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Introduction

Ten Commandments Quiz

Why would anyone need to study the Ten Commandments? We think we have known these commandments by heart from our childhood, even those of us who were raised in atheistic homes. We think that is true, but is it really so? Which of the following are actually found in the Bible among the Ten Commandments?

1. Love your neighbor as yourself.

2. Don’t get drunk with wine.

3. Don’t smoke.

4. Don’t date an unbeliever.

5. Veterans are served without waiting in line.

6. Don’t covet your neighbor’s Hummer.

7. Don’t be greedy.

8. Turn off your cell phones during the worship service.

9. Pray with your eyes closed and your head bowed.

10. Always offer your seat on the bus to an older person or woman with a baby.

Do we remember which commandments are actually part of the original Ten Commandments, which commandments are derived from the original ten, and which sayings might just be traditional wisdom? The reality is, were are not really sure what the original Ten Commandments are, where they are found in the Bible, and what they actually teach. Therefore, it is important to take a fresh look at the original Ten Commandments. 

However, there is actually a bigger problem. The truth of the matter is, we’re not really sure as New Testament believers how to use these Ten Commandments. Didn’t Jesus set aside the law? In the New Testament, don’t we read verses that say things like, “буква убивает, а дух животворит.”
 It seems to us that the law was somehow bad. “Я жил некогда без закона; но когда пришла заповедь, то грех ожил, а я умер.”
 We were supposed to have outgrown it. It is Old Testament material, and we’re beyond that now. We now live by the principle of freedom. “К свободе призваны вы.”
 Many of us feel a certain level of discomfort with the whole idea of “law”. We have a notion that we are free from the law, and thus don’t need it any longer. But any careful observation of our Christian society, much less the world, suggests that we still desperately need the law.

The topic is complex, but my hope is that this book will help clarify the way God intended us to use the law. Jesus clearly did not come to set aside the law. “Не думайте, что я пришил нарушить закон или пророков: не нарушить пришел Я, но исполнить.”
 Jesus fulfilled the law. Each chapter will examine how Jesus fulfilled each individual command. Jesus came to renew and expand our understanding of these commandments, and so teach us the law of Christ. His teaching helps us with our other big weakness in understanding the law: the relationship between law and grace.

Many of us are not exactly sure how to understand the law in the context of grace. We have this idea that the Old Testament is about law, while the New Testament is about grace. Somehow we think that God was strict and harsh back in the Old Testament days, but now He has become more relaxed. We have missed the way grace is proclaimed throughout the Old Testament. Think for a moment about the introductory sentence to the Ten Commandments. “Я Господь, Бог твой, Который вывел тебя из земли Египетской, из дома рабства.”
 This text demonstrates that the salvation worked in Egypt was an act of grace. God began and initiated the salvation of His people Himself, by grace. He called Abraham, fulfilled His promise to Abraham, and saved the people from slavery in Egypt. God first demonstrated His love to His people and then gave them the law so that they could reflect God’s glory to each other. The Ten Commandments were never a means by which anyone could earn their salvation or become pleasing to God. They were always a gracious gift from God by which showed His people something of His character. He was teaching His people how they could relate to each other. The opening verse of the Ten Commandments gives us the framework through which all the commandments should be interpreted. The law is based on God’s gracious act of saving His people. It is not and never was a condition for becoming God’s people. That had already happened in the Exodus.

The purpose of this book is to help us all: 

1. Learn the Ten Commandments, so we can confidently identify them all and understand how they apply to us today.
2. Become more comfortable as New Testament believers with the Biblical concepts of law and freedom.
3. Understand how grace, revealed fully in Jesus Christ, gives us a much fuller understanding of what each commandment means.
Commandment #1: You shall have no other gods before me.

The Pantheon of Competing Gods

The first commandment is first and foundational. It set the monotheistic Hebrews apart from the surrounding Egyptians and Canaanites. In the ancient world, true monotheism was unheard of. Every nation had a pantheon of gods. It is true that many religious systems had one god that was higher or greater than the other gods. But only the Hebrews stated clearly that there was only one God. No God but the Lord was to be worshiped in any way by the Hebrew people. They were to worship one God, and one God exclusively.

As modern people, we initially feel pretty good about how we keep the first commandment. Most of us attend a church or a small group where we only worship one God. We call this God the names used in the Bible. We do not go to other religious meetings or worship gods that go by other names. We think rightly that the only God before us is Yahweh, the God of the Bible. However, there is more to worshiping the one, true God than simply calling him the correct name. This world presents a number of false gods as alternatives to, or supplements to, worship of the one true God. Let us consider some members of the pantheon of gods presented by this world.

The first is Alexandr Ambition. Aleksandr promotes the desire for a certain kind of job, a particular lifestyle, and an impressive reputation. Aleksandr gives us a glimpse of this lifestyle, and we see what it might take to get it. So we pursue this lifestyle diligently. We devote our mental and financial effort to attaining that goal. We even use spirituality to get accomplish our ambitious goals. We pray to God that he will give us a particular job and the big salary that comes with it. We use God to help us accomplish our ambition. God becomes a passenger on our ambition train. Priority number one in our lives is attaining that goal for ourselves, or perhaps for our family, our country. Aleksandr has many followers today.

The second is Arman Appetite. Here I am not thinking primarily about food, but more about our general appetites. These desires function similarly to our longing for our favorite foods. We crave not only food, but sexual pleasure, possessions, music, technology (iphones, computers, cars), clothes. Arman represents those things for which we get a craving. We get the feeling that we can’t live without them, not even for a single day. Ambition is more abstract, and in certain forms has good aspects to it. Cravings are more concrete, and usually quite worldly. Hunger, in the true sense, is good. Your body is telling you that you need nutrition. Craving is something different. Craving is an overwhelming desire to have something specific that gets exaggerated and tyrannical. You must have this one thing or you will die! In fact, you won’t die, nor do you likely need that one thing. But Arman won’t tell you that. He will taunt you and tease you until you can think of nothing but your appetite for that one thing.

The third is Sasha Fear. Sasha is the counterpart, or the opposite, of Arman. We might not know what we want, but we know what we don’t want. Sometimes there is something about God and his requirements that makes us very nervous. In fact, often these very commandments cause us fear. We are afraid that God will forbid something that we like very much. We feel like a child whose parents have taken away our favorite toy. We have been denied a pleasure of some kind. We are afraid God will block our biggest goal, like riches and power, and will make us look stupid in front of our friends by requiring us not to drink or to only tell the truth. The fear that this creates grows before our very eyes. We soon give far greater respect and honor to Sasha Fear and find ourselves no longer able see God very clearly.

The fourth member of the pantheon is Roman Relatives. You may have personally decided to follow Christ and to live your life for the glory of God. However, you have relatives, probably older, whom you are commanded to respect in the fifth commandment. They have other plans. They need you to be ambitious for money. They need you to be socially acceptable and not be too different from others in the world. They follow another god, perhaps even another religion, and they forbid you from being seriously involved in your faith. These relatives require that we respect and follow them first, and only afterward listen to the Lord. They seek to claim your greatest allegiance.

Now, imagine you are having a conversation with God. There are just two of you, standing alone in a room, looking at each other face to face. Then, in walks Aleksandr Ambition, and he stands between the two of you. He begins talking to you in a very excited tone of voice about some new opportunities in your career. You were, in fact, talking to God at the moment, and didn’t actually invite Aleksandr into the room. But somehow or another he entered, and is now standing between you and God. In fact, it is hard to hear what God is saying because Aleksandr is talking so much. Before you can do much to stop him, in walks Arman Appetite, and he is carrying a tray full of delicious food. You forget, for a moment, about Aleksandr, and check out the tray Arman is holding. You fail to notice, however, that you have completely forgotten about the Lord. Arman is immediately followed by Sasha and Roman, who all take up their positions between you and God, telling you their stories and demanding your attention. Before long, each of these characters has invited a few friends, a few related idols, to join them in conversation. It soon becomes clear that it is impossible to hear the voice of God over the noise and commotion made by this pantheon of 12 major and minor gods. Perhaps you had not intended to worship the pantheon, but the fact is that there are many gods before you. Modern people are no less idolatrous than our ancient forefathers were. We all actively worship a host of gods, and thus ignore the clear, true voice of the One True God. God is still speaking, we just aren’t listening. If we have eyes to see, and ears to hear, we will realize that we have all failed to obey the first commandment. What do we need to do?

There is only one Port for God in your Life

The first commandment teaches us not only to have no other gods before us, but ultimately to worship with our whole heart the One, True God. Of course the commandment does not forbid us from having other things, other people, and other desires in our lives. The commandment only forbids us from having other gods in our lives. The gods of the pantheon mentioned above are gods many of us actually worship. There are of course less subtle gods of this world that we see others worshiping. But notice that these four gods all have a reasonable place in our lives. There is something good about each of them. Without ambition, we would not use the gifts God has given us to most fully glorify Him. We need a healthy appetite to guide us to eat at the proper times. We need a proper amount of fear so we won’t walk off a cliff. We also need our relatives as God has created us to live in families and to honor our relatives. The problem with them is simple: they are not God. They are not all-knowing, all-powerful, or omnipresent. They will all make mistakes and fail you. They are all limited. These idols are only evil when used in the place of God or in any other way contrary to the way God intended us to use them.

To use a computer analogy, there is only one port, only one slot, for God in your life. God demands from you, and ultimately, from everyone, that He fill that slot. The other people, things, and ideas in our lives cannot carry the load we place upon them. Money, power, and family, when properly received and properly used, are tremendous blessings. But none of them can possibly be God. When you ask them to fulfill the role of God, they can’t do it. I once had a copy machine that was designed to make up to 50 copies at a time. How did it finally break? I used it to make 500 copies. The machine overheated and burned up. Several pieces inside it melted. Why? It was not designed for that load. God alone is capable of providing for all our other needs. Nothing else is capable of doing what God can do.

Think for a moment about the Megacomplex built in Almaty. It is a popular place to shop and to meet friends, but despite its symbolic representation of luxury and modern technology, it cannot help you choose a spouse or a career. It cannot provide you with true wisdom. You can gather together all your relatives, and all your ancestors, but they cannot stop the process of aging and death. We could have the President of Kazakhstan come and declare you to be the greatest citizen of this country, but it will not affect your eternal destiny. These things, and these people, which all have their proper place, are not God.

When we worship the gifts that God has given us, they become idols. These idols quench our love for the Lord. If we spend the entire day chasing after idols, seeking to appease them, and longing for pleasure from them, we will have no energy left, no hunger or thirst left, to seek the Lord. Worship Him as God, and everything else will fall into place.

When we read negative commandments, we must understand that they also include the opposite and positive command. In other words, we have not fulfilled the first commandment if we simply do not worship other gods. The first commandment ultimately teaches us that we must worship God with our whole heart. We are instructed to look to the Lord first with praise, adoration, desire, and submission, that is, with a spirit of obedience. If we do this, then the other things will fall in place. They will take their rightful places as gifts, blessings, or as mere objects. God will direct us in how to use them or approach them, or how to enjoy them. When God fills the first place, He can put all these other things in the right place, or when necessary, remove them.

We need not only to remove idols, we need also to actively pursue the Lord. If we remove all the idols, but don’t worship the Lord, we are not much better off. The first commandment calls us to actively worship God with our whole heart. Do you think God can carry the burden you place upon Him? Can He deal with your fears, your hopes, and your ambition? Can He deal with aging and death? Can He affect the eternal destiny of your soul? Of course He can. That is His area of competence. Worship Him and Him alone. Do this actively. Worship is not passive entertainment provided by talented musicians. It is active, heartfelt praise of God. Worship is not our passive critique of a long sermon, but our active reflection and application on the Word of God proclaimed through preaching. Worship the Lord with your whole heart, and you will soon forget the other idols. Their value will fade, and they will return to their proper place, or be discarded and left behind. As a native English speaker, I used to speak Spanish. When I was fifteen I spent a summer in Spain and attained conversational fluency. However, as an adult, I’ve focused all my energy on learning to speak Russian. All my energy has gone into learning and speaking this new language. As a result, I’ve forgotten my Spanish. Focus your time and energy on serving the Lord, and all the other priorities will fall back into their appropriate positions.

Jesus is the object of our Worship

Jesus came not to destroy the law, but to fulfill the law. In fulfilling the law, Jesus transformed the ten commandments. How did Jesus transform the first commandment? The most obvious was is that He makes clear who it is we are worshiping. Jesus is the object of our worship. We are worshiping God the Father, who has revealed Himself fully and truly through God the Son. There was an incident when a well-known leader went up on a mountain to meet with God. What did God say as a result of that encounter? God gave not ten, but one command: “Сей есть Сын Мой возлюбленный; Его слушайте.
 Jesus reveals the Father perfectly: Видевший Меня видел Отца.”
 Jesus is the incarnation of the Father. We are called to listen to and obey Jesus.

We can no longer fulfill the first commandment without worshiping Jesus. It is not essential to understand fully all the aspects of the Trinity to fulfill the first commandment. However, we are called to love, follow, and worship Jesus, because only through Him do we truly know the Father. Нет другого имени под небом, данного человекам, которым надлежало бы нам спастись.
 Jesus is the fulfillment of the first commandment. He shows us how to obey the first commandment. He shows us how to relate to God the Father through prayer, obedience, and the knowledge of God’s Word. Both by His public teaching and by His personal example, He shows us what it is like to obey the first commandment.

Remember, the law does condemn us; that is one of its functions. Everyone must come to terms with the fact that they have not kept even the very first of the commandments. That is why we must all understand the work of Jesus on the cross. In the OT, believers looked back to a physical salvation from Egypt. Now we look back to God’s grace in our spiritual salvation from sin and death through Jesus. Jesus, who perfectly kept the first commandment, paid for our transgressions of this commandment through his death. He cleansed us from our guilt, and now has empowered us to fulfill the commandment as we live in Him.

How do we obey the first commandment? Allow no one to stand between you and your Lord, Jesus Christ. Jesus revealed the Father to us perfectly. Then He died to enable us to come to the Father. By faith, worship Jesus, the incarnation of God on the earth.
Discussion Questions

1. Did the laws of the ten commandments teach people how to earn salvation? Then what is the relationship of grace and law in Exodus 20:2-3? How do you experience both law and grace in your life? 

2. Dan listed 4 idols that are popular in our world today: ambition, appetite, fear, and relatives. Which one do you see most often? Which one takes your attention most frequently?

3. Are these idols completely bad? When does something good, like a blessing from God, actually become bad, like an idol God forbids?

4. Can you fulfill the first commandment without worshiping Jesus, that is, can you worship God the Father without worshiping Jesus?

Commandments #2-3

Worship God Correctly

The first commandment not only forbids serving other gods, but also commands us to worship the one, true God. The first commandment teaches us which god to worship. We must not worship any god besides the Lord God revealed in the Scriptures. A commandment not only includes the negative prohibition, but the corresponding positive command. The first commandment thus gets us started in the right direction. We must fully worship the One True God. The second and third commandments tell us how to worship that one God correctly. We are instructed to worship Him in truth, without images or distortions. We are instructed to worship Him by honoring His name.

Worship God by not accepting substitute representations of Him

Genuine worship of the Lord comes not by using our own imagination of what He might be like, but by using His revelation which tells us precisely what He is like. The second commandment forbids the use of representations of God in worship. The word used in the text, кумира, means idol or image. Since the first commandment made clear that we must not worship other gods, the second is focused on idols or images of the one, true God. It is not primarily directed toward art, but toward worship. The use of images of God in public and private worship is forbidden by this commandment. 

This naturally leads us to ask the question-why? Why are images and representations forbidden us? Isn’t it helpful to imagine what God might look like or to use a work of art to help us focus our attention on God? I believe the reason this commandment is so vital is that without it, the use of images would lead us to worship God as if He were simply another pagan deity. In the ancient world, paganism was full of idols and images of gods. These images provided a point of contact with their gods. While pagans knew that the idol was not literally a god, they considered it a special representative of this god. The idol was a special mediator between the people and that particular god. By combining worship with the image of their god, they had contact with the deity. So why did God forbid worshiping Him by means of idols? It looks and feels just like paganism. It smells of paganism.

Think for a moment about paganism. What lies at its heart? Pagan practices fundamentally use religious ritual to manipulate the gods to give the worshiper what he wants. A person might want crops, children, protection from his enemy armies, victory in battle (or a football game). As a result, he goes to his gods  and asks them to grant him his will. If the worshiper’s desire is great, he might bring a sacrifice or some other sort of offering to ensure that the gods grant him his wish. This gift assures the gods of his earnestness and should please the god and motivate him to approve the request of the worshiper. Thus paganism is, at its very core, a man-centered religion. In this system, worship of god is really only the secondary purpose of the worshiper. His personal desire is the primary desire. As believers, we must acknowledge the tendency we have in our hearts to shift the focus of worship to us and our desires. We have a tendency to turn God-centered worship into man-centered rituals. I think the heart of the second commandment is to ensure that our worship is God-centered, not man-centered.

Imagine two хозяйки who have guests arrive at their home unexpectedly. The first welcomes the guests, puts on tea, sends her children to the store for some groceries, and sets aside everything she was doing to attend to her guests. Imagine the other one made a great show of how hard she had to work to get tea ready, about how busy she was, and how she was sacrificing for these guests. Imagine she told them how expensive the food was and how many plans she had set aside to attend to them. Upon what is the second хозяйка focused? She is focused on herself. While her actions appear to be for the interests of her guests, her focus is entirely on her own inconvenience.

When we enter into worship, whom are we trying to please? Are we trying to please ourselves? That is, are we simply seeking entertainment, blessing from God, new friends and opportunities? Naturally, these things happen, at least the second two, when we truly worship. But I hope you can see just how man-centered such a pursuit is. The heart of true worship is not man-centered, but God-centered. We come to address God. That is why we sing songs of praise and adoration. We come to be renewed so that we might more effectively live for God. That is why we seek to understand His word and His will. We come to worship so we can love God by using our gifts to build others up. We give ourselves to others in loving service. This is a true part of our worship. We strive to be pleasing to God, so that our worship might bring Him pleasure. The worship service is about God, not us.

Worship the Lord truly by keeping your perception of Him true. Maintaining an accurate perception of God is more difficult that it might first appear. The representation of God by an image introduces distortion into our view of God. Any image or idol or representation of God is, by definition, inadequate. The image will always represent one aspect of God at the expense of the others. Now, as creatures, we will always only have a partial understanding of God. We will always have distorted our understanding of God to some degree. The absence of images in worship helps to emphasize this. We do not use images because none of them adequately represent God.

However, as human beings, fallen in nature, we have a sin problem. We want to control the way we relate to God. We want to set the conditions of our relationship. Like the men of Genesis 11 who created a tower, we want to gain access to God on our own terms. We must acknowledge the tendency we have in our hearts to try to control worship so that it is done according to our personal whims. Who is in charge of how, when, and with whom you worship God? Does God’s Word dictate to us how we worship, or our personal preference?

The second commandment warns us of the dangers located within our heart. As one theologian put it, “our heart is an idol factory.” We have within us a strong tendency to distort the truth about God. How often do we hear people say, “I worship God in my own way.” This is not infrequently heard by those who claim they do not need to regularly attend church or even a small group. Likewise, this is said by those who complain about either hypocrisy or a doctrinal error in their church. Many claim to have found a new way of worshiping God that others do not approve of. People make a claim to worship God in truth, but they do so without a community or elders to help them ensure that their truth is God’s truth. It is true that it is not up to a pastor or priest to determine how people worship God. But it is up to God. The independent approach to worshiping God ignores the difficulty of seeing the sin in our own heart. It ignores the desire we have of not wanting to submit to God.

