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Exodus 20  “Law and Worship: The Ten Commandments”   May 7, 2017 
Psalm 97 
Hebrews 13 
 
Read Exodus 19:16-20:26 
 
Introduction: the Law and the Altar 
 
We started at the end of chapter 19 – and we read through the end of chapter 20 – 
 in order to see the context of the Ten Commandments. 
 
At the end of chapter 19, Moses goes up the mountain to speak with God. 
 Then God sends Moses back down to warn the people. 
 And while Moses is with the people at the foot of the mountain 
  God speaks all these words. 
  
This is the one time that God speaks to all Israel. 
 He had said in verse 9 of chapter 19, 
  “I am coming to you in a thick cloud, that the people may hear when I speak with you” 
 So all Israel hears the voice of the LORD at Sinai 
  as the LORD declares to them his Law. 
 
And at the end of chapter 20, the people respond with fear and trembling. 
 And the very first thing that God says to Israel – 
  in response to their fear – in response to their concern that they are going to die – 
  is to tell them how to offer acceptable sacrifices. 
 
Our Psalm of response is Psalm 97. 
 Psalm 97 reflects on the glory of the LORD as he comes in clouds and thick darkness. 
 
Sing Psalm 97 
Read Hebrews 13 
 
What is God doing in the Ten Commandments? 
 The Torah – the Law here revealed at Sinai – 

“integrates cosmic order and social order… 
 [the] means by which the divine ordering of chaos at the cosmic level 
  is actualized in the social sphere,  
 whereby God’s will is done on earth as is it in heaven.” (Fretheim, 204) 

 
 Last week we heard God say to Israel: 

“Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant,  
you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine;  
and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (19:5-6) 

  
 The Ten Commandments are the heart of what it means to obey God’s voice 
  and keep his covenant. 
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 Therefore, to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation  
  means to be characterized by this Law. 
 
Let me put it another way: 
 when you live a life characterized by these commandments –  
 when this Law (this Torah) is written on your heart, 
  then you are living a life that is in harmony with the One who created all things. 
  
I’ve noticed over the years 
 that when I live this way, life is good. 
  No, it’s not that everything goes my way – 
   it's not the health-and-wealth gospel that you hear from prosperity preachers. 
 Rather, when I live this way, I find myself in harmony with God, with others,  
  with all creation, and with myself. 
 
And, not surprisingly, when I don’t live this way,  
 I’m not in harmony with God, others, creation, or myself. 
 
And – here’s the important part – 
 you can’t isolate the way you treat other people from the way you treat God. 
 
 

1. The Ten Commandments (v1-17) 
a. Preface: The Gospel (v1-2) 

And God spoke all these words, saying, 
2 “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 
 
Last time we saw the relationship between Law and Gospel: 
 the good news is that God has done what you could not possibly do for yourself. 
 
‘I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.’ 
 God’s commands – the imperatives of the Christian life – 
  are rooted in what God has done for your salvation. 
  
 
You often hear people say that the first four commands are about our relationship to God, 
 and the last six are about our relationship to others. 
And in a broad sense, that is true. 
 
But it would be more accurate to say that there is a movement in the ten commandments, 
 from the first commandment to the tenth commandment 
  that moves from our relationship to God to our relationship to others, 

and finally to our heart. 
 That’s why I’ve suggested that the first three commandments are all about love for God, 
  the fourth and fifth commandments explore the relationship  

between love for God and love for neighbor, 
  the sixth to ninth commandments deal with practical implications of love of neighbor, 
  and the tenth commandment turns to the inward disposition of the heart. 
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b. Love the LORD Your God (v3-7) 

3 “You shall have no other gods before[a] me. 
 
The first three commandments focus on our relationship to God. 
 In Deuteronomy 6, Moses will say it this way: 
  “Hear O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is one, 
   and you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, 
   and with all your soul, and with all your strength.” 
 What does it mean to love the LORD your God? 
 
First, ‘You shall have no other gods before me’ – or “beside me.”  
 All the other nations of the ancient world had many gods. 
 Israel has only one God. 
  Israel is to be a kingdom of priests – a holy nation – 
   so the goal is for this revelation to become known throughout the nations. 
 
