Rembrandt van Rijn, Moses with the Tablets of the Ten Commandments,
1659.
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Part 1: The Decalog: What are the “Ten Commandments” and which is
the first?

Why the question? And why the scare quotes?

Exodus 20:1 does not refer to what follows as “commandments,” but rather
as “words” (devarim, Hebrew-- words). And Exodus 20 does not give a
number. It just says, “Then God spoke all these words.”

So to call these commandments, much less 10 commandments with
specific numbers attached—that will come much later as later communities
within both Judaism and Christianity make varying use of Exodus 20 over
time.

The Text: Hebrew, with Jewish Publication Society Translation (2006, used
by permission)

20

{o} X7 N7xn DTN NX DX AT
God spoke all these words, saying:

D' TAY N AN DY YIRN IDIRYIN WK 7 NN
I nin' am your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of
bondage:

DX 7N NNY
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You shall have no other gods beS|des Me
YIN2 WXL AN | DY 1 YK NHNRT7)1 1709 7 nYYNTNY
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You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or any likeness of what
Is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the
earth.



IV TS N3 N 7N Nt 19N 1D DTAYD N71'DRY NNRYNTNY

I NIWT D'WANTIY] D77V D)2T7Y NAX
You shall not bow down to them or serve them. For | your God nin' am an
iImpassioned God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children, upon
the third and upon the fourth generations of those who reject Me.

{0} :'piyn W ANNT D'O7IX? TOD NWY)

but showing kindness to the thousandth generation of those who love Me
and keep My commandments.

KWWK DR NN DAL N7 12 RIYZ 078 NINLTDYTNR KYN N7
{o} :NIW/7 Ny nK
You shall not swear falsely by the name of your God nin; for nin* will not
clear one who swears falsely by God’s name.

TR DAY DINR AT
Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy.

AN D' YYITAYN D Ny Y
Six days you shall labor and do all your work,
121 | NDX NIRMT) NYYNTN7 R N7 | N v Uain bid

WYL T YR 2021 A0 ANNKI AT AR
but the seventh day is a sabbath of your God nin': you shall not do any
work—you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle,

or the stranger who is within your settlements.
727NN DIDTNK YIRDTNN| DIRYDTNR NN YY DI 1
NAYD Di'NN NYN! 02 277V 1YY DIt N)Y DAY
{o} Tzl
For in six days nin* made heaven and earth and sea—and all that is in

them—and then rested on the seventh day; therefore nin' blessed the
sabbath day and hallowed it.

NINTIYR DATRD Y AT HIR YT AARTIIN AR T
{o} A2 M D7

Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land
that your God nint is assigning to you.



Ny {o}nimNg {o}mxmNg  {o} Ny NG
{0} p¥ Ty Y12 MWD
You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal.
You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

NIV INQKIL T2Y1 QYU NYX TAND™N7 {o} qu1 N2 TAnn XY
{9} U7 wix 71 "Nl

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house: you shall not covet your
neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox or ass, or anything that is
your neighbor’s.
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A brief outline of the history of Christian usage

First Century CE:

Reference in the synoptic gospels to story of man seeking to justify himself.
Jesus says, “You know the commandments,” then recites a rough list of the
“second table.” Note—not the “ten commandments” but simply “the
commandments” (entolas in Greek, precepts, commands) Cf. Mark 10:19-
22. So there was some idea of these “words” as commandments

Second and Third Century CE:
From an early third century text (Didascalia, 231) we can see that by the
late second century there was use of what was already called the Ten



Commandments (deka entolai), and other but not all other texts in Torah,
as a guide for Christian moral practice.

“The Law consists of the Ten commandments and the Judgments, which God spoke before
the people had made the calf and had served idols.... in which there is no burden, or
distinction of foods, or censings, or offerings of sacrifices and burnt offerings... Didascalia,
Book VI, 16.

Didascalia would go on to note that the single doctrinal qualification for
someone to be considered for election as bishop was that they could
adequately distinguish between the First Legislation (Ten commandments
and Judgments—moral law) and the Second Legislation (ceremonial law).
The perspective here was that the First Legislation applies to Christians,
while the Second does not, and, indeed, should not be imposed.

Exactly how to negotiate this boundary could and probably did vary from
bishop to bishop. The case of abortion might be a good case in point.
Christians in this time period appear to have been generally opposed to
abortion in all cases. However, Numbers 5:11-31 specifically calls for
abortion—via the ingestion of agents known to cause miscarriage-- in
cases of marital infidelity that lead to pregnancy—administered by... a
priest. So is this moral law, or ceremonial law? This is the kind of situation
where a bishop would need to make a judgment call.

But back to the “Ten Commandments and the Judgments...” We have no
direct evidence of exactly how these were used to establish moral practice
in these Syrian Christian communities—only the evidence that apparently
they were, since this role of discerning First from Second Legislation was
clearly important at the time.