The Bible is very clear about the dangers that are located within our own heart. “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?”
 asks Jeremiah. Despite popular notions, the heart is not a source of purity and goodness. It is not a natural path to God. Look at the prior context of this statement in Jeremiah. “Judah’s sin is engraved with an iron tool, inscribed with a flint point, on the tablets of their hearts and on the horns of their altars. Even their children remember their altars and Asherah poles beside the spreading trees and on the high hills.”
 According to Jeremiah, it is sin that is engraved on our hearts, not holiness. What our hearts recall is not the Lord, but idolatry. It is important that we all come to terms with what is really found within our hearts. We need not fight for our own independent authority from God, but must recognize we desperately need to submit everything to Him.

Look at Jereboam’s situation described in 3 Kings. “Jeroboam thought to himself, ‘The kingdom will now likely revert to the house of David. If these people go up to offer sacrifices at the temple of the LORD in Jerusalem, they will again give their allegiance to their lord, Rehoboam king of Judah. They will kill me and return to King Rehoboam.’ After seeking advice, the king made two golden calves. He said to the people, ‘It is too much for you to go up to Jerusalem. Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’ One he set up in Bethel, and the other in Dan. And this thing became a sin; the people went even as far as Dan to worship the one there. Jeroboam built shrines on high places and appointed priests from all sorts of people, even though they were not Levites. He instituted a festival on the fifteenth day of the eighth month, like the festival held in Judah, and offered sacrifices on the altar. This he did in Bethel, sacrificing to the calves he had made. And at Bethel he also installed priests at the high places he had made. On the fifteenth day of the eighth month, a month of his own choosing, he offered sacrifices on the altar he had built at Bethel. So he instituted the festival for the Israelites and went up to the altar to make offerings.”

Jereboam’s sin became the standard by which all future kings of the Northern Kingdom were judged. What was Jeroboam’s sin? He worshiped the God of the Bible according to the laws of Jeroboam. Jereboam was concerned that if the people went to Jerusalem to worship, they would eventually forsake him and return to the king of Judah. So he invented new locations to worship God, new methods of worship, new religious holidays, a new approach to selecting priests, and an alternative type of temple for worship. He was not proposing worship of Baal or any other gods (although that would come with future kings of the Northern Kingdom). He was proposing the worship of Yahweh according to the plan of Jeroboam. This was his great sin, which is repeated frequently by the author of Kings as the reason for the fall of the Northern Kingdom. “The Israelites persisted in all the sins of Jeroboam and did not turn away from them until the LORD removed them from his presence, as he had warned through all his servants the prophets. So the people of Israel were taken from their homeland into exile in Assyria, and they are still there.”

Look at how Paul summarizes the result of the failure of mankind to worship God according to God’s own design. “For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-- his eternal power and divine nature-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator-- who is forever praised. Amen.”
 This text makes it clear that the people knew God. Their problem was not ignorance. They knew God but failed to properly respond to Him. The result was idolatry, the exchange of the glory of the immortal and invisible God for images. They exchanged the Creator for creation. The image provided a substitute for God, a place or object that represented Him and provided contact, without God’s direct presence. Our sinful nature has the tendency to turn whatever image we use to represent God into the concrete expression of God. With this image we attempt to re-gain control of how we approach Him and how He must respond to us. This is part of our idolatrous cycle. When we fail to properly praise and worship God, He gives us over to using images, which leads to distorted views of God.

The real danger is not only external, but internal. Everyone has seen the scenario where an enemy is approaching the fort, and the commander of the fort is ready to fight the enemy outside the gates. However, he has not realized that within the fort there is a traitor, who at the key moment will open the gates and allow the enemy to overrun the fort. The danger is not always “out there.” We must discover the real danger: the idolatry that is lurking in our own hearts.

How does Christ transform the second commandment? “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.”
 The Greek word is literally icon. Jesus is the perfect representation of God. By worshiping Him, we worship the Father in all His fullness. Can we worship using pictures of Jesus? I don’t think so. They, too, are representations. The Bible doesn’t focus on Jesus’ physical features as much as His character, actions, and nature. Regularly focus your heart and worship on Jesus. Meditate upon his actions, his relationships, his attitude to His Father, and the direction of his whole life. Worship Jesus truly and you will fulfill the 2nd commandment.

Worship the Lord in truth by honoring His reputation with your speech. 

As we turn to the 3rd commandment, it is important to note the relationship between these two commandments. They both relate to worshiping the one true God correctly. The second commandment teaches us not to worship God according to our imagination and human centered notions of God. The third teaches us not to worship God without proper reverence and honor. We must not worship God for selfish ends. We must not use his name напрасно. How are we to understand the meaning of напрасно? The main meaning is empty or worthless. This word is sometimes used of idols because they are really nothing. They have no weight or power. The idea is that we must not use the name of the Lord uselessly, lightly, or worthlessly.

That naturally raises a second question. What is the “name” of the Lord? It is not merely sounds and syllables. It is not a list of Hebrew terms that we poorly understand. It is God’s character. It is God’s reputation. It is the means by which we know Who it is Who is God. The academic subject of Systematic Theology was sometimes taught by studying the names of God from the Old Testament. Elohim focused on God’s absolute power to create. Yahweh is God’s covenant name, a personal God who cares for each individual. Yahweh-Shalom means the Lord is our peace and the one who gives us peace. Yahweh-M’Kaddesh reveals the holiness of the Lord. Yahweh-Tsedkenu means the Lord is our righteousness. Each name is a confession of faith. Together, these names of God give us a rather full picture of who God is. Therefore, to honor and cherish each of these names is to obey the third commandment.

Likewise, to deny, ignore, or make light of any of these names is to violate the third commandment. Again, this is not a command that focuses on ancient Hebrew words, but on the very nature of God. Consider those who would claim to believe in a God of “love,” but not a God who would condemn anyone for sin. Some claim to believe in a God who is good, but deny that there is any real sin in the world. Others claim to believe in the God of the Bible, but assert that other religions believe in the same God but simply call on him by a different name. Each of these approaches to the name of God emphasizes one part of His name while denying another. We must receive and worship the full “name” of the Lord, not just part.

Perhaps consider a simpler example. Think of how some people disrespectfully use the name of another. Imagine a teenager who refers to his father as “my old man.” This implies a certain disdain for his father. Consider a husband who refer to his wife as “my old lady” or a wife who constantly complains about her husband, referring to his name or his role disrespectfully. While this is merely terminology, it reflects something of our respect, or lack of respect, for that person. How do we use the Lord’s name, particularly in phrases like, “Господи!” “Дай Бог,” or even “Слава Богу.” It seems to me that we use the weighty name of God in a very superficial way. The way you talk about someone reflects your opinion of them and your relationship to them. If you think very highly of someone, you will not speak poorly of them or tolerate negative words about them, nor will you be pleased when such conversation, slander, occurs. You will be jealous to guard their reputation. We even do this with sports figures and singers. Try to speak negatively about a particular football team, or say that a singer is awful, or assert that this particular group is terrible. What will happen? Their fans will appear out of nowhere to defend the honor of that person or group. If you deeply care about someone, you cannot tolerate disrespectful talk about them. If you have a close relationship with someone, you can’t really speak of them superficially or meaninglessly. To you, their name signifies their presence, their life, their very being.

Perhaps this will become more clear if we consider the holiness of God as related to various Old Testament ceremonies. What happened when people underestimated the holiness of God in worship? Надав и Авиуд offered strange fire during worship. Remember, they were not offering incense to Baal, nor did they think they were blaspheming God. They were trying to worship God according to their own plans. What happened? They were killed as a judgment from God.
 Their action was clearly a violation of the 2nd commandment and somewhat a violation of the third. What happened when Оза touched the ark, which God specifically instructed needed to be carried with poles? He, too, was killed by the judgment of God.
 If God killed people who touched the ark or handled it inappropriately, how seriously do you think He takes how people treat His name? Worship God in truth on Sunday, and each day in your private time of worship, and you will honor Him with your use of His name each day.

How does Christ transform our understanding of the 3rd commandment? Think for a moment about baptism. We are baptized into the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit. We now bear that name ourselves, Christians. We are identified with the name of God in Jesus Christ. Whenever we live in a way that does not honor the name of God, we violate the third commandment. Remember, name is related to reputation. When we spread a bad reputation about Christ in the world, we use His name in vain. When our lives do not reflect Christ’s name, we violate the third commandment. God’s name is upon us, and people know it. Therefore, honor the Lord’s name with your words and your actions. Speak of the Lord, and live in such a way, that you honor the Lord’s name in everything.

Discussion Questions

1. The human heart has been described as an “idol factory.” How have you seen the tendency to take the image of God presented in the Bible and distort it into an idol?

a. What warnings do Jeremiah 17:9, 3 Kings 12:26-33, and Romans 1:23-25 give us about our approach to worship?

2. What is the difference between true worship of God and using God to get what you want? Is it wrong to worship God because he blesses you and gives you things you desire?

3. When is it appropriate to “worship God in your own way” and when is it not? What is the difference?

4. How do you use the name of those people whom you dearly love, with whom you are very close? How does this differ from the way you use other people’s names? What is the way we are using the Lord’s name tell the world? 

5. How does Christ transform the 2nd commandment? cf. Col 1:15. How does Christ transform the 3rd commandment? cf. Mat 28:19.

Commandment #4

Holy Time

In this chapter we’re going to look at holy time. I think we all understand the principle of holy space. When we talk about Moses standing before the burning bush, everyone understands what was happening. Since God was appearing to Moses, the ground, which was in fact just ordinary dirt, became Holy. The holiness was imparted by God’s physical presence. The ground and the bush did not become magic, so that Moses could scoop some up into his pocket and use it against Pharaoh. The ground became holy at that moment because there Moses met with God. We understand the concept of holy space. But what about the concept of holy time?

Holy time is not a physical place, but something different. Time cannot be grasped or put into one’s pocket. However much we try, we cannot speed up time or slow it down, and we certainly cannot stop it. But whether we are Asian or American, we clearly understand that time exists. The fourth commandment leads us to examine carefully the concept of holy time. This commandment takes one seventh of our life and makes it holy. God set aside the seventh day for a special purpose and commanded us to make it holy. The two Scriptural accounts of the fourth commandment expand slightly differently upon its purpose, so it is helpful to read them both.

Exodus 20:8 "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping 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, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. 11 For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.

Deut. 5:12 "Observe the Sabbath day by keeping it holy, as the LORD your God has commanded you. 13 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 14 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your ox, your donkey or any of your animals, nor the alien within your gates, so that your manservant and maidservant may rest, as you do. 15 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the LORD your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the LORD your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath day.

Work six days a week for God’s glory

The fourth commandment teaches us to work six days a week for God’s glory. There is an unexpected aspect of the 4th commandment that I’d like to begin with. The 4th commandment actually commands us to work. It is part of the 4th commandment. “Six days you are to work” is a specific command. Work is the normal pattern of our lives. If you are a healthy adult and you are not working, you cannot fulfill this commandment. Note what I did not say. I did not say you had to get paid for your work, or that you had to have a трудавая книга. I am not talking about vacation or temporary periods of unemployment between jobs. I am talking about our general outlook on what we do with our lives, or more specifically, with our time. “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”
 We serve the Lord as part of our work. Parenting, volunteer work, volunteer ministry, these are all included in “whatever you do,” that is, work. However, it is our profession, or job, that is mainly in view here. We are called to work for the Lord in all that we do. Since many of us spend half of our lives at work, it is important to understand that role from a biblical perspective.

What is the basis for work? Think carefully about what the Bible says about Creation and Redemption. Our work reflects the image of our Creator. God’s creative activity reflects His craftsmanship. God makes things that are beautiful, of high quality. Think of mountains, lakes, and the sunset. When we create beautiful things or paint majestic scenes, we reflect His glory. Consider the work of a carpenter, like Jesus, who perhaps made furniture. Today, when people make clothes, cars, homes, or even quality remodeling, their work involves craftsmanship. When this is done well, it can reflect the nature of God. 

Another aspect of God’s creation is order. In the beginning, there was not order in the world, but disorder, perhaps even chaos. By His act of creation, God brought order into time and space. He divided night from day, earth from the heavens, and land from the sea. Then He filled them each with good things: stars and sun, fish, plants, and mankind. When we bring good order into chaos, we reflect God’s image. Consider the chaos we see when traffic patterns or construction projects block busy streets during morning traffic. When the remont is all finished, order is brought to what was previously a place of chaos. When an accountant sees бардак in a company’s finance, and puts it in order so that a company can make wise use of their resources, the accountant brings order into chaos. When a strategic planner sees that in order to meet society’s demand for MP3 players, his company will need to increase their internet speed, expand their stores, and complete production so that the new MP3 players can get to stores by New Years, he brings order into our world. Bringing order into chaos is part of the way we reflect God’s glory. In this way, work reflects the image of our Creator.

While Exodus gives creation as the basis for the commandment, Deuteronomy gives redemption. Deuteronomy commands us to use the Sabbath Day to remember that God saved us from slavery. God’s work of redemption focuses on different aspects of work, like acts of mercy. We live in a fallen world, a world that has disease, broken relationships, and violence. Jesus came and healed the sick. He restored people’s spiritual and emotional health. He cared for people who were suffering because of the effects of sin in this world. The work of doctors, counselors, therapists, and all forms of truly benevolent work reflects God’s mercy. These professions show God’s compassion and kindness. They bring His grace into a fallen world. I would also put in this category all kinds of benevolent actions, like taking care of aging parents and relatives. These ministries of service and care restore God’s mercy to our world.

We can look at education in the same way. When we help the next generation understand the world God has made and prepare them for life as adults in this world, we bring God’s goodness into the world. Teachers and educators restore the goodness of this world that sin has corrupted. This includes not only formal education but all aspects of child raising. You see, work is far more than what we do so we can eat and drive cars. Work is a way we fulfill the role of mankind. It is a way we reflect God’s glory to the world. Haven’t you felt that at times, those of you who have been working at your jobs for a while? It is more than just a job; it reflects something bigger, something better. You get a sense of fulfillment, not all the time, but at the better moments. It is because when you do your work for God’s glory, your work is part of the way you become whom God called you to be.

However, if we’re going to be honest, we must admit the obstacles to work that we face regularly. The first is super-sabbatarianism. There are some who are so excited about the commandment to rest, that they obey it every day. They practice 7 Sabbath days per week. They say things like, “If no one watches me, I won’t work.” They seek to put out the minimum effort. They are not at all self-motivated, but must be motivated by the rod, by threats, or by lots of money. The second obstacle is when money is the primary motivator. Money may motivate people, sometimes very effectively, but this actually distorts our primary purpose. On the one side, if the money is lacking, we don’t work at all. On the other side, if the money is great enough, we will work 20 hours per day every day. But somehow we want to get enough money so we don’t have to work anymore. The real reason we work is to glorify God, not to get money. A third obstacle that can be seen among believers is the division between sacred and secular. Sometimes in the church we demean secular work as if it were less important. Some consider professional ministry a “higher calling” and look down on those who work “in the world.” The Bible does not divide people into these two categories, nor does it divide work into sacred and secular. We must learn to worship God through high quality work in whatever field we are called to serve. Jesus said “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.”
 Do the works of Jesus. Jesus observed that there were good works which His Father was doing, and so He did those constantly. Work by the Lord’s power wherever you are and do so unto the Lord.

Rest one day a week for the glory of God. 

The better known half of the 4th commandment is God’s command to rest. Rest only has meaning if one has worked. Having worked hard, well, and for God’s glory during the week, God gives us, as a gift, one day to rest. Again, the two different passages which give us the Ten Commandments give us two different reasons to rest. In Exodus, the reason is God’s original work of Creation. Since God rested on the seventh day, we should as well. This naturally raises the question, why did God rest? Was He tired? Did He need to get some work done around the house? Was He neglecting His primary relationships while He was at work? That doesn’t seem likely for God. When the Bible says God rested, it means that He took time to enjoy the goodness of what He had done. This kind of enjoyment is fundamentally the basis for our praise of God. When we rest from our work and intentionally reflect on the goodness of God’s creation, we are naturally drawn to praise Him. God did this for us, so that we could see the pattern.

In Deuteronomy, the basis for rest is the redemption from Egypt. In a sense Exodus is an act of re-creation. God took a people and made them into a nation. He delivered them from slavery and re-created them into a chosen nation. The tabernacle, the place where they will worship God, frequently is tied to the garden and to the original creation. So, on the day of rest, we reflect upon God’s redemption of His people. We reflect upon that salvation, both in the past and present. As we reflect upon that salvation, we ask the questions: Whom Has He made us to be? What is He calling us to do? These are questions for the Sabbath day.

As we consider how we will order our lives, we ought to consider the key reasons for setting aside one day in seven for rest. The first reason is quite simple: we need physical rest. Working for six days takes a toll on our bodies, our minds, and our spirits. We need to rest one day in seven. All creation does. Thus the commandment extends to family, our employees, and even animals. Animals could not work on the Sabbath day because they still would need a person to lead them. Do you think you don’t need to rest? Do you consider yourself to be the unique exception to mankind? As created beings, we need a regular cycle of work and rest in our lives. 

Furthermore, the Sabbath is a time of spiritual restoration and re-creation. Just as our bodies need renewal, so do our spirits and our souls. God has given us one day a week to be spiritually renewed. For this reason we set aside time for corporate worship. We ought to set aside time for family worship. We ought to set aside time for discussion with good friends about the state of our souls. This can be done formally in a group, or casually over lunch, or as you гулять. Without this one day, people begin to get confused about who they really are. Are we spiritual? Do we have a soul? Or are we just рабочий сил? God creates us afresh each day. That is what redemption is.

The third reason we rest is so that we have hope in the future. In a very practical and real way, the promise of future rest gives us something to look forward to. We naturally long for it. That aspect will be examined more closely later on in the chapter.

But first we need to consider the obstacles to rest. Why don’t we set aside time to rest? The first reason is simply greed. We believe we will make more money if we work seven days. We are not content with what we can earn in six days; we want more. Unfortunately the cycle of greed increases indefinitely: we always want more. That Sabbath principle reminds us that God provides what we need. We must trust Him, and not ourselves or our abilities, to provide for ourselves and our families. 

The second obstacle to resting on the Sabbath is the question of faith, or trust, in God. Do we trust the Lord to provide for us on the seventh day? This principle is found throughout the OT. God provided Manna in the wilderness which only lasted for one day, but on the day before the Sabbath, God provided enough for two days. God commanded the Israelites to let the land be fallow every seventh year. He commanded all debts to be forgiven, all slaves to be returned, and all land to be left unsown on the 50th year. All of these provisions called for the Israelites to trust that the Lord would provide for them on the seventh day or year. Resting one day in seven requires us to trust God at least one day in seven for our daily bread. At least one day a week God has to take care of me, because I won’t work to take care of myself. I will say no to the demands of work and trust that God will provide.

