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Probably the best-known Bible passage taught in church 

or Sunday School (and even in some public schools) is found in 

Exodus chapter 20 - known as the Ten Commandments. 

We read how God, Himself, gave these to Moses on Mount Sinai, 

and ever since then they have been the basic set of laws

 for all who want to follow God - no matter our age! 
Maybe you have memorized them or are able to quote them! 
But just knowing or quoting them is not enough. We must also make sure that we follow them today, in the 21st century, even though life is so very different from in Moses' time.

1 - Don't worship other gods

Let us look at the first of these ten commandments: "You shall have no other gods before me." Exodus 20:3 (NIV)

As Christians we believe in "Almighty God" who is our Heavenly Father, the Creator of the Universe; who sent His Son Jesus to die on the Cross so we may be saved and enjoy eternal life with God in Heaven; and who has given us the Bible and the Holy Spirit to comfort and guide us through life on earth. When we use the term "God" we know exactly who we are talking about. But for people who have grown up in other religions, "god" can refer to one of MANY different gods. 
Many Africans and Asians worship hundreds, even MILLIONS of different gods. When they experience trouble they may go and pray to several, giving offerings in the hope of persuading that particular god to help. If no help comes, they will go on to pray to other gods, hoping they will help instead; often they believe that they must have offended a god and so the trouble is actually punishment from that god. When such a person hears of this first commandment, it may seem very risky to have to put all their faith in just ONE God! But a little further on in verse 5, we read that God is a jealous god. If we will study more of the Bible we will understand that we cannot believe in God AS WELL AS other gods - it is all or nothing with Almighty God! But the wonderful thing is that HE wants a personal relationship with each of us! He is not like all the others that are impersonal and just exert their power over people (as many believe). Almighty God LOVES us and has a special plan for our lives - as we read more of the Bible we come to understand that and learn to trust Him, until we can gladly reject all other gods and choose to worship only Almighty God. 


But also the modern world has become so busy with the latest technology and mankind's newest achievements filling our lives, that religion is often pushed aside to concern us only when we attend church or have a special need to pray. A television or cell phone, the latest clothes or a football game would certainly not be considered "gods" by most people - but have they become more important to us than reading the Bible or spending time talking with Jesus? Before you quickly reply "no", remember that God truly knows your heart and there are no excuses with Him! 
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2 - Don't worship idols

The Ten Commandments are the basic laws that God gave His people to follow if we want to worship and obey Him. Exodus 20:4 continues: “You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them..." (NIV)   
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I have seen many pictures of beautiful temples and religious shrines that are found in various countries around the world. The buildings are often magnificent and incredibly ornate, especially in places like Asia, and it would be wonderful to visit them. However we must remember that for most of the people who do so, they visit to WORSHIP the many gods that are depicted by the statues. It can be argued that the statues only "represent" the gods - such as this well-known idol of the Hindu elephant god of success, Ganesha. But whether they are carved by ancient Indian artists or built from straw by a family behind their house, as I've seen in West Africa, they are still just images made by man.


There is an ancient story told in Jewish families about Abraham as a young boy. It says that he was left alone in his father's shop one day, where there were many different idols made of wood and stone. When his father returned, he found that all of the idols had been smashed and broken, leaving just one large idol intact. He called his son and asked him what had happened. Abram told his father that the surviving idol had destroyed all the others. Abram's father replied the idol had no power to do this because it was only a statue - which proved the point that to worship idols is foolish! This story is not found in the Bible and may well not be true - but its lesson is still valid! 