 And every other sin will ultimately be rooted in breaking this commandment. 
  Every time you sin it is because something else is taking the place of God 
   in your heart. 
 If you always loved God with your whole heart, 
  then you would never sin! 
  
How do you know when someone has broken the first commandment? 
 Let me rephrase that. 
 If someone has only broken the first commandment, how would you know? 
 
 The first commandment (like the tenth commandment) 
  is entirely inward. 
 You will only see the fruit of this disobedience 
  in the breaking of another commandment! 
  
 They may break the second commandment – and engage in false worship. 
 They may break the third commandment – and take God’s name in vain. 
 They may break the ninth commandment – and bear false witness. 
 
To put another way, 
 you cannot possibly break the first commandment  
  without also breaking other commandments. 
 
 When something else besides God becomes first in your heart, 
  that will manifest itself in other ways. 
 
The second commandment then turns to the question of how you worship God: 
 
4 “You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, 
or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them 
or serve them,  
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This is not a prohibition of all representational art! 
 Rather, it is a prohibition against making images for worship. 
 God has an image: he created man, male and female, in his image. 
   
 All the surrounding nations would have carved images in their temples – 
  but Israel must not. 
 You will see the cherubim in the temple – 
  there are carved images! – 
   but the cherubim are the guardians and protectors of the Holy Place. 
 No one would bow down and serve the cherubim!  
   
The point of the second commandment is that God alone is able to tell us how to worship him. 
 God’s image is found pre-eminently in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 
  the one who is the Image of the invisible God. 
 So rather than follow the devices and desires of our own hearts in worship, 
  we should listen to what God says – and do what he says! 
 
And the reason is important: 
 
for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the 
third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing steadfast love to thousands[b] of 
those who love me and keep my commandments. 
 
What does it mean that God visits the iniquity of the fathers on the children? 
 Elsewhere scripture is very clear  

that God does not punish the children for the sins of their fathers (e.g., Ezekiel 18).  
 But if you read the second commandment carefully,  

you can see the solution: 
 
“visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children  

to third and the fourth generation of those who hate me.” 
 That means that all three or four generations hate the LORD. 
  After all, if the third generation would turn from their wickedness and love the LORD, 
   then they are no longer a “third generation” of those who hate me! 
 
 The point of this warning  
  is that those who hate the LORD will establish an unrighteous community – 
   a community of those who hate God and refuse to live his way. 
 And the result of such a way of life 
  will be a tendency for subsequent generations to continue moving away from God – 
   with the eventual result of judgment and destruction. 
 
 You see this clearly in the story of the Judges – and again in the story of the Kings. 
  When you get to the third and fourth generation of those who hate the LORD, 
   you have a pretty awful society! 
 
 But also remember the promise! 
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  Showing steadfast love to thousands (of generations)  
of those who love me and keep my commandments. 

  
 The contrast should be clear: 
  God will bring judgment against those who rebel – 
   and thus there rebellion will be short-lived (3-4 generations). 
  But God will bless those who love him and keep his commandments – 
   and his blessing – his hesed – his steadfast love – 
    will be on them for a thousand generations. 
  A thousand generations is approximately 40,000 years! 
  We are only about a hundred generations removed from Abraham. 
 
  In other words, if you want to take God literally here, 
   then we are only 1/10 of the way to the fulfillment of this promise! 
  We still have 900 generations to go! 
 
  Now, you know me! 
   I’m not one to insist on the literal interpretation of numbers in the Bible! 
   But if Christ does not return for another 20-30 thousand years, 
    it won’t surprise me! 
 
The second commandment explicitly calls us to love the LORD our God – 
 and promises that God will bless those who love him and keep his commandments. 
 
The third commandment then turns to the way that we treat God’s name: 
 
7 “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless 
who takes his name in vain. 
 
We usually think of this in terms of how we speak. 
 And it is true that we should not use God’s name flippantly or as a swear word. 
 But it is equally important to recognize that God’s name is upon us. 
 You have been baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit – 
  so how you live reflects on your God. 
  