The third obstacle is imbalance. We structure our lives in such a way that we have so much “work” to do on Sunday that the idea of rest seems out of the question. “That’s the only day I can take care of my domestic chores,” most of us think. We inherited this system from an atheistic society and have not changed it to reflect God’s priorities. I know that we have a lot of domestic work to do, but so did the ancient Israelites. We reflect God’s creation and redemption when we structure our lives to reflect the Sabbath principle.

The fourth obstacle is simply practical atheism. Practical atheism is when a person confesses faith and says all the right words, but still lives as if God weren’t there. We don’t really believe God is worth our time. A whole day is extremely valuable. How could I set aside a whole day for God? We visit our relatives, but we don’t visit God. We will go to the baraholka to find that one item we need, but won’t turn to God to get what we really need.

Having seen these obstacles, how can we remember and observe the Sabbath? Jesus obviously was not happy with how it was practiced in the first century. Jewish traditions of the first century considered the Sabbath a list of rules as to what qualifies as work, rest, and worship. Since Jesus rejected this approach, let’s not repeat that mistake. Let’s not make a list of what is “work” and what is not work. The commandments give us a starting point, but do not necessarily give us all the details. So I will try to do the same. The place to start is for us to set aside one day in seven to rest from work. Will you trust God one day per week to provide for you? Jesus said, "The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”
 God has given us a gift: will we use it? Ask God to show you how to use the Sabbath day He gave you. Will you rest one day per week so that God can replenish you? What is so important that you can’t give it over to God one day per week? If you find there are urgent priorities in your life, ask yourself why you think you ought to be the one controlling it. If the area is so important, should God be the one who ought to be leading that area?

When I was in seminary, my Old Testament professor one day asked us why the Israelites were sent into captivity for 70 years. None of us knew the answer. He then told us that it was because they hadn’t observed their Sabbath rests.
  He calculated the number of Sabbath years and Jubilee years that Israel had not observed, and said that each year they were in Babylon was for one year of not resting.  While I am not sure that there is a direct correspondence to the number of years, at the time it scared me so much that for many years I never missed my Sabbath rest. As a minister, I felt the freedom to have my Sabbath rest on a day apart from Sunday, the busiest and most stressful day of my week. After twenty years of marriage, I can honestly say that the principle of setting aside one day a week for rest, renewal, and restoration, both personally and for my family, has set the foundation for our family life in a tremendous way.

Rest in Anticipation of God’s Glory

There is one final reason for resting on the Sabbath. We rest one day a week to anticipate God’s glory.  The Sabbath creates in us a longing for God’s rest. We feel this naturally as the weekend approaches. We long for that day of rest. This is part of what God wants us to feel with the Sabbath. The Sabbath is part of a re-creation. The Sabbath points to God’s final re-creation, the new heavens and earth. Hebrews 4:1-11 makes an interesting argument based on Psalm 94. The author of Hebrews compares the Israelites’ entrance into the promised land to the Sabbath. That would make the six days of work comparable to the wandering in the wilderness. The “rest” of the seventh day is parallel to the goal of entering into the promised land, the inheritance God has promised for us. This resonates strongly with me because it is like the finish line. We run and work and strive, all the time focusing on the finish line, where we can finally rest. The basis for this is the weekly cycle of six days of work and one day of rest. This cycle teaches us to anticipate the blessing, the pleasure, and the peace of that seventh day of rest. We develop a natural desire to anticipate the blessing God has prepared for us.

However, the world denies God’s promise of blessing. This world does not believe that there is a God powerful enough to promise something after death. Since we can’t see what happens after death, our world believes that there is nothing after death, and that those who hope for such are foolishly deceived. Our world recognizes that the issue of judging who is “good” and perhaps worthy of some reward and who is “bad” and worthy of judgment is very difficult. So they simplify the equation by eliminating the possibility of any judge. Since we live in this world, we see this belief and are influenced by it constantly. Our world only emphasizes the present. They do not long for the future world, where we will be with God and where we will be made morally and spiritually perfect. We will not become God, or gods, or angels. But we will be fully redeemed and will fully love and live and laugh as God intended us to in perfect joy and peace.

Will you look forward to that? Will you look forward to entering God’s rest? Each Sunday, each Sabbath day of rest, is supposed to be a taste of heaven. Maybe you’ve felt that when you have praised God in song and deeply felt his presence. Maybe during prayer you have sensed God particularly heard you and spoke to you. Maybe you had the feeling during the sermon that your God was talking directly to you. You had a taste, a glimpse, of what God’s presence, God’s rest, was really like. The weekly Sabbath gives us the opportunity to develop in our character the expectation and anticipation of that great moment when we will enter into God’s presence. Therefore, enjoy the gift of the Sabbath by setting it aside for the Lord.

Discussion Questions

1. Compare holy space with holy time. What does it mean for each to be holy?

2. Why do you go to work? What reasons does the Bible give us for going to work in the world? How do your motives and the Biblical reasons compare?

3. How can we reflect the image of God through our work, particularly in the areas of bringing order into chaos and bringing mercy and redemption into our fallen world?

4. Why did God include the commandment to rest in the Ten Commandments? How can it apply to us today?

5. What obstacles do you face in resting one day a week? What prevents you from setting aside one day a week to worship the Lord?

6. How do you anticipate to your day (or days) off of work? Could you use the Sabbath to help you develop the same kind of anticipation for our ultimate Sabbath rest in glory?

Commandment #5

The Heart of the Matter

The first four commandments focused on our relationship with God. In them we learned what it means to love God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength. The final six commandments focus on our relationship with others, with the commandment to honor our parents heading the list. The family is the building block of society and the context in which we learn how to relate to others, both to parents and to siblings. In Genesis 2:24-25 God provided the basis for the relationship between a husband and wife. In the 5th commandment, God taught us how we ought to relate to our parents. However, the central issue of this commandment might not be as obvious as it first appears.

Suppose one day I went out to the garage and noticed there was a puddle of oil on the ground where my car is usually parked. What would you think if I went and got a rag, cleaned up the oil, and then announced that the problem was solved? Have I really solved the problem? “No,” you would say, “you haven’t addressed the real issue.” What if I crawled under the car and wiped off the oil filter, the hoses, and all the parts of the engine until they were perfectly clean. Have I then solved the problem? “No,” you would say, “you haven’t dealt with the internal part of the problem.” Suppose I then went and bought a liter of oil and re-filled the oil to the proper level. Have I now solved the problem? Of course not. Theses solutions are all inadequate because they have not addressed the core problem. They have not looked at the heart of the matter.

In the New Testament Paul taught Timothy how he should to relate to older men in the church. “Do not rebuke an older man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father. Treat younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity.”
 Timothy was told to treat older men as fathers and older women as mothers. This is a good principle, but it assumes a proper understanding of the 5th commandment. How did Timothy actually treat his father? How do we actually treat our fathers and mothers? Are we showing our parents the honor that the 5th commandment requires? If not, it is difficult to use our treatment of them as a model of how we ought to treat other older people. This points to a deeper question. What is our motive? Why do we honor or obey our parents? Is it primarily out of duty, culture, and tradition? Or is there a greater motive? We must determining our motives for obeying the 5th commandment if we are going to fulfill it properly. However, there is still a deeper question. How do we understand the concept of fatherhood, particularly in light of the fact that God has chosen to define our relationship with Him as that of child to Father? Our relationship to our heavenly Father is the core relationship upon which all others are based. The central motivation and basis for this commandment is not based on social custom or etiquette, but on the fact that God is our Father and we who are in Christ are part of His family.

Honor your Heavenly Father.

The 5th commandment is the first commandment that is stated exclusively positively. The 4th commandment was stated positively, “Honor the Sabbath Day,” but then defined negatively, “on it you shall not do any work…” Since the commandments that were stated negatively also included their positive counterparts, it would seem only fair to include the negative counterpart of this commandment as well. “Don’t dishonor your parents.” If we are to properly apply this commandment, we must first of all understand the meaning of the word “honor.” To honor someone is to say they are worthy of respect. They merit our focused attention and our obedience. They occupy a special place in our lives, a place that is held in high regard and is more important than those of others. 

To honor our fathers means, then, to hold them in high regard, considering them worthy of our respect and obedience. However, in this world there are many kinds of fathers, just as there are many kinds of sons. Some of our fathers treated us very well, while others treated us very poorly. Some of us never even knew our fathers, either because of tragic circumstances or, more often, because they left the family very early in our lives. Some of us have honored our fathers and treated them well, while others of us haven’t treated our fathers very well. The commandment teaches us how we ought to treat our actual fathers, and by extension, how we ought to relate to older men. 

This commandment is fulfilled in various ways at various ages or stages in life. For a child under age 12, to honor primarily means to obey. Paul interprets the command this way when he alludes to it in Ephesians. “Дети, повинуйтесь своим родителям в Господе.”
 Obedience is the main way of showing honor and respect to one’s father. Fulfilling a father’s request immediately, completely, and with a good attitude is the way a child honors his parents. During approximately the next ten years, alongside obedience comes the development of godly character. Young people will make choices about their friends, their activities, their approach to study and work, and their relationship with their parents during their teenage years. They will develop a reputation that will either add to and build up the father’s reputation or tear down and tarnish the father’s reputation. Children must learn to make wise choices so they can live in a way that brings honor to their parents.

As adults, this latter form of honor becomes almost exclusively the way we show respect to our parents. We bring honor to our parents through our relationships with others. I have never heard parents complain about the godly character of their children. “My son, he’s just too honest, too respectful, too diligent in his studies.” “My daughter, she is simply too kind, too patient, and too thoughtful when we spend time together.” These traits honor all parents, regardless of their personal faith. When young adults get married and start their own families, they honor their parents by the way they treat their own spouses and children. A husband who cares for his wife and raises his children to live godly lives honors his parents. A wife who loves and respects her husband and who teaches her children to walk with the Lord honors her parents. In the workplace, people honor their parents by contributing to society through quality work in their particular vocation. Adults honor their parents by their lifestyle and their continued care in a personal relationship. In the household of God, adults honor their parents by serving and building up the community of believers. Such behavior truly honors their parents. Develop a lifestyle that will bring honor to your parents. Live and work in such a way so that when other adults get to know you, they will think well of you, and ask who your parents are, so they can honor them when they see each other. 

As children become adults, obedience ceases to be a relevant category of honor. Parents should no longer require obedience and submission of their adult children. As my oldest child right now is becoming an adult, I know it is difficult to let go and not ask her to obey me. I want to instruct her and tell her what she must do. I am learning to adjust my thinking and my style of relating to seeking to advise, instruct, and encourage at the right time while ultimately leaving the decisions up to her. This is part of the transition to adulthood that all of us must face. The concepts of obedience and submission are superseded by respect and godliness. This is a sign of a healthy relationship between adults. 

However, there is an even more fundamental element of our faith alluded to in this commandment. The commandment to honor our fathers alludes to the most basic way in which we relate to God. It is not coincidence that we call God our Father. The traditional role of a father is God’s chosen image for teaching us how we relate to Him. The image includes ideas of power, authority, protection, justice, and wisdom. Of course, no human father perfectly embodies all these traits. However, these ideas are included in the notion we have of fatherhood. The fatherhood of God is the paradigm upon which human fatherhood is based. God is our heavenly Father. God is not only powerful and mighty, so that we might address him as Всемогуший Генерал Наш. He is also a committed, personal, and loving God, who invites us to address Him as Отче наш.

Why do we honor our human fathers? Respect and honor for our imperfect human fathers teaches us how to respect and honor our perfect heavenly Father. God has given us fathers, some better, others worse. With our human fathers we learn how to show another obedience, respect, and full attention. Even if our human fathers are absent, we know what the role and function is of a father. We are called to respect and honor our human fathers because our heavenly Father is worthy of honor and respect. The honor we show our human fathers shapes the way we relate to God.

Honor does not consist merely of words or external signs of respect. Every culture has ways of showing honor and respect to our elders. In some countries it involves bowing, in others a handshake, in others perhaps a salute or a nod of the head. These signs of respect can be helpful and have their place, but they are still only external signs. Honor combines external words with corresponding actions that are not mere symbols of respect, but actual deeds of respect. The Lord said, “Так как этот народ приближается ко Мне устами своими, и языком своим чтит Мена, сердце же его далеко отстоит от Меня, и благоговение их предо Мною есть изучение заповедей человеческих.”
 Some people think honor and respect are primarily shown through symbolic acts and pretty words. However, I know you don’t like flattery and empty words, and neither does God.  Don’t mock God with empty words. True honor includes words, attitudes, and actions.

The noun form of the word “honor” conveys the idea of being “weighty.” Consider a weighty argument. When we are engaged in a discussion or a debate with friends, we all know the difference between a weighty argument and a trivial one. We may listen to a trivial argument, but we won’t take it very seriously. However, a weighty argument will cause us to think. We might be willing to change our mind, or if not, we know we will have to develop a strong argument to oppose it. Consider a weighty opponent. In today’s world, if Kazakhstan learned that Mongolia was considering a military campaign against the country of Kazakhstan, the government probably would not take it too seriously. The military power of Mongolia is not the same as it was 600 years ago. However, if China made preparations for a military assault, the government would have to take that threat very seriously. The threat would be weighty.

If you are going to take the 5th commandment seriously, you will have to ask yourself the question: do I understand what it means to honor and respect God? Is God for you weighty? Is He for you the center of gravity? Do you honor Him first and foremost with your life? As we learn how to honor God, it will affect the way we honor others. We  will treat them with the same honor that God does. If God created someone in His own image, and God cares for that person, out of respect for God, we will show them the same care that God does. We will pay attention to them and treat them well, out of our respect for God. As we begin to show respect to people, we will come to know and appreciate them more, and see how God is at work in their lives. This will increase our appreciation for them, and we will understand God’s work more broadly. This will result in our showing greater respect for God. As we then more deeply honor God, the circle will start all over again. Honor and respect work together in an upwardly moving spiral. However, disrespect and dishonor also work together in a downwardly moving spiral. If we do not honor, respect, and obey God, we will find ourselves unable to honor, respect, and obey anyone else. If we don’t consider God weighty, then we won’t consider people weighty, either. We will treat them lightly and not pay attention to them. This will make us less capable of understanding why we need to honor God, and the spiral will go downward. Which direction is the spiral action moving in your own life, upward or downward? To whom are you showing honor? Are you honoring God? Do you see how this leads you to honor others? If you Honor God it will lead you to honor others, particularly your parents.

Honor your parents, and you will learn to honor all older people in your life.

Think about the things we learn by honoring our fathers. It is easy to honor our fathers when we fully agree about everything. When your ideas, plans, and opinions are aligned, it is easy to respect your father’s opinions. But what happens when you disagree? What do you do when you hold significantly different opinions about an important issue? This kind of situation will test the quality of your honor and respect. Not long ago in the United States there was a presidential election. My father supported one candidate while my older brother supported another. In the days leading up to the election, they differed so strongly about the election that when the topic came up my dad couldn’t stay in the room. He was so upset with my brother he couldn’t even talk with him in a civil manner. My brother is 44 years old and my father is 75. What does it mean for my brother to honor my father? Does he have to vote the same way my father does? Should he vote for my father’s candidate out of submission to his father? How does he honor my father when he votes? How can he honor my father when they discuss such issues?

More personally, when I was a student at university, I felt a call to ministry. I entered university as an engineer expecting to go into business when I graduated. As I prayed through my decision, however, I felt God direct me into full-time ministry. After consulting with my parents, I quit my engineering program and transferred to the religious studies department. The more my father thought about it, the more he got upset about my choice. He felt like I was throwing away my education and rejecting his lifestyle. He told me about this in a fairly straightforward way, which led to a number of heated and emotional discussions. He strongly opposed my choice of a career for a number of years. It took me a while to learn how to honor my father after I made this choice. I can’t say I did everything right. I am sure that God had called me to ministry and that I acted rightly about obeying God and not pursuing another career. However, I cannot say that I always communicated with my father in the best way or that I was entirely understanding of his views. I had to re-learn how to relate to my father. But through that process, I learned to respect and honor him even when we disagreed and even when I would not submit to his choice for my profession.

We must learn to work through such issues with our parents with honor and respect. It may take a long time, and it may seem like the issues will never be resolved. I now realize that it is basically a rite of passage that every young man will go through in his relationship with his father. It may not be the very issue of career, but somewhere along the way a young man must develop his independence from His parents. We must learn to work through these differences with respect and honor. While there may be instances as adults where we cannot submit to the will of our parents, there are no instances when we should not show them honor and respect. Until we have learned to honor God by respecting and honoring our parents, we are not adults. Bring honor to your parents by respecting them, even when you disagree with them.

One difficulty with the period of late adolescence and early adulthood is the complexity of making the transition to adulthood. Adolescents have been described as people who have adult bodies but who frequently act like children. I reached my current height when I was about 16. My body was fundamentally the same size at it is now. However, inside, I still had plenty of growing to do. My thinking and decision making processes were still very childlike. Parents aren’t always sure what category to put their teenage children in. Teenagers sometimes clearly act like adults and sometimes clearly act like children. Some parents are very reluctant to put their teenagers in the adult category and continue to treat them as children for many years. This leads to the traditional conflicts between parents and teenagers epitomized by the label, “those rebellious teenage years.” The young adult will fight for his independence while the parent will fight for his authority and control. The battle will rage and sooner or later the child will become an adult, whether the parent recognizes it or not. The question for us is, how will our faith affect this battle? Will we choose to honor our parents out of respect for God, or will we fight with the weapons of this world? No young adult likes being treated like a baby, or like a child. To this day I am still nervous my father will tell me my hair is too long and that I should get a haircut. However, that should not change my fundamental approach to him. I am called to honor and respect him. Young people, you will become adults, and you will develop independence from your parents. The question is how?  Will your being a disciple affect this area or not? Honor your parents, even when you feel they aren’t treating you well.

Consider a more difficult example. My grandfather was an alcoholic. While my mom didn’t tell many stories, I did hear that as a child she occasionally had to hide from him when he had been drinking. She was afraid of what might happen, so she hid until he went away. I don’t know all the things my grandmother had to endure. I can only imagine that she endured much emotional pain and humiliation. However, my grandmother taught her daughter one lesson very clearly: always respect your father. He might behave poorly, he might even frighten you, but you must always show respect for him. My grandmother taught my mother to honor someone who, at least in one particular area, was failing in his responsibility as a father. Even worse, he was failing horribly at being a symbol for God. Nonetheless, because of his position, it was right for her to show respect for him. We must all learn to honor and respect our fathers in the many varieties of circumstances which we encounter. We may not be able to obey them, and we may have to protect ourselves from them in their worse moments, but because of their position, we do owe them honor and respect.

Honor older men and women as fathers and mothers

In 1 Timothy 5, Paul applies this lesson outside the home. He assumes we have learned to honor our fathers and on this basis tells us to treat older men with respect. This should be a natural approach we have learned to apply and practice in the home. We have learned to show honor to our fathers based on our familial relationship. Now, we apply it to older men. We don’t rebuke an older man. We show him respect and honor. We relate to him like we do our father. It is possible that we might need to discuss a point about which we differ. We might even need to do some correction. But we do so with honor and respect. Even when there are differences, even when our human father misbehaves, we still show respect. There are some points to which we cannot agree or submit, but this does not stop us from showing respect. We show respect and honor in every area where it is possible.