Our Heavenly Father, who created the universe, is far greater than anything we could ever picture or imagine. When we understand that, it would be pointless to try to draw a picture or make a statue of Him! Yes, He sent Jesus to this earth so that we may better understand God and His plan for us; and Jesus was a man, whom many have tried to draw or depict. But through the Bible we come to see that even Jesus is far greater than just could be seen in his earthly body. Through the Holy Spirit we can come to God and worship Him anywhere and at any time! We do not need a picture or statue to "help" us - we worship because of FAITH and believing God's Word. John 4:23-24: "But the time is coming and is already here, when by the power of God's Spirit people will worship the Father as he really is, offering him the true worship that he wants. God is Spirit, and only by the power of his Spirit can people worship him as he really is." (Good News Translation)

3 - Don't misuse the name of the Lord 

Many children who attend Sunday School regularly learn to quote the Ten Commandments - maybe you can too! The third commandment according to the King James Version says: "Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain..." It is certainly good to memorize the scriptures, but sometimes even though we can quote them correctly we really do not understand what they mean! Any language changes through the centuries, and so it is wise to study other, more modern, bible translations if we are able. If we read the third commandment in the New Living Translation it is: "You must not misuse the name of the Lord your God. The Lord will not let you go unpunished if you misuse his name." Exodus 20:7  - Now THAT is perfectly clear!


How do people "misuse" the name of the Lord? Sadly it is not uncommon to overhear people using Jesus' name, or even that of Almighty God, as a curse word! Even if those around us do not, we might hear it on television programs or movies. It is so common in some places that, even though we are offended as Christians, we tend to overlook it - after all, in the West at least, there is freedom of speech! But we need to realize just how offensive it is to God.


Our NAME is very important to us. Maybe you wish at times you had been given another name instead, but like it or not, our name comes to identify us. It separates us from the crowd and the more years that go by, the more we are known and recognized by our name. Let's pretend that your name is David - how would you feel if one day a neighbor bought a pig and decided to call it by YOUR name, David? Day after day you might hear him calling out your name as he went out to feed it - "David, David, you little pig, where are you? David you're an idiot - always knocking over your food pan." He might go to the local store and tell everyone: "That idiot David is so stupid, he keeps getting stuck under the fence and is always stepping in his food!" Now how would that make you feel? I am sure you would be upset, as by using YOUR name for his pig, the neighbor would be showing you great disrespect!
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Whenever someone misuses the name of God or Jesus, it is a sign of their lack of respect for God. They may not believe in God, but by showing such disrespect they actually show contempt or hatred for God. If they do so in our presence, we have every right to tell them we are offended. But in some parts of the world this would just cause trouble for us so it would be best to say nothing. However we can also remember the second part of this commandment: "The Lord will not let you go unpunished if you misuse his name." Others may not believe in God, but WE know how great and powerful He is and so we always want to respect Him. 
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4 - Keep the Sabbath day holy

The fourth of the Ten Commandments says in Exodus 20:8 "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy." There is much discussion among Christian groups about whether this should be observed on Saturdays (the Jewish Sabbath) or Sundays as most practiced by Christians around the world. We can read on in verses 9-11 that we should follow God's example of only working six days and then resting on the seventh - so that we can set it apart and have time to focus more on God. The commandment says we should not do any work on that day, and by the time of Jesus, about 1,500 years later, the Jewish leaders had written many comments and other rulings that clearly defined what was considered "work". 


For example, cooking was considered work and so women had to complete preparing the meals BEFORE the Sabbath so that on that day everyone could just sit down and eat the cold food at mealtimes. There were limitations on how far one could walk (about half a mile) before that was considered "work". As centuries passed and new technologies developed, the Sabbath rules began to include such things as forbidding using radios or making telephone calls. Many years ago when I lived in Jerusalem for a year, I visited the Orthodox Jewish section of the city known as Mea Shearim. Because driving a car was considered "work", it was also banned on the Sabbath. Barricades were set up to close the streets and even if a tourist or visitor removed a barricade and drove down the street, the Jewish residents would soon throw stones at them for breaking the religious law!


When Jesus and his disciples picked heads of grain to eat on the Sabbath they were accused of breaking God's law, and even when Jesus healed people on the Sabbath, the same thing happened. Finally he explained to the people in Matthew 12 about the Sabbath, saying "...therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath" (v.12). He summed it up in Mark 2:27 by saying "The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath". Therefore as Christians we are encouraged to focus more on "keeping the Sabbath holy" than worrying about breaking so many special laws. 


