity.  We have NO sense of guilt with regard to envy. Unlike 
murder, we rationalize that with envy, no one gets hurt.  It is as if we have overruled God and 
declared this to be a nonissue since it is socially acceptable.  There are no civil or criminal 
penalties for envy and we don’t let it bother us like adultery or stealing or lying might bother us.   
It just disappears. 
 ENVY may be the root cause of many of the other sins.  Was envy not the reason Cain 
killed Abel?  If you or I have a possession and someone envies that object, then envy becomes a 
platform for stealing.  If a woman envies another woman’s husband is that not the launching pad 
for adultery?  If someone is envious of another’s good reputation then we have the stage set for 
lying.  We typically associate envy with greed which drives us to accumulate more than we need.  
You do not have to teach greed to kids.  Sharing is an unnatural response, it has to be taught.     
 God’s requirement for us to do all of the Ten Commandments has not changed for those 
who would be His people.  The additional benefit we have on this side of the Cross is that we 
have been given the Spirit of God and He is ever present within us transforming us into the 
image of Jesus Christ and creating a new heart in us so that we delight in doing His will since the 
words of the marriage vows are written in (on) our hearts.   
 Getting back to Moses who was on the mountain for the fourth time, God also gave him 
some specific details as to how the principles of the “ten words” would be implemented in 
ordinary occurrences they might encounter in life.  These details are sometimes referred to as the 
Book of the Covenant and we see these in chapters 21-23 in Exodus.  In addition to all these 
specifics that Moses was to tell the people, God instructed him to come back with Aaron,  
Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel.  These would worship the Lord from a 
distance and would also eat a meal as was part of a traditional marriage celebration that followed 
the vows and the formal acceptance of the covenant that required shedding of blood and the 
signatures in blood that would ratify the agreement.   
 Moses came down from this fourth trip and shared all the information with the people 
they agreed to obey the “ten words” and the more specific explanations that Moses had received 
from God.  Moses then recorded all the words that he had heard and shared with the people.   
Moses then built an altar and they sacrificed animals and took half the blood and poured it on the 
altar and then Moses read the book that he had recorded the night before and again the people 
agreed to the provisions of the covenant – the “ten words” and the details in the Book of the 
Covenant.  Next, the remainder of the blood was sprinkled on the people and Moses declared it 
was the “blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you.”  After all of this, the seventy 
elder and three others along with Moses went part way up the mountain for the meal.  This meal 
was the start of the fifth trip up the mountain for Moses during which he and Joshua would spend 
forty days and nights.   
 With all that had occurred with regard to this covenant that God had proposed the people 
had accepted as the foundation of their relationship we should get the impression that this was a 
really big deal.  Even though the ideal situation of having the people fully engaged with God was 
not achieved because of the fearfulness (dread) of the people the vows were exchanged and the 
agreement ratified and celebrated.  The next thing to be addressed was the living arrangements 
for this covenant or marriage.   