What about honoring our mothers? What do we learn about God by honoring our mothers? While God is never addressed as a mother, He is described in the Bible as having traits that are traditionally associated with motherhood. He is compassionate, merciful, nurturing, and empathetic. When we learn to honor our mothers, we also learn key things about God and about how to honor others. My mother would still pack my lunch and do my laundry if I allowed her to. She would still call to be sure I ate my vegetables and washed my hair, even though we live 15,000 kilometers apart. Adults, learn to honor, respect, and love your mothers by placing proper boundaries between yourselves and your mothers. For me, it was important to learn what boundaries were important to set, at what height, and with what firmness they needed to be set. I know I was too harsh in some of these areas as a young man. I’m sure I caused my mother unnecessary pain in the way I established these boundaries. Eventually I learned how to respect and honor my mother with greater sensitivity. In addition to establishing healthy boundaries, I learned to treat my mother with kindness, patience, and an emotional sensitivity that my father did not need. When sons learn to honor their mothers with sensitivity and healthy listening, they will be equipped to honor other women in their lives. For women, I think some of the issues must parallel to what men learn when becoming independent of their fathers. Being of the same gender naturally raises different questions and perhaps its own form of competition or comparison. A young woman needs to determine her own values and approach to life, even where it is different from her mother’s approach. But she needs to communicate this independence with respect and honor.

Honor your children

Interestingly, the New Testament expands the commandment about family relationships to fathers as well. “Отцы, не раздражайте детей ваших, но воспитывайте их в учении и наставлении Господнем.”
 Отцы, любите своих детей, развивая близкие отношения и помогая им расти в их вере. The text is directed at fathers, but speaks to mothers as well. Fathers, it is your responsibility to raise your children in the faith so they become godly and wise. This is not the responsibility of your wife, of your church, of the local school, or of the state. Those people and organizations help, of course. But it is your responsibility to teach your children the faith and give them a spiritual and moral foundation for life. It is much easier to ignore their needs and send them away to someone else than to care enough to get really involved. It is easier to say “yes” to whatever they want than to really discern what is best for them. However, if your goal is to train them in godliness and faith, it will require a much greater investment.

On the one hand, while the New Testament extends the commandment to fathers, they are never asked to obey their children or to submit to them. On the other hand, what do you call it when the needs of the children are given a very high priority in his life? What do you call it when fathers are called to spend much time and energy developing relationships with their children so that they can properly teach them about the life of faith? It is a form of submission, even though it is not called that. The father is submissive to the needs of his children. The father honors them with his involvement in their lives. In this way we see that honor, respect, and submission are really all aspects of sacrificial love. Just as children are to love their parents by honoring and obeying them, so fathers are to love their children by teaching and training them with respect and consideration.

Paul is aware of the complexities of parenting. That is why he instructs fathers, “Отцы, не раздражайте детей ваших.” What leads our children to feel exasperation? They feel that way when we lead without knowledge or without patience. Fathers must love their children in a way that does not lead to exasperation but to growth on the child’s part. The greatest danger fathers face in our culture is simply to be absent, whether physically or emotionally. Does your faith make a difference, men, in the way you relate to your children? Не бросайте свое положение как главы дома. Out of reverence for Christ, take up the мантия of leadership, after the image of Christ, and take responsibility before God for leading your family in the right direction. Teach your children the faith by living out your faith with them.

Honor your brothers and sisters

How does your relationship to your father and mother affect your relationship to your brothers and sisters? You consider your siblings as your parents’ sons and daughters. Our respect for our parents then requires a certain amount of respect for their other children. Paul told Timothy to treat younger men as brothers.
 Honestly, as I considered this verse, it was rather difficult for me to apply. I remember how I treated my younger brother, and I don’t think that was what Paul had in mind here. But I did notice something in my reading about Paul’s instructions to Timothy. In the previous chapter, Paul was dealing with opponents and enemies of the gospel. In that situation, Timothy had to deal with his enemies firmly and forcefully. In 1 Timothy 5, Paul was telling Timothy how to relate to committed members in the body. Timothy was instructed to deal with them more gently. When do we treat members of our family more like opponents than like brothers? I’m afraid I do this sometimes when I teach theology courses. I am a Reformed pastor and I teach the Reformed position in my classes. I love Reformed theology and my emotion generally communicates strongly that I consider it to be the best position. Then I teach the other Christian positions, which while I use respectful words in my lecture, a listener could easily get the impression that I consider them enemies. When do we treat brothers like opponents? As I mentioned earlier, I tended to treat my younger brother fairly poorly when I was a youth. He once gave me a bookmark with the verse 2 Thes 3:15. “Но не считайте его за врага, а вразумляйте, как брата.” At first I thought he chose that verse because we were brothers. However, I soon realized it was his way of pleading with me not to treat him like an enemy.

In the family, respect and honor your brothers. There is a place for wrestling, joking, and healthy practical jokes. But remember, we are all part of the same family. We must never get so worked up that we forget we are brothers and start really fighting each other. Furthermore, in the world, we extend the same parallel to those with whom we work, study, and interact. We honor them as potential brothers. Since we desire to honor both our fathers and theirs, we must treat them with appropriate respect and honor. 

In the same way, treat younger women as sisters. To all the young men who are reading this, I would like to remind you that every girl has a father. Your relationship with his daughter either honors or dishonors him. The way you treat a young woman either honors or dishonors your own father. Suppose you and your younger sister were out walking and some guy started treating your sister poorly? You would likely at first just try to ignore him. But what if he were persistent and wouldn’t go away? What if he followed her and continued making all kinds of provocative remarks and proposals to her? How would you respond? Would you walk away and say, “She’s an adult. She can handle herself.” Of course you wouldn’t. You would stand between her and the other man and creatively think of a way to make him leave her alone. If he wouldn’t, and even if he were half a meter taller than you, you would protect your sister, even at the cost of significant physical pain. You would defend her honor and the honor of her father. 

Imagine a different scenario. Suppose you and your sister had gone to a party and she perhaps had a bit too much to drink. What if she started behaving foolishly and calling attention to herself? What if she began flirting with some questionable young men who then began paying too much attention to her? How would you respond? Would you laugh at her, or yell at her, or simply abandon her to her own fate? Of course not. You would think of a way to discretely escort her out of the party and walk her home. You would help her get to a safe place until she could come to her senses. In doing this, you would protect her honor. Honor is the primary paradigm for relating to young women. We honor them as sisters. The girls in your church and in your community are your sisters. Honor them. The girls in the world are someone else’s daughters. Honor them. The girls in the ads, billboards, and magazines, the ones that are inappropriately dressed, are somebody’s daughters and sisters. Honor them. When we learn to honor our Father, it affects all our other relationships.
Jesus Transforms the 5th Commandment

Jesus not only fulfilled the law, He transformed it. His commitment to His Father was greater than any other commandment. You recall what happened when his mother and brothers came to take Him home one day. He said, “матерь Моя и братья Мои суть слушающие слово Божие и исполняющие его.”
 Jesus honored his mother and brothers, but could not place their will above the will of His heavenly Father. He made that very clear in another passage. “Не думайте, что Я пришел принести мир на землю; не мир пришел Я принести, но меч, ибо Я пришел разделить человека с отцом его, и дочь с матерью ее, и невестку со свекровью ее. И враги человеку— домашние его.”
 We honor our fathers in mothers in every area we can. However, there is one area in which our allegiance is already set. When our parents lead us to disobey God, we must, with respect, refuse. A wise son or daughter knows how to negotiate and how to avoid unnecessary conflict. However, when it really comes down to which father we will obey, Jesus has made it clear that His demands are absolute. We are His children and we follow Him.
Now none of us are without a Father. While some of us may not have known our human fathers, God has now made us His very own children. As sons we call Him “Abba, Father.”
 As His children, we are learning to honor and respect Him. We are no longer orphans, but the full children of our Heavenly Father. Honor your heavenly Father, and He will teach you to fully honor the fathers and mothers that He has placed in your lives.

We not only have a Father, but we have a brother. God became a man and lived among us. When you believed, you were adopted, and placed “in Christ.” Jesus is now your “older brother,” the firstborn. He has shown you what it means to honor your Father and live as His sons. He has taken care of your shame and your sins, so that you can truly know your Father. Empowered by Jesus, let us love as brothers and sisters in the family of God and thus honor our Father in heaven. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What are different ways in which we honor our parents? How does our age and life setting affect the way we apply the 5th commandment?

2. We call God our Father. Why? In what way does God shape the way we view our human fathers? In what way does our human father shape the way we view God?

3. Describe a situation where you had a significant disagreement with your father. How did you deal with the situation? Was it still possible to honor him even though you disagreed?

4. In what ways has learning to honor our fathers helped us to honor other older men in our church and in our world? In what ways are our relationships with other older men not parallel to our relationship with our father?

5. What is the difference for you in the way you show honor to your mother and the way you honor your father?

6. How does the honor you show your parents affect the way you treat your brothers and sisters?

Commandment #6

By Scott Winslow

The Benefit of Rules

Growing up as a child I hated rules.  It often seemed like the rules were there to take away fun.  One of the classic rules for children in America is “Don’t play in the street.”  How could we not play in the street?  The street was one of the best places to play sports in our neighborhood.  We had to be able to run in the street to play hide and seek at night.   Otherwise, our hiding places would be cut in half.  It seemed to me that my parents just wanted to keep us from having fun.  I did not understand why we needed this rule.

But as an adult with my own children now, I have come to appreciate rules.  I understand that our parents gave us rules to protect us.  They were not trying to keep us from the joy of playing sports in the street; they were trying to protect us from the pain of being hit by a car.  So now I have rules for my own children.  There are certain movies I do not allow them to watch.  They cannot be out at night by themselves.  I give my children rules because I love them and want to protect them.

Made in God’s Image: Handle with Care

In Scripture God has given us rules for living because He loves us.  Although we may not always understand why we need some of the rules, there is one rule that probably almost everyone would agree is a good one:  “Do not murder”.  Each of us would probably say that murder is wrong.  Even evolutionists, who philosophically believe in the survival of the fittest, would probably say murder is wrong.  In the abstract they may say that someone dying is just part of nature’s order.  But if someone murdered a person they love, evolutionists would probably say it is wrong.  “Do not murder” seems like an unnecessary law because we all see murder as wrong. However, the first sin recorded in Scripture (after the original sin) is a murder.  In Genesis chapter 4 Cain murders his brother Abel.  And today we live in a world full of murder.  So although most people might agree that murder is wrong, it is still prevalent.

So in Exodus 20:13, Moses records the 6th commandment:  “Do not murder”.  Why is it that we should not murder?  Why is human life so valuable?  Why is it that we need this rule?  Scripture tells us that people are created in the image of God; therefore we should not murder those who bear God’s image.

We see this first in Genesis 1:27:  “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female he created them.”  We see in this verse that God created people, both men and women, to bear His image.  Men and women were created as unique beings, with a significant difference from the rest of the creation.  We were created to bear God’s image. We are the height of God’s creation.  Our lives are valuable to God. When Cain murdered Abel, God said that Abel’s blood cried out to Him from the ground (Genesis 4:10).  So God tells us we should not murder those who bear His image.

Some might say, “Well Adam and Eve bore God’s image, but what about after the fall?”  Genesis 9:6 also tells us that people are created in the image of God and therefore are valuable to Him:  “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man.”  James 3:9-10, while not referring to murder, also says that people are made in the image of God:  “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness.  Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing.  My brothers, this should not be.”  We are so valuable to God that God does not want people even cursing us.  It is inconsistent to praise God and curse those made in His image.  Each person in this world is extremely valuable to God.  He wants us to handle people with care because they are important to Him.

In the 1994 when we moved to Kazakhstan, we brought many of our possessions with us.  Some of the items were easy to pack, and we did not worry about them.  We packed a lot of clothes and books that we were quite certain would be fine on the trip to Kazakhstan.  But we also had some very fragile items, such as picture frames and children’s toys, which were very valuable to us.  We were concerned that these items could easily be broken on the long trip from America to Kazakhstan.  We packed these items very carefully, and we wrote on the box, “Fragile:  Handle With Care”.  Because the items in the box were important to us, we wanted the airline to be careful with them.

But I remember when we were at the airport checking in at registration, the workers for the airline did not seem to care for our packages as much as we did.  I would carefully set the boxes on the scale to be weighed, taking my time to ensure the safety of the contents.  The workers for the airline would grab our boxes and throw them onto the conveyor belt.  On one trip to Kazakhstan, I remember seeing our boxes sitting outside on the ground while it rained.  I kept thinking, “Someone is going to move our boxes out of the rain.”  But it kept raining, and our boxes kept sitting there.  Even though we had written, “Handle With Care” on our boxes, the airline did not seem to value our items as much as we did.  It was very discouraging.  I found myself getting angry as I sat and watched things that were valuable to us, our most important possessions, being treated poorly.

As much as we care for our possessions, God cares even more for us.  It is as if He has written on each person:  “Handle With Care”.  He loves us, and we are valuable to Him.  We bear His image.  Therefore, we should treat each other well. We should not harm or hurt those who are valuable to God.  We should never murder someone who bears God image.

Obeying from the heart

While murder is prevalent in the world, most of us have never murdered anyone.  And most of us will probably never commit murder.  So we may believe it is pretty easy to obey this command.  But in the New Testament, Jesus clarifies even further how we should treat those who are made in God’s image.  It is not enough to just not murder someone.  Jesus says that to truly fulfill the 6th commandment, we should not even be angry at those who bear God’s image:  “You have heard it said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone who says to his brother ‘Raca’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin.  But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.” (Matthew 5:21-22).

Jesus is saying that hatred in the heart breaks the commandment against murder.  It is easy for most of us to go through our entire lives and never murder anyone.  So we may think that we are doing a pretty good job of obeying the 6th Commandment. But it is not enough to fulfill the law on the outside; God wants us to obey Him from the heart.  In Jesus’ day many of the religious leaders went to great lengths to obey the laws of God on the outside.  But Jesus condemned them because they did not obey God with their hearts:

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence.  Blind Pharisee!  First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside will be clean.  Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean.  In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.  (Matthew 5:23).

God does not want us to be hypocrites, to do one thing on the outside and another on the inside.  Jesus reserved His harshest words for those who were hypocritical.  They looked like they obeyed God, but on the inside their hearts were distant from Him.  Jesus says that this is not true obedience.  To truly obey God’s laws we must obey them from the heart.  To truly obey the 6th commandment we must not hate others.  People are so valuable to God that he wants us to do no harm to them, even in our thoughts and hearts.  External obedience to the law is not enough.

When I first moved to Kazakhstan, most people did not wear seat belts.  A lot of cars did not even have seat belts.  But I was used to wearing a seat belt, so whenever I would get in a taxi, I would automatically start putting on my seat belt.  The almost universal reaction from taxi drivers was, “No, no, you do not need to put on your seat belt.”  Then I was in a dilemma.  Should I go ahead and put on my seat belt (and risk possibly offending them) or should I follow their advice (and risk possibly injuring myself)?  Usually I chose to not put on the seat belt so as not to offend anyone, and I prayed a lot.  After a couple of years, I became used to not putting on my seat belt.  

But then something changed.  Taxi drivers started asking me to put on my seat belt every time I got in a taxi.  And I thought, “How nice, people here are becoming more safety-conscious and are concerned for me.”  But one day I got in a taxi and tried to put on my seat belt, and try as I might I could not get it to buckle.  I tried and tried.  Evidently the buckle on the seat belt was broken.  Finally the driver said, “That’s ok, it doesn’t need to buckle.  Just have it go across your chest.”  I was confused, because this was not going to protect me at all.  Later I learned that a new law had been passed that would allow policeman to give a ticket to the driver if passengers were not wearing their seat belts.  So this driver did not care at all about my safety – he was only interested in external appearances.  The seat belt did not have to work – it only had to look like it was working from the outside.

A broken seat belt was not going to protect me.  Even though it might look as if I was obeying the law from the outside, I was not obeying the purpose of the law.  The law was made to protect me in case of an accident.  But this driver did not care about me, he only wanted the police to think he was obeying the law.  It is the same way with the law against murder.  To simply obey this law externally does not fulfill the purpose of the law.  God gave us this law to know that we should care for those who are valuable to Him.  God wants us to obey the law from the heart and not hate people.  Obeying this law externally is easy for most of us.  But to obey this law from the heart is extremely difficult.  Have any of us never been angry?  Has any one of us never hated someone?  To obey the 6th commandment, we must obey it from the heart.  We should do no harm to anyone who is made in the image of God, even in our hearts.

Loving Your Enemies

This makes the commandment against murder very difficult to obey.  But it is even more difficult than not harming anyone. It is not enough to not murder, or even to not hate people. It is not enough for us to be neutral towards people who are valuable to God.  To truly fulfill the 6th Commandment, we must love all who bear God’s image.  

First, God says that we need to love our brothers.  If we truly love God, we should also love other believers:

If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  And he has given us this command:  Whoever loves God must also love his brother.  (I John 4:20-21).

We must actively love our brothers, not just avoid murdering them.  If we truly love God, we must love our brothers as well.  But that is not all.  It is not enough to just love our brothers.  To truly obey the 6th commandment, we must also love our enemies:

You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you:  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.  He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that?  And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others?  Do not even pagans do that?  (Matthew 5:43-47).

It is not enough to love those who love you.  That really isn’t very impressive at all.  It is not a great challenge to love those who love you.  If someone is kind to you, if he helps you and does good things for you, of course you will love that person.  But Jesus is saying, to really fulfill the law, you should love your enemies, because all people, even our enemies, are made in the image of God.  If we really love God, we will love all who bear His image.

In Kazakh culture, guests are very important.  When someone invites you to his house it is a big event.  Kazakhs show that they care for someone by honoring them when they come as a guest.  But what if this were to happen.  What if someone called me one day and said, “Scott, we would like to invite you over to our house as guests.  We really love you and your wife, and we want to spend some time with you.  We are looking forward to just being with you.  But could you do one thing for us?  Please do not bring your children.  We really love you, but we can’t stand being around your children.  In fact, we think they are lazy and not good for anything.  I am still mad at them for what they did the last time we had you over as guests.  I don’t think I can ever forgive them.  But, we really love you and want you to come over.”

How do you think I would feel as a father if someone said that to me?  Do you think I would want to spend time with someone who hates my children?  Would I want to be honored by someone who will never forgive my child?  If someone loves me, I would want that person to love my children as well.  I believe that God feels the same way.  If we are to fulfill the 6th commandment, we must love everyone who is made in the image of God.  That means we must love those who cheat us.  We must love teachers who give us a bad grade if we do not pay a bribe.  We must love the reckless driver who almost hits us as we are walking across the street.  If we love God, we must love them as well.

But how can we do this?  How can we show love to our enemies?  How can we be kind to those who are mean to us?  The truth is we cannot.  In our own strength, we are unable to do this.  I said earlier that most of us will probably never murder anyone.  The truth is that each one of us has broken the 6th commandment many, many times.  We are all murderers.  

But the good news is that God loves us.  If we put our trust in Him, He will forgive us and give us strength to love those who do not love us.  We cannot love people through our own will power.  The way we can love is to focus on God’s love for us.  In Romans chapter 5, Paul wrote that while we were still His enemies, God loved us.  If we can truly understand that, we can love our enemies as well.  When we are unlovable, we are still loved by God.  Even when we hate His children God loves us.  When we break His laws, God forgives us because we are valuable to him.  We have been created in His image, and He cares deeply for us.  When we truly understand how much He loves us, we will be able to love others as well.  In this way we will not only obey the 6th commandment, but we will obey all of His laws, for love is the summary of all of God’s rules for us.