 As one commentator puts it, 
  “Yahweh’s name…must be honored, blessed, praised, celebrated, invoked,  
   pronounced, and so shared. 
  To treat Yahweh’s name with disrespect is to treat his gift lightly, 
   to undermine his power, to scorn his presence,  
   and to misrepresent to the family of humankind his very nature 
    as ‘the one who always is.’” (Durham, 288) 
 
The first three commandments highlight the way in which we must love God  

in our thoughts, our words, and our deeds. 
 

c. How Love for God Relates to Love for Neighbor (v8-12) 
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The fourth and fifth commandments focus on how love for God connects to our love for our neighbor. 
 In particular, the fourth commandment has to do with our use of time 
  in relation to God and neighbor: 
 
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 to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or 
your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is 
within your gates. 11 For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, 
and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 
 
The third commandment emphasized the holiness of God’s name. 
The fourth commandment focuses on the holiness of God’s day – 
 the day that God sanctified and blessed. 
 
It’s worth pointing out that the fourth commandment is the one that connects back to creation. 
 God’s week – the creation week – is the archetype – the pattern – 
  for the way that we ought to live. 
 It’s not that the creation week is like our week (that’s backwards!). 
 After all, there is no natural reason to have a seven day week. 
  The month is patterned after the cycles of the moon. 
  The year is patterned after the cycles of the sun. 
  The feasts of Israel have connections to the rhythms of the harvest. 
 
 But the 7-day week has no natural basis. 
 The 7-day week is patterned after the archetypal week. 
  (And this is also why it really doesn’t matter how long the days of creation were. 
   The point is that the infinite God establishes a pattern 

that we, his finite creatures, are supposed to imitate.) 
 
 “For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, 
  the sea, and all that is in them” – 
   therefore you should do all your regular labor in six days – 
  and then rest on the seventh day. 
 
A few weeks ago, Joel did a great job of showing how the resurrection of Christ 
 is the fulfillment of the Sabbath – 
  as all of the seventh-day focus of the OT came to its culmination 
   in the eighth day resurrection of Jesus. 
 And that’s why Hebrews 4 will talk about the “sabbath-rest” the remains for the people of God. 
  The new creation has come in the resurrection of Jesus – 
   and so the Sabbath-principle finds its renewed meaning  
   in the Lord’s Day – the Day of resurrection – every Sunday, 
    the day when we enter God’s rest. 
 
But the fourth commandment is also unique in another way: 
 it is the only commandment out of the ten that is not addressed to everyone! 
 
All the other commandments are simply addressed to “you” whoever “you” may be. 
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 The fourth commandment is addressed specifically to those in authority: 
  “On it you shall not do any work, 
   you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, 
   or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates.” 
 Why is this? 
  Because those in authority control what their subordinates do. 
 If I tell my son to go mow the lawn, 
  he is supposed to obey me. 
 If I tell my son to mow the lawn on Sunday, 
  this creates a potential conflict: 
   does he obey his father? 
   Or does he rest from his labors? 
 If you think about what the fourth commandment does by wording it this way, 
  the fourth commandment provides relief for those who are under authority. 
 If your boss tells you to work, 
  it is his fault for making you break the Sabbath. 
 
 Now, that’s not good for him – so if you can help change the corporate culture 
  so that they are not requiring unnecessary work on the Lord’s Day, 
   that is always a good thing. 
 
 In fact, if we were made in the image of God, 
  and if God rested on the seventh day, 
  then that means that resting every seventh day is good for all humanity. 
 I think that you could make a strong argument on purely human grounds 
  that our rat-race economy is bad for human flourishing – 
  and that therefore the whole of our economy should take a day off  
   (and take the same day off – because otherwise, it won’t really work!) – 
  and that if we just took one day off from the 24/7 rat race, 
   everyone would be better off! 
 
But even as the fourth commandment urges superiors to provide for those under their care, 
 the fifth commandment particularly addresses inferiors: 
 
12 “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God 
is giving you. 
 
God had said in chapter 4, 
 “Israel is my son, my firstborn” 
 
 If Israel is the son of God, 
  then Israel should honor God as father. 
 And that sets the pattern for how earthly sons should honor their earthly fathers – 
  and how all of us should generally show honor to those in authority over us. 
 