Today, in many countries (especially those where Christians are a small minority) Saturdays and Sundays may be no different to other days of the week; or people may even have to work 7 days a week! Even in Jesus' time there were slaves that had no choice about working. So as Christians it is up to US to "keep the Sabbath holy" - if we are able to rest from work that is good. If we can meet with other Christians we should do so to study the Bible, worship and pray. Even if we cannot meet with other believers, we should still take special time to read the Bible, pray and spend time with the Lord. It is a commandment from God because He knows we NEED to be refreshed and encouraged by special time with Him every week! 

5 - Honor your father and mother

The first four of the Ten Commandments are concerned with our relationship with and our worship of God. The fifth commandment addresses our relationship with our parents - and although we immediately think of this as being written for children, there is actually no age limit mentioned by God! Exodus 20:12 reads "Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord your God is giving you." 


It is actually the only one of the Ten Commandments that contains no negative - it does not say "Thou shalt not..." - and it actually contains a promise of blessing for those who obey it! I believe God is especially concerned about our relationship with our parents! In many cultures around the world traditionally there has been great respect for parents and the elderly, who are widely valued for the knowledge and wisdom which they have gained through many years of life. As I, myself, grow older, I am amazed at how much easier it is to tolerate certain unexpected events or other people's reactions - after all, I've seen similar things many times before! It is easier for me to have patience and also to not get upset or worried so much - I have learned from past experiences and also grown in my faith in God. 


But it is sad to see younger people who think they know it all - and particularly those who have no respect for ANYONE older than themselves, even their parents! Of course there are parents who have behaved so badly (maybe addicted to drugs or making bad choices in life) that they have lost the respect of their children. We can understand how some children find it hard to honor their parents, especially if they have been abused by them. Maybe that is why our Heavenly Father added the special promise of blessing for honoring them!
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To honor means "to respect, look up to, admire, hold in high regard - even to idolize." But it also means "to give credit to or pay tribute to." Even if your parents have abused you, you can still give them credit for having given you life. Throughout our lives we may come across teachers at school or bosses at work whom we do not admire because of their character or actions; yet we should still "honor" them and show them respect because of the position of authority they hold over us. 
This is what God wants us to learn, beginning within our own family. If in our youth we start judging and finding excuses to disrespect, disobey, and eventually develop contempt for our elders, we will become proud and arrogant - exactly as we are warned of in 2 Timothy 3:1,2: "But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy.." Certainly those around us may act that way, but as Christians we must strive to be humble, forgiving and make our Heavenly Father proud of us!  
6 - You shall not murder

We come to the sixth of the Ten Commandments, found in Exodus 20:13  "You shall not murder." In other translations it reads "Thou shalt not kill" or "You shall not commit murder". Very simple and very clear! There are many people of other faiths around the world who believe the same - and in some religions, people believe that it is wrong to kill any ANIMAL, even an insect! In fact some people even wear a face mask and sweep the ground before them as they walk so that they will not breathe in or step on an insect and kill it!


But as we read more of the Bible, we soon realize that God's people (the Israelites) from time to time actually DID kill people - and in obedience to God's command. So how can that be? Sadly, killing is a part of war, and in the Old Testament when God was preparing and teaching his people to turn from other gods, he often told them to completely destroy the enemy - killing everyone. This was because he knew that they would be led astray and start worshipping other gods if they lived among the enemy - which actually happened every time the Israelites did not obey God. But the word "murder" means "the crime of unlawfully killing a person especially with hatred and planning".