Discussion Questions

1. What were some of your least favorite rules your parents set for you as a kid? Which of those do you now think were good rules?

2. How should the fact that people are created in the image of God affect the way we treat them? Does it actually affect the way we treat them?

3. How did Jesus interpret the meaning of the 6th commandment in Mat 5:21-22? What other things are now included in the prohibition against murder?

4. When have you been hypocritical in keeping the 6th commandment, keeping it on the outside, while fully violating it on the inside?

5. What does it mean to fully keep this commandment, according to Mat 5:43-47? Have any of us then actually fully kept this commandment?

6. What does Romans 5:10 teach us about God’s approach to His enemies? How can Christ lead us to truly fulfill the 6th commandment?

Commandment #7

The Trap of Adultery

The world does not understand the 7th commandment 

The world has attacked marriage and trivialized sex. Look at a few examples of what we all observe every week. On Monday a woman came into my office in deep pain because she had discovered that her husband had been out with another woman, or more likely, other women. On the one hand, she suspected that he had been doing so for some time. On the other hand, the pain from the wound of betrayal was real, deep, and will affect her for years to come. On Tuesday, while walking through the mall, I saw a young man with a t-shirt that has MBA written in large letters across the front. While it normally stands for Masters in Business Administration, this one had written below, “Married But Available.” I don’t think his wife gave him that shirt. The next day I read about a court case in England. A group of teenagers began a chastity movement at their school. They promised to each other and to the Lord that they would not have sex until they were married. As a symbol of this promise, they all committed to wearing a small, modest ring with a Bible verse inside promoting purity. One girl attended a private school which had a rule against wearing any jewelry. She went to court to fight for the right to wear that ring at school. She lost, so the government and the school required her to remove her chastity ring. They symbolism of that action is sickening. On Thursday, I went to pick up my car from the local garage (СТО). As I went to pay the mechanic, I noticed a calendar on the wall featuring a woman who was not wearing any clothes. For some reason, I don’t think it was his wife. On Friday, I walked through the grocery store, noting on the TV monitor a commercial for mineral water. The woman who drank this brand of mineral water was able to get to work on time, make million dollar decisions, exercise, go dancing, and sleep with a man she met at the disco. The advertisement seemed to suggest that all this came from drinking their brand of mineral water.

Our world does not understand the 7th commandment. The world says that sex is merely a biological and physical act that brings pleasure. The world has convinced us that marriage is an option for traditionalists who are closed-minded, against progress, and fearful of the freedom of the modern world. The idea that sex is designed to be exclusively part of the marital relationship between a husband and wife, a couple committed to remaining married for their entire lives, is not even part of the world’s vocabulary. It’s not even on their radar screen.

However, there is a hole in their story: Why is it that infidelity is so painful? Why is the trauma, pain, and recovery associated with infidelity the subject of countless books and movies? Why is it that adultery provokes such rage and betrayal that conspiracy and even murder are frequently linked to it? Recently, two female astronauts in the US space program were in love with the same man. They all had prestigious positions and careers with great potential. When one of the women went on a business trip to another city, the other followed her to that city, found her in the parking lot, and attempted, unsuccessfully, to murder her. The pain of betrayal and unfaithfulness is far greater than the world admits. It is not a coincidence that adultery made God’s top ten list. In this chapter I would like us to take a serious look at the 7th commandment. Ask yourself what God wants to teach you, and summon you to, as you consider afresh the meaning of this commandment.

Sex is a good gift of God given in marriage

Let us look again at what the Bible teaches about sexual relationships. Sex is a good gift of God given in marriage. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh. The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.”
 While God actually gave the gift of sex to the human race, the world constantly tries to suggest that Christians are against sex. The world claims that we are outdated or Puritans. The world asserts that we don’t understand the modern era or the wisdom modern psychology and medicine has given us. Therefore, let us remember that God is the author of sex. He invented it and gave it to His creatures. 

God, who created sex, also gave us the boundaries in which to engage in sex. Sex is a gift given to those in a lifelong covenant relationship of marriage. I would suggest that believers are for the best sex there is. On a nearby street I saw a sign that said: Наркотики, это не для меня. У меня есть то, покручее. I think this same slogan applies to sex outside of marriage. Прелюбодеяние, это не для меня. У меня есть то, покручее. God created sexual relations and gave them to Adam and Eve, and to every subsequent married couple, as a gift. The phrase “one flesh” means many things symbolically, but literally and fundamentally it is most clearly expressed in sexual union. Sexual union is the means God gave humanity to produce children so that they would be raised in a loving, caring atmosphere by two parents. Sex is also part of the way God blesses marriage and provides a unique, intimate bond between husband and wife. 

Sex involves not only physical union, but also emotional and spiritual union. “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with her in body? For it is said, ‘The two will become one flesh.’ But he who unites himself with the Lord is one with him in spirit.”
 On the positive side, we see here that the union created by sex is much more than simply the physical act of sex. It is obvious that an emotional bond is created. But there is a spiritual bond created as well. Sex creates a unique bond between husband and wife. That is part of its design. “‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ This is a profound mystery-- but I am talking about Christ and the church.”
 The bond of marriage reflects something about the relationship between Jesus Christ and us. It is a unique, special bond, a covenant, that has much greater ramifications than simply a pleasurable physical act.

The world has cheapened sex and nearly ruined its beauty. The world downgrades sex to a mere physical act consisting of physical pleasure. The world attempts to ignore the emotional connection that is made, and broken, when it is not part of a lifelong commitment. It suggests that emotional maturity is necessary to overcome the pain of the broken relationship, as if that kind of pain were a normal part of life. The world denies the spiritual union that occurs in sex, intended for marriage alone, which reflects God’s love for us. So they cheapen sex to a mere physical act, kind of like going to the amusement park and riding a roller coaster. It is fun, and gives you a good feeling, but then it is over and you go on.

One summer I had the privilege of going to Italy with my family. We visited Rome and even got to see the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. It is a tremendous work of art that Michelangelo did over several years that depicts many of the most famous scenes from the Old Testament. Hundreds of people stood with their necks bent to examine the work and consider it for many reasons. As a pastor, I thought of the various aspects of the Biblical story that were portrayed in such vivid detail and communicated a whole story through a few pictures. Students of art and history considered the way he painted and the time period in which he lived. It truly is a шедевр. Now, imagine that one night vandals entered and spray painted all over it. Imagine they drew other paintings over it that were crude and inappropriate. Imagine they even made some good pictures, or even some good interpretations of the original, perhaps even like copies. Regardless of the quality of their work, who wouldn’t be shocked, offended, and disturbed by such a debasing of one of the world’s masterpieces? When we take one of God’s masterpieces, and treat it like a common everyday trivial object, we ruin a masterpiece. God has created sex as part of a beautiful and holy package called marriage. Sex and marriage are комплектуюшие. Sex doesn’t come отделно. Don’t ruin the masterpiece of sex with the graffiti of adultery.

Carefully consider what your view is of sex and marriage. Where did you get your view of marriage and of sex? We all automatically inherit some view from our parents. We are shaped by the culture in which we were raised. We are influenced by the trends in our current society. Where does God’s will, God’s word, fit in to this picture? God’s will about marriage, and sex, is really not that complicated. Marriage is to be life long, only broken by the death of one of the spouses. Sex is only for couples who are married. Yes, because of the reality of sin in the world, Jesus did mention an exception or two where divorce would be permissible, but that should be the exception. Divorce is never required. As far as I know, however, there is no exception to the “sex-only-in-marriage” commandment. 

Will you seek to develop a Biblical view of sex and marriage? Our society, and many of our parents, have trouble with the whole concept of a commandment. Just the word, “No” already picks a fight. They don’t believe God has the right to command them. What about us? If we are who we say we are, He does have that right. He has commanded us to be sexually pure, so let us fulfill that commandment, lifting up a high standard of sexual purity. Let us develop marriages the actually reflect God’s love to the world. How can we do that? Let’s look at a few practical steps.

Practical steps to Sexual Purity from the Life of King Solomon

Sexual purity and faithfulness in marriage reflect to the world the nature of God’s relationship with us. Sex is one part of marriage, one of the most unique parts of it, which symbolizes the covenant marriage represents. The idea is that sexual faithfulness and healthy marriages will proclaim the gospel to the world. Therefore, we must take measures to protect these ideals and implement them in our lives. Perhaps we can learn something from the examples in the Bible. Let’s look at one guy who failed, David, and see what lessons we can learn from his adultery with Bathsheba. 

“One evening David got up from his bed and walked around on the roof of the palace. From the roof he saw a woman bathing. The woman was very beautiful, and David sent someone to find out about her. The man said, ‘Isn't this Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam and the wife of Uriah the Hittite?’ Then David sent messengers to get her. She came to him, and he slept with her. (She had purified herself from her uncleanness.) Then she went back home. 5 The woman conceived and sent word to David, saying, ‘I am pregnant.’”

What principles can we learn from this tragic story?

Develop healthy boundaries that will protect you from sex outside of marriage. 

Men: Don’t walk on the roof at bath time. Think carefully about where you go and what you look at. While I know it is theoretically possible that David coincidentally happened to be walking on his roof at precisely the moment which Bathsheba was bathing, I do wonder if he had noticed her before. Men have an instinct about finding places where women might be “купающуюся.” Men, think carefully about where you go and what temptations you face. Choose to avoid those places, situations, even those people, with whom you are frequently tempted. If you know some people, maybe even good friends, who have a very different view of adultery than you do, consider read the end of Proverbs 6.

“Do not lust in your heart after her beauty or let her captivate you with her eyes, for the prostitute reduces you to a loaf of bread, and the adulteress preys upon your very life. Can a man scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned? Can a man walk on hot coals without his feet being scorched? So is he who sleeps with another man's wife; no one who touches her will go unpunished.”

If that doesn’t work, read to the end, and see what awaits the man who commits adultery.

“Men do not despise a thief if he steals to satisfy his hunger when he is starving. Yet if he is caught, he must pay sevenfold, though it costs him all the wealth of his house. But a man who commits adultery lacks judgment; whoever does so destroys himself. Blows and disgrace are his lot, and his shame will never be wiped away; for jealousy arouses a husband's fury, and he will show no mercy when he takes revenge. He will not accept any compensation; he will refuse the bribe, however great it is.”

Women: Don’t take a bath outside next to the palace. Think carefully about what you wear and how you conduct yourself. I know it’s part of a woman’s nature to want to be beautiful, and perhaps even to dress in such a way that emphasizes this. That is, I think, a good and natural thing. I like to make a distinction between beauty and sensuality. It is possible to focus on the first in public without emphasizing the second. Sensuality should be reserved for a husband alone. There is a kind of attention that women do not need to attract from anyone other than their husband. There is a kind of “love” that you do not really want.

Develop a community of friends that will value sexual purity and encourage its pursuit.

Men: Walk on the roof in pairs. There are many things that we would never do if a good friend were nearby. We all have moments of weakness or fits of sinfulness. Develop a pattern of having a friend to “walk with you,” particularly when you are in a difficult spot. Who would go through a dangerous neighborhood alone at night? Is the danger of adultery any less serious? Discuss this openly in your small groups, separately gathered as men and women. Share your personal weaknesses, and get help in that area from older friends. Surround yourselves with friends who will ask you immediately why you invited Bathsheba up to your room late in the evening. Women, develop relationships with girlfriends who will ask you why you were going to see David while your husband was out of town.

This is probably one of our greatest weaknesses in the modern age. We are good at hiding much of what we say and do. Develop openness in your relationships, and boldness, so that someone can ask you the question before it is too late. We hesitate to pry into other people’s lives. It is easier to sit back and say nothing. We merely predict a bad outcome and then judge someone for it. Develop real friendships that can ask good questions in a timely manner. “Лучше открытое обличение, нежели скрытая любовь.”
 Develop a healthy sexual relationship within your marriage. This is part of the way you proclaim to the world the love God has for us.

Develop a healthy romantic relationship in your marriage that will continue on for years.

Married couples: Go back to bed. Remember, David was married. His wife, Авигея, была весьма умная и красивая лицеем.
 David was not facing the problems of a single man; he had a beautiful wife. Married couples, develop a healthy romantic relationship that will continue on for years. Part of the purpose of sex in marriage is to protect yourselves from the temptations of the world. “Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.”
 Part of the purpose of marriage is to continue to develop a loving relationship with each other at all levels. When you do this, you proclaim to the world something about the love that God has for us. You proclaim something about love. You proclaim that love lasts for a long time. You proclaim something about forgiveness, understanding, and acceptance. You proclaim something beautiful about how a husband and wife can become more in love with each other with each passing year. These aspects of love point to God’s love for us. This proclamation of love is heard by your spouse, your children, your close friends, and many others around you who you never thought were watching.

Have you ever done the exercise with toothpicks, tape, glue, paper, string, and a raw egg? The exercise is designed to study the effects of teamwork. The assignment is for each team in 10 minutes to construct a device that will protect the egg when it is dropped from a second floor window onto cement. The group is to work together to determine the best way to protect the egg from the effects of the fall. Can the paper be used to cushion the fall? Can a parachute be designed? Will a box help somehow? The goal is to protect the egg from a blow everyone knows is coming. What are you doing to protect your marriage? The world is attacking marriage everywhere. Whether you are currently married or not, you know an attack is coming. What means are you using to protect your marriage? What are you doing to protect your purity? The world is corrupt, and it desperately wants to corrupt you. What are you doing to protect your purity against the attack you know is coming?

God takes those stained and hurt by their own infidelity and makes them into His pure children.

When we study the ten commandments, I hope we come to understand what they mean, how to apply them, and how to live by them. But if we study them carefully, we will all come to realize our own sins. None of us are justified by the 7th commandment. Every one of us has broken the 7th commandment. Hopefully, not everyone has committed the physical act of adultery. Many did in the time before they knew Christ. A few did even afterwards. However, Jesus made clear that breaking the commandment begins in the heart, not in the flesh. “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”
 Who in their heart has not looked at another man or woman and lusted? Who has not longed for an intimate relationship with someone what was not their spouse? Who has not at some point rejected their spouse because of their obvious faults and sought comfort with someone else, even if only in their mind? Jesus points out that we have all broken the 7th commandment. So what do we do?

Consider the story of Hosea and Gomer. Hosea was a godly man, a prophet in fact, and God directed him to take Gomer as his wife. She did not exactly have a reputation for being a virtuous woman. She bore him three children, but it is not even clear if he was the father of the second or third child. She was running around with other men. Hosea, and God, knew this. So listen to God’s response. 

“The LORD said to me, ‘Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes.’ 2 So I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and about a homer and a lethek of barley. 3 Then I told her, ‘You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you.’”

Hosea took Gomer back. He was to love her and care for her despite her unfaithfulness and immorality. Hosea is a symbol for God, who loves His people despite their unfaithfulness. “I will plant her for myself in the land; I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’ I will say to those called ‘Not my people,’ ‘You are my people’; and they will say, ‘You are my God.’”
 Do you understand the point of this text? In this story, we are not Hosea. We are Gomer. God restores the adulteress and the prostitute. Think about the life of Jesus. With whom did He associate? Jesus cleanses us and takes us in. He receives us, dirty and stained as we are. Then He transforms us. He does not ignore our sin: he paid for it with his life. He cleanses us and empowers us, by the Spirit, to go and sin no more.

“Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisee's house and reclined at the table. When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee's house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them. When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, ‘If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is-- that she is a sinner.’…

Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, ‘Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven-- for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.’ Then Jesus said to her, ‘Your sins are forgiven.’”

If you are guilty of adultery, things are very simple. You need the gospel. You need to understand and practice confession, repentance, forgiveness, and restoration. On the human side, it is true, this might take years, even a lifetime, to restore a relationship. But the heart, the core, of the gospel is what you need. I know that you know the gospel, that is, you can repeat to me the key factors. But can you let God apply the gospel to your deepest wounds, to your greatest sins? The seventh commandment not only points out our sin, but it points us to the source of restoration from our sin. It points us to Jesus Christ, who loves and restores sinners.

The world will never accept God’s teaching about sex and marriage. The world opposes God. However, there are many people in the world who are enslaved to distortions about sex and marriage. They are sitting in the dark without understanding. Will you proclaim the gospel to them, through sexual purity and marital fidelity, so that God might free them from the darkness of this world? Will you live a very different kind of life, so that the world might see God’s intentions? Don’t commit adultery. Instead develop sexual purity and marital fidelity that proclaim God’s love to the world.

Discussion Questions

1. Define what you think the world’s view is of sex and marriage. Is the world’s view logically sound?

2. Why is adultery forbidden? Do you think sex outside of marriage is better than sex within marriage? What is God’s intention in limiting sex to the state of marriage?

3. Where did you learn your views about sex and marriage? Are your sources reliable?

4. David committed adultery, and it caused him many problems. Which of the 5 lessons that he should have learned could have helped him the most? Which might help your group the most?

· Men: Don’t walk on the roof at bath time.

· Women: Don’t bathe next to the palace.

· Walk on the roof in pairs.

· Surround yourselves with friends who will ask you immediately why you were calling Bathsheba, or why you were going to see David while your husband was out of town.

· Couples: Go back to bed.

5. Imagine someone in your group committed adultery and discovered that they were pregnant, (or were about to become a father). What would you do? How would you respond? How does the gospel affect the way we respond?
Commandment #8

What is theft?

What is theft? One the one hand, we all agree that theft and robbery is wrong, and we think we know what it is. One day I was in a store when one of the salespeople caught some young girls stealing something. She was letting them have it, and they were quite scared. “Who do you think you are! Do you want me to call the police? Where are your parents?” We would probably all agree that the salesperson was acting properly. Taking goods from a store is wrong, and kids need to learn not to steal. But what about some other things? What about things that плохо лежить? While I understand that something might have been genuinely abandoned, many things were simply left momentarily or accidentally forgotten. Does that give me the right to acquire it as my personal possession? What about copyright protected DVD’s and software? Perhaps you’ve seen the warning at the beginning of a licenced DVD. It says, “You wouldn’t steal a car, you wouldn’t steal a stereo…taking pirated DVD’s is stealing.” Do you agree? What about stealing time? For example, at work, we receive a salary for performing certain functions or completing certain tasks. When we idly play computer games or chat online, I’m not sure that is part of our job description. What about the first tenth of your salary? These questions and many others require that we ask ourselves if we really know what theft is. Let’s think together about the real meaning of the 8th commandment.

Не кради. 

What does it mean to steal? To steal means to take that which belongs to another without his consent or knowledge. In Hebrew this word refers to acts of theft done secretly.  Other related Hebrew words emphasize the violent aspect of seizing the property of another. But they are all related offenses. This verb is the same word that is used to refer to kidnapping. In order to understand what theft means in the modern context, it is helpful to examine the explanation and definition of theft and its consequences is ancient context described in Exodus.

In Exodus one can find laws that define how to respond to the theft, for example, of animals. If someone stole an animal which was later found in the possession of the thief, the law required the thief to return to his victim twice the amount he had stolen.
 The idea behind the punishment was that the thief lost the exact amount he had hoped to gain. If the animal or object had been sold, then he was required to pay back 4 or 5 times the amount.
 The intent of the law is to limit the restitution extracted from the thief. Common theft was not a capital offense. In limiting the compensation required, the Old Testament law was more merciful than those of the surrounding nations. Revenge and escalation are eliminated by proper justice. 