Human society functions better when there is a healthy dynamic of honor in human relationships. 
 And God uses the term honor because the precise relationship changes over time! 
  When I was a young child, honor primarily meant obedience – 
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   simply doing what my parents told me to do. 
  As I grew older, and entered into my adult responsibilities, 
   obedience wasn’t really the right word any more – 
    but honor remains the right word! 
  Even now, when dementia has left my father unable to make many decisions for himself, 
   honor remains the right word! 
  Now, at the age of 85, his children have to clean up after him! 
  He has less control over his finances than my nine year old son has over his! 
 
  But my brother seeks to honor him in the way that he runs Dad’s finances. 
 
And notice the promise. 
 Paul points out in Ephesians 6 that the fifth commandment  

is the first commandment with a promise – 
 “that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.” 

 When God speaks these words to Israel, 
  they will hear this as a reference to the Promised Land. 
 But Paul will say in Romans 4:11 that the promise of the land 

was that Abraham would become the heir of the whole earth. 
 
Even so, the promise of the fifth commandment 
 is that those who show honor to their parents – honor to those in authority over them – 
  will live long and well, 
   because that is how God made the world to be. 
 
 I realize that we can all think of exceptions. 
 We can all think of people who didn’t deserve to die young – 
  people whose lives were cut short, and died before their time. 
 
 The fifth commandment says that such people were treated unjustly. 
  Those who honor their parents (and others in authority) should live long in the land. 
 And therefore we can have confidence that at the final judgment  
  God will make it right. 
   

d. Practical Implications of Love for Neighbor (v13-16) 
 
Commandments six through nine then deal with some of the practical implications 
 for the love of neighbor. 
 
13 “You shall not murder.[c] 
14 “You shall not commit adultery. 
15 “You shall not steal. 
16 “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 
 
Tonight, we’ll be talking about the eighth commandment (you shall not steal). 
 But the overall point in these four commandments 
  is that in all the basic areas of human relationship, 
   we should honor one another. 
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 The fourth and fifth commandment became paradigmatic – 
  the fourth commandment – in caring for those under our authority – 
  and the fifth commandment – in honoring those over us. 
 What does that look like? 
 
Well, honor the person – do not take away his life. 
 Do not murder. 
And honor marriage – do not seek your pleasure at the expense of others. 
 Do not commit adultery. 
And honor that which belongs to your neighbor – respect that which is his. 
 Do not steal. 
And honor his good name – do not speak falsely – do not destroy him by your words. 
 Do not bear false witness. 
 
Your neighbor is created in the image of God. 
 Therefore, whether in matters of life, or sex, or stuff, or his good name, 
  you need to honor and love your neighbor. 
 
To put it positively, 
 if you love this person, 
  then you will speak that which is right and good and true to them and about them. 
 If you love this person, 
  then you will seek their economic good – that they may prosper and do well in life. 
 If you love this person, 
  then you will seek their sexual good – that they may be pure and chaste. 
 
And that’s why the tenth commandment deals with the heart. 
 

e. How Love Impacts the Heart (v17) 
17 “You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his male 
servant, or his female servant, or his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbor's.” 
 
The tenth commandment is, in certain respects, like the first commandment: 
 you can only see the effect of breaking this commandment 
  when someone breaks another commandment. 
 
 You only know that someone else is coveting 
  by their words and by their deeds. 
 
The first commandment dealt with our relationship to God – at the level of the heart. 
The tenth commandment deals with our relationship to neighbor – at the level of the heart. 
 
And in this way, we see that the Ten Commandments are not given to Israel 
 as a system of legislation that can be enforced by civil (or church) authority. 
 
The Ten Commandments can only be enforced by divine authority – 
 because only God knows the heart. 
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So the Ten Commandments describe a way of life – a pattern of living – 
 that is entirely good and fitting for human beings to live well before God, and with each other. 
 
But notice the effect of the Ten Commandments: 
 

2. The Effect of God’s Voice (v18-21) 
a. We’re All Going to Die! (v18-19) 

18 Now when all the people saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound of the trumpet 
and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid[d] and trembled, and they stood far off 19 and said to 
Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die.” 
 