When Jesus came, he explained more clearly in Matthew 5:21-22: “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment...." Jesus came to teach us that if we focus on getting our HEART right, then we will not have to worry so much about obeying the Law because we will do so automatically. When he ascended to Heaven, he told us to receive the Holy Spirit as our teacher and guide, and as we learn to follow the guidance of the Holy Spirit in our daily lives, he will lead us through each situation in the way that is pleasing to God.


Most of us will never have to decide in our lifetime if we are going to obey or disobey the sixth commandment as we will hopefully never have to fight in a war or fight to protect ourselves. If we seek always to be led by the Holy Spirit and follow Jesus' commands to love and forgive one another, it will be easier not to get angry or to even start down the path of hatred.  
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7 - You shall not commit adultery

The 7th commandment, found in Exodus 20:14, is one that is often quickly passed over when teaching children as it deals with the "adult" sin of adultery. This can be defined as "a married person having sex with someone other than his/her marriage partner". There is no doubt that God's plan for mankind from the Beginning has been for a man and a woman to marry and raise children together within the family unit. This should be a lifetime commitment to ensure the best possible environment for the children to learn and grow up to be godly, mature people. Sadly we know that many children all around the world grow up in families that are NOT so perfect. Divorce and broken homes greatly affect children - but thankfully with the help of the Lord and encouragement of the Scriptures, these challenges can be overcome. "Nothing is impossible with God!"


But dishonoring the marriage vows IS a sin, and in Matthew 5:28, Jesus warns us all how to recognize the beginning of that temptation: "But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart." So even if we have an evil desire in our heart and begin looking to fulfill it or indulge it (such as by watching sexy movies or reading graphic novels) this is ALSO sin! Sadly, there are many teens and even younger children who get drawn into such temptations as there is so much emphasis on sex in the world today.


As Christians, we are not just concerned about not SINNING but in addition, we want to PLEASE God and be good examples of Jesus Christ to those around us. In Ephesians 5:3-4 we read "But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving." (NIV) So it is not "fitting and proper" for God's people to even be talking about sexual immorality, much less do those things ourselves or be around those who do. We should even avoid listening to dirty jokes!
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Although it is difficult for young people to speak out against or walk away from such behavior when all their friends appear to enjoy being involved, if we truly love Jesus and want to be like him, we MUST be strong and courageous, especially in this area of our life. If we are, then obeying the seventh commandment will be much easier! 
8 - You shall not steal
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This month we look at the 8th commandment "You shall not steal" (Exodus 20:15) which seems simple and clear. Most parents begin to teach this to their children at a very early age. As soon as their small child starts to reach out and grab things, sooner or later he or she tries to grab some toy or food that belongs to another child, and immediately is told "No, that's not yours, give it back!". It is in our nature to try to take things that we want, but we have to learn to respect what belongs to other people, and that we cannot have everything we want!


Even though we DO learn this, as we get older we often find that our mind starts to find reasons and clever excuses for us to get what we want anyway! We may argue "I know this belongs to my friend but she has so many she wouldn't mind!"....or "the storekeeper won't notice just one missing" ......or the all-time excuse "everyone else does it!"  Even adults tend to use these excuses at times - such as to take pens or office supplies from work! 


Sometimes the reasons our mind gives are very convincing - maybe a friend stole something from US, and although we say we have forgiven him, we use that to justify taking something of his. If we have not eaten for a long time and are really hungry, we may begin to feel that we have more right to sneak food from a market stall! We may even tell ourselves that God knows our desperate situation and understands. Well, that is TRUE, He DOES know and understand our situation and desperate need - but we have to understand that God's laws must be obeyed and if we turn to God for help instead of fixing the problem our own way (by disobeying His laws), He will meet our need WITHOUT us breaking His laws. As we talked about last time, breaking one of God's commandments always begins first in our MIND - and that is called TEMPTATION!