Kidnapping, however, was a different matter. Exodus 21:16 gives the death penalty as the punishment for kidnapping. Kidnapping, and the related selling into slavery, was like killing the person as far as his family was concerned. The offence was so great that the penalty was death. Surely Moses hadn’t forgotten what happened to Joseph. This kind of kidnapping is not just an ancient crime. In a neighboring country there are groups that make promises of large salaries to lure young people from poor regions to work in their factories in nearby cities. Once the arrive at the factory, they are seized, moved to a different location, and are forced to work as slaves. Parents search and search for their children, usually without success. If the factories are discovered, they simply close down and move operations to another area. In our own country of Kazakhstan, I have heard stories of workers have been hired to work in the fields. The foreman requires the worker to give him his documents so he can “register” the worker. The documents disappear for weeks, months, or sometimes longer, and the laborer basically works for free. These are merely modern forms of kidnapping.

The Bible also addresses the theft of land. It forbids the moving an ancient boundary stone.
 In ancient Israel God gave the land to the tribes as an inheritance. Each tribe divided the land up and gave it to the clans, who eventually allotted each portion to individual families. Therefore, the moving of a boundary stone was theft. This was not only theft from the neighbor, but ultimately from God, who directed the allotment of the land. We may consider this only an ancient form of theft, but who hasn’t moved a boundary stone by building a fence in an advantageous position? We are all a bit more involved in actions the Bible describes as theft than we like to admit. 

Let’s think about our friend Ocean, the main character in Ocean’s Eleven (and twelve, and thirteen). The set-up of this movie poses an interesting question. One of the main characters is the owner of a large and prosperous casino. This suggests that he has connections with organized crime. He has a ridiculous amount of money. And, worst of all, he appears to be successfully stealing Ocean’s girlfriend. Thus, he must be the villain. Therefore, Ocean decides to steal from him $30 million dollars. And, in a big surprise, Ocean is successful. Now, when you watch this movie, or at least think about the set up, how do you field about this act of theft? Somehow, as the viewers, we feel that the theft is justified, because he is stealing from a bad guy. I know this was just a movie, but we must ask ourselves what we really believe. 

Is theft permissible, even noble, under certain conditions? Consider crooked weights at the bazaar. We have all had to buy from sellers whose one kilogram weight is far less than one kilogram, or from sellers whose produce on display was of far higher quality than the produce they gave us that came from behind the counter. When we interact with them, is it OK to cheat the cheaters? If they were going to steal from us, is it OK to deceive them? What do we think about connecting our power lines to our house in such a way that we get electricity that avoids the meter. Is it OK to cheat the system? The system would gladly cheat us, so is it OK to cheat them? What about our approach to Microsoft software. Bill Gates is the wealthiest man on the planet. If I use Windows software and Microsoft Office products that are not licensed, I save a huge amount of money, and Microsoft receives nothing. But why do they need any more money? It seems like they already have most of the money on the planet. Is it OK to cheat the ridiculously wealthy? What about office supplies and work materials. Is it OK to steal from the company? They’ll never miss it. I work here, so it’s part of my domain, so I can take a few things anyway. That is how it always used to work. “Better 100 friends than 100 rubles.” 

What about more abstract ideas of theft. Is it stealing when someone gives us a pirated copy of a DVD? I didn’t buy it, after all. What if we download something from the internet from a legal site, but it was put there illegally. Is that theft my responsibility? What about the more abstract idea of company time. Can we be guilty of theft by misusing company time? Our salary is for a certain kind of work and requires certain work hours. When we are at work, but not engaged in work, are we stealing company money? Is it OK to play sharik marik with the company’s money, if in the end they get it all anyway, and I never stole it, but only borrowed it for a time? The question of defining theft may be more complex than we first realized.

Let’s look more closely at the idea of плохо лежить. If someone has left something out, someone could interpret that to mean that they don’t really value it. They have left something unattended, unguarded, and this means they don’t really care about it. We, as a society, think of things that belong to the group, so since I am part of the group, I’ll just use it myself. Years ago when we built our house, we were looking for a permanent bench to place in the yard where we could sit and watch our kids play. A friend knew what we were looking for and offered me a bench that he kept at his dacha. The bench, however, obviously originated from a city park and at some point found its way to my friend’s dacha. However, as a pastor, I couldn’t see myself accepting it. I couldn’t imagine explaining to everyone who came to visit that it was a “gift” from a friend. I think the idea of community property is great when we go to a picnic. We all voluntarily share what we have and eat as a group. But when we are talking about sports equipment, cell phones, laptop computers, TV’s, or benches from city parks, that seems to me to be a different matter. Consider the motive. We feel free to tell people they should give and share. They should not be greedy. In fact, we are so sure that they need to give and share, that we take that object from them while they’re not looking just to help them grow in unselfishness. We steal from them for their benefit. Do we see our own hypocrisy? 

Underlying Motives for Theft

So the problem of theft isn’t quite as simple as it appeared. We are all involved at some level. What motives lie beneath the surface of this issue? Let’s look at several reasons why we steal things, and the motives behind them. The most obvious is greed. We want more. We are not satisfied with what we have. Remember what Paul said? “Я научился быть довольным тем, что у меня есть. Умею жить и в скудости, умею жить и в изобилии; научился всему и во всем, насыщаться и терпеть голод, быть и в обилии и в недостатке.”
 Greed breeds dissatisfaction with the things God has already given us. The next reason is jealousy. This is closely related to greed. Others have something we want. We either take it from them for ourselves, or take it from them just so they can’t have it. What does it suggest about our motives when we would prefer that no one have a particular item or privilege than that someone else have it while we don’t? Another motive for theft is impatience. There are some things that we might receive in the right time. But we don’t want to wait. We want it now. Our desire to obtain the item is greater than our patience and greater than our fear of the consequences of theft. We think, “If I just had this right now, then I could do this or that.” Then our impatience drives us to an inappropriate means of obtaining the item.

Addiction is another real and more complicated reason we steal. We must have money to support our addiction, whatever it might be. Many of us have friends or relatives who are addicts to drugs or alcohol or gambling. We know there comes a time when they will do just about anything to get money for the next drink or for the next dose. When we are physically dependent, the urge to obtain is so strong that it feels like it can’t be resisted. This is an example of how one sin leads to others. Sometimes we steal out of бравада или гордость. We want to prove ourselves in some way to others. We want to steal to show someone that we could do it. “Stolen water is sweet.”
 If you have studied the beginning of Proverbs, you know who says this? It is Madam Folly. It is important to recall who else dines with her. “But little do they know that the dead are there, that her guests are in the depths of the grave.”
 One final reason we steal is lack of faith. This particularly relates to our lack of tithing. We don’t want to give God what belongs to Him. We have all kinds of reasons. Our salary is not big enough, we need to pay our kvartplata and our debts. Our excuses are many, but ultimately they represent a lack of faith.

What are your motives? When you are engaging in a questionable practice, what motives exist in your heart? Let’s not be children, who don’t understand our own hearts. Let’s be adults, who understand the reality of our own thinking. We have sinful motives. We are good at justifying our actions. Ask God to change you. Ask God to reveal your motives. Ask God to place new motives in your life.

Paul’s solution to stealing: Work

What is the Bible’s answer to the problem of theft? Look at what Paul says to those who used to steal. “He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need.”
 Paul teaches us not to steal, but instead to work, so we have something to share with those in need. The  context in which Paul wrote this is important to remember. “Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.”
 If we are to overcome theft, we must remember how we came to know Christ and were taught about Him. We learned the basic steps of our faith. We were taught to first take off the old clothing of sin. We confess our sin to God and turn away from it. We are then renewed by Christ each day so that we become more like Him. We then put on the new clothing of Christ. We put on His thoughts, His words, and His actions. This is our overall approach to life. Paul then goes on to describe various ways to apply these principles, based loosely on the ten commandments. In verse 28, Paul tells us to take off the clothes of the thief and put on the clothes of Christ. 

So what should we do? Let’s look at three basic steps to put this verse into practice. 

Step #1: Repent of stealing. Don’t justify it. Don’t explain it or defend it. Admit to God your sin and turn from it. By the way, confession before God will lead to confession before men. Our confession is not a religious formality. If we look at our sin the same way God does, we will need to make restitution.

Step #2: Work diligently so that you have a proper income. Of course you will be tempted to steal more if you have no money. Work diligently so you will have the money to buy the things that are important. Do you remember Paul’s position on contentment? “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”
 If our focus is on God, He can make us content to live within our means. Develop a proper lifestyle based on the income you receive. 

Step #3: Give regularly to those who are in need. Paul, interestingly, says nothing about the possessions of the new working man. He does not say, “Work, so you can buy the things you used to steal.” So many of our former desires were based on bad motives, wrong desires, and were part of the wrong direction in life. Our whole focus must be different. Our greatest desire is no longer for material possessions. We long to love God and to love others as He does. The well-being of our neighbors is more important than our own. So we work and acquire possessions and position so we can give to others.

In the old movies there was a thief called the pink panther who would steal famous diamonds and leave his pink glove in place of the diamond. The thief dressed in black and used lots of technology to steal these diamonds. He would use a zip line, mirrors, slight of hand, and acrobatics to enter a room and steal the diamond. The police would then be baffled as to how the thief got in and out with the diamond. What if we used the creativity of thieves to give instead of steal? You know, there are people in need who don’t like to admit it. It is humbling to admit our need and we all have our standard human pride which does not want to admit our lack. What if we used all that creative power, not to seize property and acquire it for ourselves, but to give our own money away and to surprise others with a blessing? What if, while shopping at the bazaar, you felt someone brush by your purse? What if, when you stopped and opened it, you found a pink glove, with a new cell phone inside it? What if you came home from the store and found more money in your wallet than when you left? What if when you went to the garage to get your car, you found brand new tires already installed on your old car? What if we formed a secret society, the Reformed Panthers? What if our goal was to secretly bless others so that they would never knew who did it?

The idea about giving is not so much about stealth and secrecy. The main idea reflects the overall direction of our lives. What can you give to others? Rather than focusing on what you lack, can you actively work at supplying someone else’s need? Do you work only to acquire goods and luxuries for yourself? If we develop a focus on others it will help give us the right perspective. We work diligently so we can share with others in need. This kind of thinking didn’t originate with Paul, however. He got it from Jesus.

Jesus’ solution to stealing: Heavenly treasure

The parable of the Good Samaritan shows the same principle. What did the Samaritan do with his money? What did he do with his time and energy? He gave it to someone who had a need. He used his personal resources, for which had worked and planned, to care for someone in need.  Jesus transforms the eighth commandment by helping us to set our hearts on true treasure. “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
 Private property keeps its value only as long as the earth lasts (and sometimes not even that long). True treasure, as Jesus shows us, can be stored up only in heaven. Furthermore, Jesus gives us a bigger picture. Stealing relates to acquiring possessions and power in this life. The problem is, however, everything in this world decays. Either a clever thief will steal it or time and weather will destroy it. Eventually, everything wears out, every battery runs down. Jesus brought a lasting kingdom, in which we have a lasting inheritance. Jesus teaches us to acquire treasure that is safe and secure. “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.”
 The greatest treasure we have is Jesus. How badly do you want Jesus? Not His sayings or His traditions, not His icons or His pictures. How badly do you want Him personally? Set your heart on him and you will have plenty to share with those in need.
Discussion Questions

1. How would you define stealing? How does the 8th commandment apply to copyrighted material, like computer software or DVD’s? To company money or company time? To our tithe?

2. What does the phrase mean плохо лежить? How does the 8th commandment apply to this concept?

3. What limits does the Old Testament place on punishment for stealing? What is the significance of these limits? How can this affect the way we view our possessions?

4. When do you justify stealing? When the person is rich? Dishonest? Part of the System?

5. How does being satisfied with what we have affect our being tempted by the desire to steal? Read Phil 4:11-12. How can contentedness reshape the way we desire an object or an achievement?

6. What does Eph. 4:28 teach us is the antidote to stealing? What does this verse tell us about acquiring those things we desired?

7. How does Jesus’ teaching in Luke 12:34 interpret the 8th commandment? How can you enhance your desire for Jesus?

Commandment #9

Truth and the Tour de France

The Tour de France is the world’s most prestigious and difficult bike race. It covers 20 stages of about 180 km each during 23 days typically including five days in the mountains. It is a true test of endurance, speed, and strength. In 2006 Floyd Landis won the Tour de France. In 2007 Alexander Vinokourev was doing very well and won 2 of three stages in a row late in the race. Unfortunately, they were both accused of failing blood tests that indicated that they had been using banned substances to enhance their performance and disqualified. They both stated forcefully that they were innocent. They spoke to reporters and on television to assure people that the tests were faulty. Landis went to court to prove his innocence, but lost. Vinokourev hired Landis’ lawyers to try to prove his innocence, but was still banned from cycling for a year. I have no idea whether they are innocent or guilty, and I don’t presume to know what is best for the world of cycling. But these events from the world of cycling show us something important about our expectations of truth. We do not expect people to tell the truth. In fact, we expect them only to say what is of benefit to them. 

In the world in which we live, the world of chaos, it appears that no one even thinks of telling the truth unless it would be to their advantage. Again, I am not saying that these riders were lying, or were telling the truth. I just know that no one thinks that their words mean anything. No one is so afraid of lying or denying wrongdoing just to cover up their misdeeds. We know it is not just athletes who do this, but politicians, businessmen, and even pastors. Politicians lie to cover up corruption; businessmen lie to cover up bribes and embezzlement; and rock stars lie to hide their sex scandals. Our world does not expect anyone to tell the truth.

Не произноси ложного свидетельства на ближнего твоего. The 9th commandment brings an other-worldly ethic into our world. Like the land of Canaan, where the Israelites were going, our world has very little understanding of this 9th commandment. It is truly a foreign language to them. Let us consider carefully why this commandment is so vital to our personal and corporate lives.

Truthful witnesses are essential for society

The background to the 9th commandment is that of a courtroom, where faithful witnesses are essential if truth is to be known. Think about the importance of faithful witnesses in court in the ancient world. There were no video-cameras, DNA testing, or fingerprint tests. The guilt or innocence of an individual depended upon the faithful testimony of witnesses. The new Hebrew society, freshly liberated from slavery in Egypt, needed a new code of ethics, one upon which they could build a society. Faithfulness in their testimony about what they saw was essential for their new covenant society.

“Do not spread false reports. Do not help a wicked man by being a malicious witness. Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong. When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the crowd…Have nothing to do with a false charge and do not put an innocent or honest person to death, for I will not acquit the guilty. Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds those who see and twists the words of the righteous.”

In this passage from Exodus, God gave the Hebrews guidelines for their new society. God was training His people to be order amid chaos, to be a holy people and a kingdom of priests. Their function was to testify to the nature of God so that when the other nations looked at them, they would come to know the true God. Therefore, we must be a people who will always testify for truth. We can not deny and cover up our wrong-doing, particularly when called to account. I actually read about one cyclist who did not deny his guilt when he failed a blood test. He admitted that he had been doping. Unfortunately, he was only one rider of dozens who were caught. The rest completely denied wrong-doing. As believers, we need not be afraid to admit our sin. In fact, we since we regularly confess our sins to God, when these sins become public, we should not feel any need to lie to cover them up. We are in a regular pattern of confession, restoration, and growth. Hopefully we are becoming more pure and more holy as time goes on. But our confession and restitution is a regular part of our lives and a deep part of our witness and testimony to the world about Christ.

Jesus revealed to us that the law did more than simply forbid a number of negative things. The law teaches the positive aspect that is unsaid. Stated positively, the 9th commandment teaches us to be a faithful witness When we speak about our brother, or when we speak about what we have seen, we must speak the truth. We must testify truthfully about what you have seen and heard. 

Since very few of us have actually had to give testimony in court about our neighbor, this commandment may seem a little distant from our normal lives. Perhaps if we saw a traffic accident, the ГАИ would ask us to give a report. We might sometime need to sign a document that would be used in court. But the need to actually testify in court does not arise very often. However, I think this commandment does say something very important and very practical to all of us. In this chapter I want us to think about the scope of its application. I want us to consider three ways testimony is given, similar to three levels of zoom on a camera or a word document. We’ll start at the biggest, broadest aspect of this commandment, then zoom in to the mid-range, then finish with the close-up.

God testifies to the reality of His presence through the church.

The first testimony we see in Scripture is testimony about the nature and existence of God. God the Father has placed witnesses to Himself throughout creation. “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.”
 The world God created naturally testifies to the greatness and glory of God. The testimony is universal, meaning it is declared in every part of the world. “For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-- his eternal power and divine nature-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”
 God has provided witnesses about Himself in creation so that throughout the world, people can see something about Him.

Scriptures also record significant testimony about God the Son. John the Baptist testified that Jesus of Nazareth was indeed God’s Son. “He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe.”
 The Scriptures themselves testified to the identity of Jesus. “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me.”
 The Holy Spirit testifies to the nature of Jesus. “When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify about me.”
 Perhaps most importantly, God the Father testifies to the identity of Jesus. “And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’”
 God Himself has witnessed to the validity of Jesus. Jesus’ eternal nature, His role in salvation, and His appointment as the unique Messiah are testified to by more than one witness. 

Not only is Jesus witnessed to, but He Himself is a faithful witness. “Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.”
 All that we learn about God from Jesus is faithful and true. Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of the 9th commandment. God has given ample testimony of Himself and His son to the world.

Why is it necessary to see all these references to witnesses? In the gospel of John, the theme of “Jesus on trial” is very clear. It appears that Jesus is the one standing trial. The Jews accuse Him of many things. He actually stands trial before Pilate. At the end of the story, Jesus ends up on a cross. However, in an ironic sense, it is not Jesus who is on trial, but the world. How will the world respond to the testimony it has received? How will the world respond to the overwhelming evidence that Jesus is God’s divine Messiah? The world did not receive that testimony. So the world ends up condemned, because it did not receive the testimony about God and His Son. In today’s world, how does the world know the presence and the character of God? The world learns this through the testimony of the church.

The church today is a witness to the presence and character of God. Do you remember the ark of the covenant from the Old Testament? Sometimes it was called the ark of откровение?
 The word translated “откровение” has the same root as the word “testimony.” Of what was this ark testifying? It testified to God’s covenant with His people. The ark testified to God’s presence among His people in a special way. The temple, where the ark was located, was a testimony to the world of the presence of God. Israel was a witness to the world of the presence of God and what happened to a nation when God made a covenant with them. What is that testimony today? It is the church, the new temple, which is the body of Christ. When we gather together to praise God, what are we telling the world? When we profess our faith, as in baptism, what are we telling the world? When we together, as brothers and sisters, to live out our faith in this world, about what are we witnessing? We are together testifying to the world about the nature and the will of God.

As a church, as a body, testify to the world about the God who calls us together. How is your witness? Is the God of the Scriptures really your God? Is He worthy of all your soul, your life, and your desire? If He is, it will be seen in your praise on Sunday morning. Worship will not be the perfunctory repetition of songs, but declarations of God’s greatness from our hearts. Do we together profess faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ, each Sunday when we take communion? Do we renew those vows each month, and each time we see someone baptized?