The people cannot handle the goodness of God’s Law. 
 It’s interesting. 
 We think that we like goodness. 
  But when goodness is revealed in all its glory, 
   we discover that we goodness is a little scary! 
 
The effect of hearing the Ten Commandments  
 is that the people say to Moses, 
  “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die.” 
 
 Our problem is that we are not good. 
 And when a holy God reveals his holy Law – 
  we realize that we are so far from being holy, 
  that if God speaks to us – we will die. 
 
I want you to think about what is going on here: 
 When God tells Israel – here is how you are to live before me, 
  their response is fear and trembling. 
 And their response is exactly right. 
 
Because Moses responds by explaining the proper sense of fear. 
 

b. Do Not Fear…Fear God! (v20-21) 
20 Moses said to the people, “Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of him may be 
before you, that you may not sin.” 21 The people stood far off, while Moses drew near to the thick 
darkness where God was. 
 
It might seem contradictory: 
 “Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of him may be before you!” 
  The same word is used both times. 
 Do not fear. 
  Fear God. 
 
Scripture regularly uses the same word to refer to an unhealthy “fear” 
 and a healthy “fear.” 
 
It’s not really a difficult concept. 
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 Don’t be afraid – fear is the whole reason why God is doing this! 
 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom. 
  If you don’t fear God, you will fear something or someone else. 
 
How can you tell between good fear and bad fear? 
 Look there at the end of verse 20 – “that you may not sin.” 
 When you walk in the fear of the LORD, 
  then you walk in the path of wisdom –  
  and the result is a life of righteousness. 
 
 When you are driven by fear – in the bad sense – 
  then you run and hide from God – 
  and the result is a life of sin and rebellion. 
 
So do not fear. 
 Fear God. 
 
And that’s why I want to close with verses 22-26 – 
 even though verse 22 pretty clearly opens a new section. 
 
Because the new section that starts in verse 22  
 helps us understand how to deal with sin. 
 

3. How to Deal with Sin (v22-26) 
a. Do Not Make Idols (v22-23) 

22 And the LORD said to Moses, “Thus you shall say to the people of Israel: ‘You have seen for 
yourselves that I have talked with you from heaven. 23 You shall not make gods of silver to be with me, 
nor shall you make for yourselves gods of gold. 
 
Notice that the first thing that God says to Israel after giving them the Ten Commandments 
 is all about how to worship him. 
 
“I have talked with you from heaven.” 
 God’s purpose in the gospel is to bring a people to himself. 
 That we might be raised not merely to an earthly mountain – 
  but even into his heavenly presence. 
 
God is not impressed by silver or gold. 
 He wants us in his presence. 
 

b. Make Altars: Worship God according to His Word (v24-26) 
24 An altar of earth you shall make for me and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your peace 
offerings, your sheep and your oxen. In every place where I cause my name to be remembered I will 
come to you and bless you. 25 If you make me an altar of stone, you shall not build it of hewn stones, for 
if you wield your tool on it you profane it. 26 And you shall not go up by steps to my altar, that your 
nakedness be not exposed on it.’ 
 
And then in verses 24-26 God describes the sort of altar that Israel should build 
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 in order to offer their burnt offerings and peace offerings. 
 
The point of what we are saying is this: 
 Israel is trembling at the foot of the mountain. 
 How can a sinful people approach a holy God? 
  And so the first thing that God says is 
   Here is how to offer acceptable sacrifices to me. 
   Here is how to worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness. 
 
Three things come together in this passage: 
 The Gospel – the good news of how God has saved us by his mighty power. 
 The Law – God’s commands for how we are to walk before him. 
 And Worship – here is how we can be reconciled to God when we have sinned. 
 
The gospel always comes first. 
 The good news is that Jesus has done what we could not possibly do. 
  
The Law tells us how to live as God’s people. 
 And the law of the altar tells us that when we sin, 
  we need a sacrifice – we need an offering for sin. 
 This is why Hebrews 13 tells us that we have an altar 
  that those who serve at the tabernacle have no right to eat. 
  
We have a better sacrifice – we have a better high priest – 
 we have Jesus, the one who has sanctified us through his own blood. 
 
 