We are tempted to satisfy our human desires and feelings ourselves rather than pray and trust in God to help us. Satan is the one behind it all - because he wants us to STOP trusting and believing in God! He wants to lead us away from God little by little, by being willing to bend the rules and make excuses - starting with little things and then gradually allowing ourselves to accept more and more excuses until we are in so deep it's hard to change! But he could not fool Jesus, and with Jesus' help, we can also overcome temptations and get control of our minds by reminding ourselves of God's commandments and His promises to help us. "Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted." (Hebrews 2:18)

9 - You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor

If we look at different versions or translations of the Bible, we find that the ninth of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:16 reads in a variety of ways: 



"Do not accuse anyone falsely."



"You must not lie."


"You must not testify falsely against your neighbor."


"You must not tell lies about other people."

It would be good to spend time thinking about each of these as they help us consider different situations in life where we may be tempted not to tell the truth: 


1. "Do not accuse anyone falsely."  We must be careful not to jump to conclusions, such as to presume that someone has done something wrong against us, and then accuse them before we know the truth! We may not consider this a lie because we believe what we are saying at the time - but if when the truth comes out, we find we were wrong, it is really the same as if we HAD lied! James 4:12


2. "You must not lie." If we are asked a straight question, we should give a truthful answer. That means we should not twist words or come up with some clever way of explaining ourselves out of the situation! We may confuse or fool other people, but God knows the truth and our heart - and He may well call it a LIE! Hebrews 4:12-13

3. "You must not testify falsely against your neighbor."  In a court of law we must take an oath to say we are telling the "whole truth and nothing but the truth". Even in the world it is considered breaking the law if we lie or give false testimony - and at the very least, if we are caught lying then nothing we say will be believed. No matter what our culture or religion, if people cannot trust what we say is the truth, we will soon develop a bad reputation and have few friends! As a Christian, our word MUST be trusted - it is our integrity. Ephesians 4:25 
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4. "You must not tell lies about other people."  Passing on a story or information about someone that we have heard about from others could be called "gossip". Just because "everyone" is saying it and believes it, doesn't make it the truth! If we pass it on and it turns out to be untrue, then we find we have been lying! It is better to only pass on information that we KNOW is the truth - and then only when it will be helpful. Philippians 4:8
10 - You shall not covet

The last of the Ten Commandments, in Exodus 20:17, reads: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” The word "covet" is rarely used today but it means "to want, desire or long for". The Contemporary English Version of the Bible states it very simply: "Do not want anything that belongs to someone else. Don’t want anyone’s house, wife or husband, slaves, oxen, donkeys or anything else." In other words it means DON'T BE JEALOUS OF OTHER PEOPLE!

The temptation to be jealous starts early in our life - in a family, often a younger child is jealous of an older child who is allowed to have or do things that the younger one cannot. Once a child begins school, he or she soon meets children who have more expensive clothes, or seem to have a better family situation, or are especially clever and always make the highest grades in class! It is natural to notice these differences and to compare ourselves with others. But Satan is always looking for an opportunity to steal our joy and make us miserable! If he can get us to start complaining, soon we will become resentful, and then this will lead to feelings of envy, bitterness and anger - which are the exact opposite of what we should be as Christians! Sadly, even as we grow into teenagers and adults, we see more and more people whose lives have been spoiled by such feelings - and in fact who often go on to bully and threaten others.
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How can we prevent this happening to us? By recognizing that God loves us and created us each individually. He placed us in our families with specific purposes (knowing the challenges and problems we would face), and has a special plan for our lives that will bring us the greatest joy and blessing (Psalm 139; Jeremiah 29:11). If we truly believe this, we can be happy when a "neighbor" or friend receives a new gift or honor, or builds a bigger house! We can accept the lack or deprivation in our own life as something to be endured temporarily, and instead focus on the blessings and talents we do have, and how to move forward with God's help to overcome our obstacles. What's more - we can even help share this belief and outlook with those around us who are being tempted to complain! This final commandment again addresses feelings that begin in our heart - desire and jealousy. God commands us to take control over these feelings as soon as they appear, so that we will not continue down a path that leads to sin but instead continue to live in peace and joy! 