Consider the compromised witness of the churches in Revelation 2-3. John wrote to seven churches in Asia Minor. These seven churches represented all the churches of Asia Minor, and by extension, all the churches in the world. In most of those seven churches, some aspect of their corporate witness had been compromised. They compromised with the world. They tolerated false teaching. They were called to be faithful witnesses, but their ability to fulfill that calling was threatened. What kind of body are we? Does the church, as a body, reflect the faith we hold to the world? We, as a body, are witnesses to the world of the nature and will of God. If someone examined how we live as a body, would they see that witness? As a body, let us testify to the greatness of our God and His transforming power through the way we live as a body.

That is the broadest view: the body testifies to the presence of God in our world and the nature of His relationship to us. Now let’s zoom in one level and look at the individuals within the body. Of what do we testify?

God testifies of the nature of a relationship with Him through individual believers.

It is not only through corporate witness, but also through individual witness that the world learns about God. God has commissioned us and sent us as His witnesses in the world. You know the command. “Вы будете Мне свидетелями.”
 Like the apostles, we are to go into the world and proclaim the gospel. We are witnesses of Jesus Christ and we proclaim that truth to the world.

“О том, что было от начала, что мы слышали, что видели своими очами, что рассматривали и что осязали руки наши, о Слове жизни.”
 The apostles proclaimed verbally what they had seen and heard. Their testimony was not only in a court setting, but in public proclamation. They sought ways to spread the knowledge of Jesus in the public arena. They were not content to keep the content of their vision to themselves. They publicly proclaimed what they had seen. Did it bring them glory and honor during their lifetime? What personal or material benefit did it bring them? It brought them rejection from their own people, just like Jesus’ testimony about the Father brought Him rejection from His own people.  It brought upon them accusation by Rome for strange sectarian religious practices. It resulted in scorn and humiliation by neighbors, which led many to meet in secret. They endured all this for the sake of testifying to what they had seen.

How has God changed your life? Testify to the world, meaning to individuals, about the truth you have seen. “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”
 Testify to the hope that you have. Testify to the values that you have. Share with people the reasons for your faith and the personal way it affects you. The world understands this principle well. How often do you see an advertisement for a product, for example, of how to lose weight? An individual testifies to losing 25 kilograms in 4 months using a certain product, and shows pictures that prove it. I recently lost 18 kilograms in 4 months. What was my secret? I ran 100 kilometers per week and ate 1/3 less food than what I normally ate, without chips and sweets. We also understand the effect of a bad testimony. Dr. Atkins, who invented a weight loss program, suffered significant heart and liver problems. He assured the public that his problems were not related to the diet he invented. But many found that hard to believe. As believers, we are called to testify to the work of God in our lives. That is our personal witness. Is it effective? Now let’s now zoom in one more level. Of what do our words testify?

God testifies to the reality of integrity and truthfulness through your words.

In light of our role as corporate witnesses to God’s presence and individual witnesses to His transforming power, how do we understand the 9th commandment? As a body, as a collective, we testify to the presence and the nature of God. Individually, we testify to the work of God in our lives and proclaim the gospel to our friends. The truthfulness of our words, or the lack of truthfulness, testifies to something else: our paternity. The truth of our words reveals who our father is. So what happens when we lie? 

Before we consider that, let us remember that there are various types of lies. We can bear false witness when we write lies on documents of various sorts. We can bear false witness by telling the truth in such a way that it sounds other than it really is. I didn’t hit her. (The truth is, I kicked her.) False witness can be false testimony, say, about our friends. When we ask, “Do you know what kind of a person she is?” and the very question implies that she is not a very good person, we slander someone’s reputation. Slander and gossip are usually forms of false witness.

Our personal integrity reveals our Father. “You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father's desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”
 The truth of our words reveals the identity of our Father. How can we possibly give witness to our God if we lie? We do give witness to our father when we lie. However, it is not the father we think it is. Lies tell the world, the judge, that our father is the devil. “Не говорите лжи друг другу, совлекшись ветхого человека с делами его.”
 Lies are part of our old wardrobe. We are to take them off. God the Father is the author of truth. “These are the things you are to do: Speak the truth to each other, and render true and sound judgment in your courts.”
 We speak the truth in all situations, because we do not speak the language of lies. Whether in court, or among friends, or at work, we don’t speak that language. We used to, when we had a different father. But we have now been adopted, and our Father speaks only truth. 

Let’s speak the truth in love. Telling the truth does not mean we loudly announce all our negative opinions. Nor does it mean we tell everybody everything about everyone else. It means we only speak truth, and we do so in love. So let’s cast of all lies. Examine your life and ask God to show you where you are lying. Ask God to convict you of your deception and to give you strength to get rid of it. Let us be people who are known for our integrity. Let’s make it a regular practice of speaking the truth every day. Let’s develop a reputation of honesty, such that this world can at least know what it looks like. We live in a world of half-truths, lies, and compromises. Let’s introduce the world to another way of life. By speaking the truth in love, let us bear witness to the presence and nature of our Father.

Discussion Questions

1. What are common ways people give false testimony in our society? Why does our society accept such a practice?

2. What testimony has God given to His presence in the world? to his relationship with His people? How can we as a body testify to God’s presence through our relationships with each other?

3. What product testimony influenced you, perhaps in what you bought or what you sought after? In what ways might our personal testimony influence others? How can we create ways to share such testimony with our world?

4. What does John 8:44 suggest is revealed when we lie? What happens to a witness who is a known liar? Where is Christian testimony compromised in our world?

5. What is the difference between speaking the truth and speaking the truth in love?

Commandment #10

Coveting the Prado

The ten commandments were given to form a foundation for a new society. Тhose who first received them had just been freed from 400 years in slavery. They were not accustomed to governing themselves. God graciously gave them a foundation upon which they could build their society. The ten commandments are summarized by Jesus as love for God and neighbor. The first four teach us how to love God while the last six were teach us how to love each other. The first nine all have clear boundary lines that can be measured. Theft, murder, and adultery refer to concrete actions that have or have not taken place. While a judge may be needed to determine the truth of the accusation, the act itself is very concrete. Even the sins of idolatry, using images, or misusing the Lord’s name can be quantified. We understand that these external transgressions point to issues of the heart. But they begin with a clear outward act. The tenth commandment, however, is different. “You shall not covet your neighbor's house. You shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”
 How can we tell when we have violated this commandment?

At first appearance, it seems that this commandment is necessary because coveting leads to other sins, like theft or adultery. Thus, we have violated this commandment when we steal our neighbor’s house or commit adultery with his wife. However, those crimes have already been addressed. They are forbidden in the 7th and 8th commandment. This commandment goes straight to the heart. Our desire itself is already a violation of the commandment. But that raises the next question: when is our desire a sin? Is any desire a sin, or only one that lasts a long time? Is our desire only a sin if we really, really, really want it? What if I don’t want my neighbor’s house, or his car, but one just like it, or a little bigger, is that OK? A few years ago my neighbor bought a new Toyota Prado. It is a beautiful car, and it is often parked on the street. I admit I desire a car like his. I do not plan to steal it, nor do I lose sleep at night dreaming of his car. But I would like such a car. Is this a sin? Is it only a sin if I really want it, but not a sin if I only want it a little bit? What if that desire leads me to buy a Prado for myself? Is that OK because it is not his car? What if I buy a newer model Prado, that is bigger, and park it in front of my house, near his, so it is clear mine is better? Is that a sin? This commandment is a little more complex than the others, because it directly speaks of our heart and its desire. This sin is very difficult to accurately measure in someone else. We rarely can tell precisely what their desire is, and it is very difficult to accurately measure its intensity. But we can do so with ourselves. So let’s look at the question of desire and coveting in this chapter in a bit more detail.

Two extremes in responding to the 10th commandment. 

There are two common extremes in those who take this commandment seriously. One response is to deny any and all desires. Buddhism and other Eastern religions make denial of all desire a virtue. The goal is to rid oneself of all desire. This practice is similar to the meditative practice of emptying one’s mind. I picture Jedi knights from the Star Wars movies preparing for battle. They calmed themselves, relaxed, and emptied their minds of distraction as they prepared to meet their enemy. This emptying process is part of removing all desires from our mind. Eastern teaching suggests that at that point the worshiper enters a higher state of consciousness, a higher spiritual level, and is ready for meditation and other spiritual matters. Christian monasticism sometimes encourages this kind of thinking. A related rejection of desire for things modern is seen in Mennonite and related Christian expression. However, this is not Biblical or Christian. The Bible talks about certain kinds of desires as evil, but others are good and healthy. The desire for God, for spiritual gifts, the desire to serve as an elder, and to ищи ползу другого are all good desires the Bible approves of. Furthermore, the Bible does teach that there are good, physical gifts from God in this world. Desiring some physical things is good and appropriate. 

However, I don’t see a lot of this extreme in Almaty, particularly in our church and region. There are not many who are such ascetics that they deny all things physical. We might pick this up in an area or two, like my response to clothes and computers. I tend to selectively reject materialism, particularly in the area of technology and style. What’s wrong with a computer I bought 10 years ago and clothes that are older than that? We reject the worldly focus on material things. Yet even this we usually turn around into a point of pride, as if the denial of desire was the greatest virtue. We’ll see shortly there is a much higher virtue. While we may be affected in some areas by asceticism, I see more of us at the other extreme.

The other response to this commandment is a much more liberal understanding. Most people have the idea that we have the right to desire everything that the civil law permits. So, if we desire a thing, and we can lawfully acquire it, it is morally acceptable. While I can’t steal my neighbor’s house, if I offer him enough money, I can buy it. While I can’t steal my neighbor’s car, I can buy one just like it, or perhaps just a bit newer or fancier, it is morally acceptable. If I want a third private jet, I can buy one. If I have money to buy 365 pairs of shoes, I can buy them. Capitalist economics runs on the right of people to acquire what they want.  Personal desire is the engine for the modern economy. Thus, if you are a company, and you can bolster the desire in a certain market group for your product, then you can make lots of money.

Consider the example of iced tea in Kazakhstan. In Kazakhstan, people lived for centuries, perhaps even millennia, drinking exclusively hot tea. Everyone was very happy with hot tea. In fact, when we moved to Kazakhstan in 1993, and mentioned that Americans drink cold tea, everyone thought we were whacko (crazy). They would tell their friends about the strange Americans who put ice in their tea. They would call their friends over and ask us to tell them how we drink tea, just so they could get a good laugh. Now, someone has fanned into the flame the desire for cold tea. In every store, restaurant, and kiosk, people are selling different brands and different flavors of cold tea. People buy MaxiChai and NexTea by the case. A visitor to Almaty could easily get the impression that cold tea was the way people always drank tea in Kazakstan. Now, I am not making a value judgment as to what kind of tea, hot or cold, is better. I am simply pointing out that someone encouraged the desire for cold tea, it worked, and now they are making lots of money selling cold tea.

As thinking believers, however, we must ask ourselves the question: Is it moral to seek to acquire everything that we want that can be lawfully obtained? Where is the step in which we evaluate the propriety of obtaining the product? Where is the step in which the object itself, our need of it, and its overall benefits for ourselves and others are carefully weighed? What about the effect of that this object, and our desire for it, will have on our spiritual lives, and on the lives of those around us? Will we carefully consider those effects, before fulfilling this desire? Some products are inherently immoral, like pornography or drugs for use on the street. Others when misused can lead to immorality, like alcohol and weapons. In this chapter, however, I want to talk about the other things we desire. I want us to think about the desire itself and try to determine when, in our hearts, it is sinful. “Contemporary advertising works very hard to heighten our desires for a sleek sports care or that perfectly divine dress. It taps the natural desires God has given us and attempts to twist them and to play upon them to create envy in our souls. The envy that this commandment forbids is not only a desire for something that belongs to someone else. It is our desire for anything that would draw us away from contentedly serving God wherever in his good providence he has placed us.”
 Ask yourself the question, “What is the desire behind the desire?” Then analyze the desire behind the desire

What does the object of my desire reveal about my concern for my neighbor?

How does our coveting impact the way we love our neighbor? Jesus taught us that the last six commandments are summarized by the command to love our neighbor as ourselves. That is part of the meaning of this 10th commandment. So let’s consider the concrete case of something our neighbor has that we desire and examine what it reveals about our hearts. Suppose your neighbor has a new car, and you want it. Or perhaps he has a beautiful house. Or maybe he has a happy family? The teenagers in his house always get good grades. They never play loud rock music in the street at 3 am. Their toddlers are well behaved, never shrieking in the middle of the night. Their house is always pretty, clean, and in a good state of remont. You see what they have, and you definitely want it. Are you in sin? Is the desire in your heart for that lifestyle alread sin? Here’s a test that can help you determine if you are in sin. Do you rejoice with your neighbor or envy him? Can you really enjoy his success and new acquisition for the joy it brings him? Is your response to his situation happiness for him? If that is your response, you are most likely not in sin. But what if envy and greed so rooted in your being that all such acts of happiness and rejoicing are just a show? What if inside you would rather him not have anything than have that which I want so badly. Perhaps you dream of a Kamaz losing control and demolishing his car when it is parked on the street.  Or perhaps you fantasize of his wife gaining 25 kilograms and not being able to wear any more of her stylish clothes. Or perhaps do you find yourself speculating about how he got his money, typically involving drugs, mafia, and the sale of weapons to terrorists? This type of response suggests to me that we are in violation of the 10th commandment. This shows us that our desire is related to jealousy and that the desire itself is already a sin.

Evaluate your desire in light of your responsibility to love your neighbor. Remember, that is Jesus’ summary of these commandments. The danger of coveting is that it prevents us from really loving our neighbor. When we covet, we are more concerned with their possession than with them. This reveals a lack of love on our part. Don’t covet your neighbor’s possessions, but rejoice with him. Love leads us to be happy for him. It might even lead us to help him obtain those things he so deeply desires. How does my desire to obtain this thing affect my brother? Take the classic example of the man who wants a newer and more powerful car (or computer, or cell phone). He sees what his neighbor has and he covets one just like it.  He is not thinking about stealing it, but he is working hard to save money to buy one. What does this communicate to his wife, who feels like they really need to do some remont? Perhaps she is even thinking about buying a bigger apartment, since they live with his parents, brother, and their 5 children in a one room apartment. What does the object of her husband’s desire say about his love for his wife and children? What does the object of your desire say about your love for those close to you? Love for those close to us will begin to control the things we desire and the level of our desire for them.

Here is where I think we must begin with confession and repentance. We must call our sin what it is, sin, and admit it to God. C. S. Lewis noted once that we often mistake sin for circumstances. In our confession, we mention our sin, but then follow it up with explanation and justification and the mitigating circumstances that led to our sin. Lewis contends that God knows very well what all those circumstances were, and is not holding us accountable for those things. But we all know that in every circumstance in which we sinned, there is a part, be it small or large, that was not a result of circumstances or beyond our control. That part “left over.” That part is not explained by our rationalizations and justifications. That part is true sin, true rebellion, human pride, and selfishness. That is the part we confess to God as sin. Sin is the part left over, not the justification we give nor the circumstances. We must repent of it in its fullness, not just in a few words. Let us repent of this sin, and then ask God to help us really love our neighbor. Rejoice with your neighbor and be happy for what he was blessed with. 

What does the object of my desire reveal about the condition of my heart?

Unfortunately, this is just the beginning of our coveting. What are we coveting at a deeper level? It’s not always the object itself, but something deeper. Consider the examples of lifestyle and one’s figure.

Lifestyle 

Maybe we desire the ease and comfort of someone else’s lifestyle. Our neighbor works from 9 to 5 and comes home without any worries. His children are calm and obedient. Perhaps it’s their status and prestige that we desire. We want the admiration they have. Sometimes our perception of their lifestyle is based on 10% of reality and 90% our imagination. We don’t really know what their life is like. Sometimes our perception is based on what is written in the newspapers or shown on the TV or internet. We don’t really know what their life is like, but we covet it anyway. The sad part is, when this occurs, we’re not even coveting a specific person, just the description we perceive from the media. It might not even be real, but we covet it nonetheless. It might not exist on this planet, but we are unhappy with our lives because we do not have it. An imaginary perception of another lifestyle makes us discontent with the lives God has given us.

Figure

I’ll talk about this from a woman’s perspective, but men can see how this applies to them as well. You see the models in the magazines and they look good. They are featured in every magazine you read and are the desire of all the men you know. You wish you had a figure like theirs, or hair like theirs, or eyes like theirs. You covet their appearance. But you know what, every one of the photos you see have been photoshopped. The imperfections have been removed and their figures, eyes, and hair have been improved. They have been made to look better than they really are with the help of computers. So, if you follow me, you are coveting someone who does not actually exist. There is no such person as the one you imagine, yet you covet them nonetheless.

To switch over to a male example, I read an article in the newspaper about Sarkovsky, the president of France. Apparently, he loves to go jogging and is in very good shape, particularly for a politician over 50 years old. He was featured in a magazine which ran a picture of him rowing a boat without a shirt. The picture featured his muscular chest and flat stomach. However, the magazine later had to admit that they had altered the original picture. They had removed his love handles, that is, the fat around his waist, so he looked slimmer. The later printed an apology and ran the original and the fixed up one side by side. 

This commandment goes beyond just coveting your neighbor’s possessions. It points to our desires in general, even if they are not connected to theft or jealousy of a particular person. Coveting ultimately reveals something about our relationship with God and our desire for Him.

What does the object of my desire reveal about my relationship with God?

The magnitude of our desire reveals something when it is compared to our desire with God. Clowney wrote that coveting “is our desire for anything that would draw us away from contentedly serving God wherever in his good providence he has placed us.” What is our level of contentedness with what God has given us? There will always be people with more something than we have. They will have more money, status, toys (cars), influence, or anything else we might desire. If we are walking with God He will give us contentedness with our God-given present state of affairs, such that desire for something else does not drive us. That begins to show us the line between a healthy desire, for which one might save up and deny oneself and wait, or healthy spontaneous desire for something within one’s means, and an unhealthy desire based on greed, jealousy, and dissatisfaction with what God has given you.

I have a friend named Bob who graduated with an engineering degree from a prestigious university. He worked for a few years in his profession to appease his parents, but then left to teach high school math and science. That had always been the desire of his heart. He knows he is called to be a teacher and school administrator. This brings him joy and satisfaction and it is what he wants to do with his life. Bob could covet the lifestyle and money of his classmates who are wealthy businessmen. He could long for their cars and houses. But he knows that he, and his wife and daughters, are called to something different. God has provided them with a house, a car, and clothes for their family. They have what they need, but are not going to live a luxurious lifestyle. Bob is talented enough to change careers and earn big money. But he is choosing to live according to his sense of God’s will for his life and to live within the means that such a career provides him with.

Seek contentedness with the Lord, and all these things will fall into place. If your desire for God is in the right place, then everything else, including our desires for material possessions, will fall into place as well. “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”
 When considering the question of lifestyle, I don’t think there is anything necessarily wrong for someone to strive to improve their standard of living. If it is in proper proportion to the other priorities in one’s life, it is perfectly appropriate to work hard and try to get ahead financially. If God is the first priority, and you are striving to love those around you, then the desire for money and advancement will be kept in its proper place. If a person is dissatisfied with God and God’s current plan for his life, then his desire for money and advancement is probably a violation of this commandment. The desire for worldly glory and ease is virtually always a violation of this commandment.

What about the desire for a nice figure? Is that a sin? Well, could it be that God has more important things for us to focus on than how we measure up to the fashion industry’s latest models? Peter is clear that developing inner beauty (godly character) is a much better place to put our energy.
 Perhaps, men, seeking women with godly character is of more importance than seeking women who only develop external beauty? 