Fourth and Fifth Century

There is an “expanded edition” of Didascalia, known as the Apostolic
Constitutions, released in 380, and which, like Didascalia, makes its way
from Syria, to Egypt, and, unlike Didascalia, possibly to Rome (since it
includes some additional materials that appear to have been from Rome).
The expanded version is also edited, and in some places substantially.
What doesn’t change from 231 to 380 is the doctrinal qualification for a
candidate for the episcopacy—which remains being able to distinguish



between the First Legislation and the Second Legislation. The same
references to the Ten Commandments and the Judgments appear here,
too. This is thought to reflect the idea that the use of the Ten
Commandments and other parts of Torah for basic moral instruction of
Christians by some means remained an significant practice in the church,
at least across the regions Apostolic Constitutions drew on and reached.

There is also reference to Augustine, prominent bishop of Hippo in North
Africa in the 5th century, having used the Ten Commandments (labeled as
such, but without further detail) in the moral instruction of those preparing
to be baptized.

Tenth Century

We don’t have a lot of evidence of the Ten Commandments being used
directly for much of anything again in Western Christianity until the 10™
century or so, when they start to appear in the liturgy during Lent as part of
a penitential rite at the beginning of the service. That practice was
preserved by Anglicans in their Book of Common Prayer, and is still often
used during Lent by Episcopalians.

Sample from the 1979 BCP:

God spake these words, and said:

| am the Lord thy God who brought thee out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of bondage. Thou shalt have none
other gods but me.

Lord have mercy upon us,

and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt not make to thyself any graven image, nor the
likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or in the earth
beneath, or in the water under the earth; thou shalt not bow
down to them, nor worship them.

Lord have mercy upon us,

and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt not take the Name of the Lord thy God in vain.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law.



Remember that thou keep holy the Sabbath day.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law

Honor thy father and thy mother.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt do no murder.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt not commit adultery.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt not steal.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and incline our hearts to keep this law.

Thou shalt not covet.
Lord have mercy upon us,
and write all these thy laws in our hearts, we beseech thee.

Sixteenth Century: Martin Luther, Church of England, Calvinism, and
Catholic Response

Martin Luther emphazised the importance of both Law and Gospel in his
reform of Christianity in Germany. The Law holds up a mirror that shows us
where we are falling short of what calls us to. The Gospel announces
mercy for our sin and grants the power for us to live in greater accord with
God’s will, announced in the Law. Luther developed two catechisms, the
Small Catechism and the Large Catechism. Both included, prominently,
indeed as the first items, a listing of the Ten Commandments and a brief
explanation of how to apply each of them practically in daily life. The Small
Catechism was intended to be reviewed regularly in homes as a means of



helping each Christian family grow in faith and faithfulness to God. The
Large Catechism expanded on the material of the Small Catechism and
was intended for use by pastors and other teachers of the faith in the
church so they could support families who came to them with questions
about anything in the Small Catechism.

In this study, Taylor will be drawing significantly though not exclusively from
Luther’'s comments in the Large Catechism.
https://bookofconcord.org/large-catechism/ten-commandments/

The Church of England largely preserved the essence of Luther's Small
Catechism’s comments on and approach to the Ten Commandments, but
did not so clearly locate the focus of this teaching in homes. It was more
individualized, and more focused on being able to produce the “right
answers” rather than “right living,” starting in the home itself.

The same is roughly true for the Heidelberg Catechism, 1563, developed
by Calvinists in Heidelberg, Germany. Here, again, the focus is solely on
the church. The catechism was divided into 52 sections so that one section
of the Catechism could be taught to the church each Sunday of the year.
The Ten Commandments here comprise not the beginning, as in Luther’'s
catechisms principally for home use, but rather for weeks 34-44 of the year
(roughly late August through early November), and precede several weeks
of teaching on the Lord’s Prayer.
https://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs/confessions/heidelberg-
catechism#toc-the-ten-commandments

The Catholic Church responded to the (accurate) critique of Protestants
that emphasis on the Law of God, and particularly on the Ten
Commandments, was largely missing except for the liturgy by including a
section on the Ten Commandments in the revised version of its Catechism
that came out of the Council of Trent (1566).

Twentienth Century to Present

What we largely see in Protestantism throughout the 20" century is a bit of
a paradox. There is a widespread belief that the Ten Commandments are
important and intended to be followed, but relatively little precise
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knowledge of what they are or how they are to be applied. The rise of “Ten
Commandments displays” in public locations in the US in the late 20"
century is a prime example of this. We're supposed to follow them
somehow, but we may not be all that sure what they are.

This seems to track with what is reported to be a significant decline in
home worship practices and religious instruction among Protestants
generally—including among Lutherans. Church became the principal place
of religious instruction and practice, not the home. The story is a bit more
variable among American Catholics, depending on their country of origin,
with some preserving robust religious practice and instruction at home, and
others (especially those from or in Western Europe) generally not doing so.
Individual practices are no longer as informed by official church documents
(such as confessions or catechisms) but rather are chosen individually.
There is no clear evidence of any particular focus on the Ten
Commandments among these individual practices based on 215 century
studies, such as those of the Pew Institute.

Part of the point of this study is to help us connect with the lively history of
this text (Exodus 20) as it has come to us through both Judaism and
Christianity over the centuries, and, for Christians in particular, with the
early Christian practice of moral formation in the home and church, both, by
reminding ourselves of the richest heritage of the use of the Ten
Commandments (however configured) for that purpose.