More central is a question for all of us is the question, “Can we develop a true thirst and desire for God?” The Psalmist wrote, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God?”
 Let us develop a deep craving for God that is satisfied by nothing other than His presence. Creation longs for the restoration of God’s reign in full. “The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.”
 There is nothing creation longs for more than the fullness of God Himself. God’s people long for a heavenly country. “All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth. People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. Instead, they were longing for a better country-- a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.”
 Let us not covet what our neighbor possesses, nor anything that is merely of this world, but let us seek first the Kingdom of God with all our heart.

Discussion Questions

1. When do you cross the line between having a healthy desire for an object to violating the 10th commandment?

2. What might be legal for you to acquire, and even morally acceptable for many people, but a sin for you?

3. When does modern marketing encourage us to break the 10th commandment?

4. How can the desire for an object prevent you from faithfully loving your neighbor? What could change that situation?

5. When does the object of our desire distract us from contentedly serving God where He has graciously placed us? Does this mean we cannot aspire to a higher standard of living? Where is the balance? 

6. How can we desire God above all else? See Psalm 41:2-3 and Heb 11:13-16.

Conclusion

Jesus, the new covenant mediator 

“When the people saw the thunder and lightning and heard the trumpet and saw the mountain in smoke, they trembled with fear. They stayed at a distance and said to Moses, ‘Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or we will die.’ Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid. God has come to test you, so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning.’ The people remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick darkness where God was.”

How did God’s people first respond to the Ten Commandments? The responded with fear and trembling. The thunder, lightning, trumpet sounds, and smoke were not the results of a storm, but of the very presence of God. They knew they could not stand in His presence and live. His presence meant judgment for all who had transgressed His commandments. The people begged Moses to speak to God in their place. They needed a mediator. On several occasions, Moses stood between his people and death, death by God’s judgment. God’s people had violated the commandments, and so were unworthy of entering into His presence. Moses spoke to God on behalf of his people and turned away God’s wrath. Instead of bringing them judgment, Moses brought them the Words of God.

Moses pointed us to the new covenant and to the mediator of the new covenant. Moses was unable to enter into the promised land because of his own sin. He was a faithful servant in God’s house, but was still identified with the sin of his people. However, a millennium and a half later, a new mediator was given to God’s people. This mediator also spoke God’s words and interceded for His own people. This mediator, Himself sinless, was also identified with the sins of his people and condemned for their transgressions. However, this mediator did not remain outside the promised land, but instead opened the gates for His people to enter. His sinless sacrifice for a sinful people cleansed them from all of their transgressions and prepared them to enter into eternal life with their Heavenly Father. Jesus is the mediator of the New Covenant who, having fulfilled both the letter and the spirit of the law, established forever the one, true approach to God. We no longer have to fear thunder, lightning, trumpet blasts, and smoke, but can joyfully approach our Father.

“Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are-- yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”



Interpreting Law in the Bible

Modern psychology tells us that forbidding something seems only to make it more attractive. “Don't touch that candy.” “Don't go beyond this point.” “Don’t open this door.” Think about the speed limit. When the speed limit is posted at 90, people drive at many different speeds, just not 90. Some drive 95, 100, 120. The maximum speed limit provokes people desire to drive at least some amount over the speed limit. When we read laws in the Bible, particularly the ten commandments, we must come to grips with the fact that this same principle is at work. Of the 10 commandments, 8 or 9 are specifically written in a negative format. What effect does that have upon us? What is God’s actual intention in giving us commandments? How can the laws set forth in the Old Testament drive us to actually fulfill what is written and love God and neighbor more fully? I suggest that 5 principles will help us understand and use the laws given to us by God in the Bible.

Principle #1: The Ten Commandments are all interrelated.

In the Christian tradition, the ten commandments are divided into two sections. The first four commandments instruct us primarily in our relationship with God. The final six commandments instruct us in our relationships with other people. These two halves of the law, however, are still inter-related. Our love for God is expressed in the way we love other people, who are created in His image. Our care and love for other people is part of the way we worship and serve God. Likewise, violations of the 8th commandment (You shall not steal) probably also violate the 10th commandment (You shall not covet) and may involve violation of the 9th commandment (You shall not bear false witness). Human history shows that violations of the first four commandments regarding proper worship of God inevitably lead to violations of the final six commandments regarding proper love for our neighbor. Thus, while each commandment contains its own specific instruction, it is inextricably linked to the entire body of law found in the Pentateuch. Thus, while it is helpful to examine each law individually in detail, it is also important to remember that each law is integrally related to the entire body of law found in the Bible.

Principle #2: The ten commandments are starting points, not end points. 

The ten commandments, and the rest of OT law, give us the place to begin considering the will of God. But they do not claim to give the complete and final word on the subject. For example, in the second commandment, we are told not to make images nor to bow down before idols. However, it does not specifically define the image. Nor does the second commandment tell us, specifically, how we are to worship our God? How should we relate to God in worship? Are any forms of art permitted? The second commandment gives us a clear boundary. But it does not fully explain how we are to worship the one God we are permitted to have before us. How are we to understand and apply the fourth commandment, “Remember the Sabbath…on it you shall not do any work.” What, exactly, is work? Interpreters have debated that question for millennia. What is rest? That point is also not explained in detail. These commands напрашиваются на дальнейшее explanation.

The ten commandments are the starting points for which the context of the entire Bible is the explanation. While some detailed explanation begins in Exodus, the rest is found in the trajectory set out in the Pentateuch and fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ. 

These commands are part of an eternal law, but they are just the beginning. Remember, the recipients of this law were just coming out of slavery. They did not have a sophisticated political and judicial system. God gave them a simple code from which to begin. These are the starting points. However, all biblical laws require further interpretation. Someone must interpret the law and apply it to the context in which the people of God live. Ultimately, the commandments ask for an authoritative interpreter, a Divine Interpreter. Jesus is the Messianic Interpreter who gives us the fullest, deepest, and most complete interpretation of the law. He interprets each of God’s commandments fully and properly. He even gives us their most effective summary: love God with all your heart and love your neighbor as yourself. In giving us His interpretation, he gives us the next principle for interpreting Biblical law.

Principle #3: Each commandment includes both a positive command as well as a negative restriction. 

Jesus taught us that the law implied more than its minimal implications. For example, the command not to kill is not satisfied when we simply refrain from the most obvious violations of the law. The law against murder also prohibits hatred and anger (Mat 5:21-22). A man’s words and motives are also under the scrutiny of the law and can bring judgment upon him even if his hands do nothing. Jesus teaches us that the command forbidding murder ultimately includes in it the unwritten but fully intended command to do good to your neighbor. Each law, particularly the 8 written negatively, include not only the negative restriction, but also the opposite positive command. So the second commandment is not fulfilled merely in avoiding false representations. It requires the active worship of the one true God. The second commandment includes the positive command to worship Yahweh alone. It was written negatively as a law so that it could be enforceable. But as a principle, we are commanded not only to refrain from idol worship, but also to actively worship the Lord.

Principle #4: The ten commandments function both to reveal the nature of God and to reveal our own sin. 

Historically, the law has been understood to have three major uses, two of which are key to us. The first use of the law, the civil use, is to restrain evil in society. That governmental use is not as central to individual readers of the Bible. However, the second and third uses of the law both must be grasped to properly make use of it. The second function of the law is to expose sin. The law is a mirror that shows us who we are as God sees us. None of us can look at the law and say honestly, that is by God's Spirit, that we live by this. The law reveals our sins and exposes our flaws. We all терпим неудачу in many ways. We should see our own failures in the law. For the believer, the law should направить нас к God for mercy and forgiveness, which are freely предложены in Jesus. The law points out our sin, our need for a Savior, and the areas in which we can grow. For the unbeliever, the law exposes the condemnation of the individual before God and their need for forgiveness and mercy, which can only be found in the substitutionary atonement of Jesus Christ. The third function of the law is to reveal God's character. These commandments reveal the nature of God and thus, how we relate to Him. The basic nature of the moral law has not changed since the time of Moses. God does not grow, develop, or change. These commandments show us how we ought to relate to our holy God. While we cannot keep them in a meritorious way, by the Spirit we can begin to live according to them. The Spirit can and does lead us into conformity to these laws. When believers truly love others from their heart, they do begin to fulfill the final six commandments. The Spirit leads us to follow them as the voluntary desires of the heart. The Spirit leads us to fulfill them to our maximum potential with joy every day. The Spirit, who inspired the writing of these laws on stone, inscribes them on our very hearts, so that we fulfill them from our own personal desire.

Principle #5: Law and grace

It is not uncommon to see the law and grace as opposite ends of a scale. Both John (John 1:17) and Paul (Rom 6:14) see a sharp contrast between law and grace. However, this contrast must not be so exaggerated that one becomes antinomian, as if the law was an evil thing to be avoided at all cost. The law and grace are always found together. The polemic of the New Testament is primarily directed against using the law as a means of justification. According to the second use of the law, all men are condemned by the law. Thus, using the law as a means of salvation or justification before God cannot accomplish the restoration of mankind to a right relationship with God. However, even the ten commandments were given in the context of grace. The ten commandments begin with the declaration that God delivered His people out of Egypt. That act of kindness was not based on the merit of the Hebrew people. God’s salvation was not earned or deserved. By grace, God delivered them from Egypt, and in the context of that relationship, He gave the Israelites the law. In the context of a grace-centered relationship, the law is given so that the Spirit can guide the believer into the will of God. Thus, as an instrument of the Spirit of God, the law is good and can be used in a beneficial way. The greatest fulfillment of the law is shown through love of God and love of neighbor. By empowering grace, believers can use the law positively to fulfill the will of God in the world, or, as Paul described it, that our вера действует через любви.
Law and Grace

In this chapter we will consider the use of the law in the context of grace. This topic is important because, as believers, I am afraid we do not fully understand how we are to use the law. On the one hand, some of us are the law-multipliers. There are those who understand that the law is good. The law provides a positive benefit and a guide to our lives as believers. In fact, for these people, the law is so good that they thoroughly develop it by explaining, clarifying, and expanding the law so that it can be kept in every area of life. These people have failed to understand the first use of the law. The law has been given to us to condemn us for sin. On the other hand, there are those who are the law-eliminators. These people understand that they are free from the law. The law no longer has the power to condemn them. They are not enslaved by the law. They have new freedom in Christ, so they use it. However, for many of them, freedom means they can do anything, literally anything, that they want to do. They have failed to understand the second use of the law, as seen in the sermon on the mount in Mat 5-7. The law reveals the moral character and nature of God. In this chapter I want us to consider how these two misunderstandings of the law affect us so that we can correct them and develop a truly Christian understanding of the law.

Problem #1: Law-multipliers
Let’s look at the first case, the case of law-multipliers. The ultimate problem with this approach is that it ends up leading us to justify ourselves. But first let us consider how this condition develops. As we do, let us ask ourselves if we might exhibit some of the symptoms of being law-multipliers. We all understand intuitively that there is something good about keeping the law. We feel that believers should be people who don’t lie, steal, or commit adultery. So when we study the Ten Commandments, we begin to work a little harder at not doing those things. In one sense, that is good. We love God and want to please Him, so we begin to work at obeying His laws.

But what happens next? Let’s take a look at the law of having a quiet time. Reading, studying the Bible, and prayer are, of course, good things that are frequently recommended in the Bible. I hope every believer sets aside time each day for such practices. Of course we must read the Bible, but how much? Should we read one verse a day, five verses, a chapter, or perhaps a whole book? Perhaps we should set aside a certain amount of time. But how much time? Should we set aside five minutes, ten minutes, or thirty minutes? Or perhaps we should follow the example of one godly woman who tithed her day to the Lord and gave Him 2.4 hours of her day in prayer and Bible study. What about the frequency of our time with the Lord. Precisely how often should we spend time in this way with the Lord? Every day? Six days a week? This would show that we understand something about God’s grace. Or perhaps four days is enough, since it is at least a majority? Maybe once a week is fine, since it’s better than nothing? 

Unfortunately, the questions continue. Specifically, how must I read the Bible? Is it enough to read just so I understand the words, or also with notes and a concordance, with meditation and application? We develop answers to all of these questions and codify them into laws. The same process occurs when we think about prayer. If we have been part of a group that focuses on evangelism, then we will develop a similar code for evangelism. Do we have to actually pray with someone for the evangelism to “count”? Or perhaps do we just have to present the entire gospel outline? If you are from certain types of churches, you will likewise develop a law-code on tithing, attending a cell group, visiting the orphanage, or any other of a number of excellent activities in which believers are involved. If you are a well organized person, these things will multiply and become well defined. By the time you have been a believer for five years, you will have a codex of laws bigger than any library. So what’s the problem?

The problem is that it is not “Christian.” Everyone in the world has a moral sense, even if it is not fully developed, even if it is dull or distorted. Everyone has some sense of right and wrong, and the law is the guide to what is right. The problem isn’t that unbelievers don’t know the law. The real problem is that none of us ever keep the law. Believers and unbelievers alike are all together law breakers. Hopefully, it has become clear in these chapters that while we may keep some parts of some of the commandments, not one of us has kept all ten commandments, nor has any one of us kept even one of the commandments fully. 

Believers must understand the first use of the law: to condemn us of our sin. “Закон положен не для праведника, но для беззаконных и непокоривых, нечестивых и грешников, развратных и оскверненных, для оскорбителей отца и матери, для человекоубийц, для блудников, мужеложников, человекохищников, клеветников, скотоложников, лжецов, клятвопреступников, и для всего, что противно здравому учению.”
 Thess verses point out the first use of the law. The law was given to us to point out our sin. The law condemns sinners. “Но я не иначе узнал грех, как посредством закона. Ибо я не понимал бы и пожелания, если бы закон не говорил: не пожелай. Но грех, взяв повод от заповеди, произвел во мне всякое пожелание.”
 The law reveals the sin that is already inside us. The law itself is not bad or sinful. However, without the law we would fail to see much of the sin inside us. So the law exposes sin inside us and, having done that, condemns us as guilty sinners. Even our man-made laws do that. If you are good at making laws and rules, you will know in your heart that you have not kept even those standards. We set the bar, but even our own human standards aren’t kept. The law condemns us because of our sin.

There is, however, a deeper problem: pride. We want to use the law to justify ourselves. We multiply the laws we think we can keep to raise our average. This way, it looks like we’re doing better than we really are. We multiply laws to justify our level of spirituality. Even worse, we multiply laws so that we can judge others who don’t keep them. What we really want to do is to show others, and ourselves, that we really are pretty good. We really have reached some high level of spirituality, and we want other people to be impressed. If they are not keeping our laws, we can criticize, look down on, and judge them. They have not reached our level of “maturity.” We use the law, and our own laws, to justify our self-centered pride. The problem is that this approach to the law is entirely wrong. All these rules only serve to condemn us. The real law, the one that originates with God, only serves to condemn us for our sin. We add and multiply rules and regulations, not realizing that we are already condemned and can’t keep the laws God gave. 

What is the solution? Since the law condemns us, we must depend upon Christ. What does Paul say in Rom 3? “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.”
 None of us are justified by the law. We are all justified by faith. Faith frees us from the condemnation of the law. It frees us from a law-based righteousness. We sense that law-based righteousness is inadequate because our faith is not about keeping a list of rules, but about a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. Any relationship that gets down to a list of rules has already become impersonal. A legal obligation causes us to ask the question: “Have I fulfilled my duty?” That question tends to be followed by the question, “If so, then am I free to go?” We ask this kind of question to our boss, to our employer, or to our commanding officer. We would never ask such a question of our closest friends or our spouse. When we ask it of our God, we know we are not asking the right question. We are justified only by the work of Christ and the basis for our ongoing relationship with God is faith and grace, not law.

Examine yourself and ask the question, “What laws have you created?” Having quiet times, doing evangelism, attending church and small groups are of course essential and important. But the degree to which we keep them is not the basis for our relationship with God. Structure and discipline are good things used to build our relationship with God, but they are not the basis. Evaluate the laws you have written. What standards have you used to justify your personal righteousness? Do you feel good about yourself because you are keeping the laws you have written? How do you tend to look at other people? Do you judge them for not keeping your laws? This is particularly bad when we judge believers. Believers have been freed from condemnation by God. Who are we to condemn them now? However, we are not even the ones to judge non-believers. We must point out God’s law to them, which condemns them and us alike. Our job is to point them to Christ. A healthy understanding of the law will regularly lead us to Christ, our only hope for salvation from the condemnation we deserve. We will regularly be humbled and, thus, we must not look down on anyone else in judgment or condemnation. This will cause us to appreciate and love our Savior even more, for He is our only hope for salvation.

Problem #2: Law-Eliminators

But now let’s go to the other side. There is the second person who knows very well the problems of keeping the law. He fully understands that it is impossible. He understands freedom from the law. His favorite verses are Gal 5:1, “Итак стойте в свободе, которую даровал нам Христос, и не подвергайтесь опять игу рабства,” and 1 Cor 6:12, “Все мне позволительно.” This person understands very well that life is not a list of rules to be followed. As believers, we have freedom. Since the law does not condemn us we are free from its pressures and demands. This person sees the web of man-made regulations that permeate religion and society and intuitively senses, basically correctly, that he is free from any obligation to keep them. This person sees the freedom he has to make choices independently of the traditions and rules of his society. 

For example, believers are free from all kosher laws, since Jesus cleansed all foods.
 Paul said, “Ибо всякое творение Божие хорошо, и ничто не предосудительно, если принимается с благодарением.”
 This person knows the freedom he has from certain applications of OT law. Furthermore, he knows freedom from enlightened Christianity. For example, in the question of food that has been offered to idols, the mature believer knows that an idol is nothing.
 He can eat food offered to idols with a clean conscience. This person has freedom from all man-made laws and even from some particular OT laws.

However, this person may run into some significant problems. This approach can lead someone to think that he is free from the law in itself. Listen to 1 Cor 6:12 in full. “Все мне позволительно, но не все полезно; все мне позволительно, но ничто не должно обладать мною.” This person is tempted to think that he is free to do anything. He knows that nothing condemns him, since he has been freed from condemnation by the law.  The problem is that this person can become a law unto himself. This person will be tempted to put himself in the place of the lawgiver who alone determines right and wrong for himself. This approach has been seen before in the third chapter of the Bible. Such individuals overestimate their competence in the face of certain enslaving powers in this world. They convince themselves they are free while they are actually becoming slaves of certain things in this world.

This modern danger is related to the ancient philosophy of Platonism and the ancient religious system of Gnosticism. Both approaches taught that true knowledge is salvation. Platonism taught that the material world was evil, or lower, and that one wanted to be free from it. True knowledge, it was thought, freed one from the bonds of the material world. This gave a person the ability to live in a higher plane of existence. Thus, a truly enlightened person would consider physical sin no longer a relevant category, since the material and physical world would be considered to be beneath his level. This conveniently makes many sins irrelevant or only apparent, since one’s physical body doesn’t matter and since one claims to really live in the spiritual world. These approaches argue that true knowledge is not affected by sin. 

The classic examples of people who misunderstand their freedom are found in people who say things like, “Since the principle of love is all that matters, I can live with my girlfriend before I get married, since I really love her.” He considers himself above laws that command chastity prior to marriage or life-long fidelity. Also in this category are people who claim that the Holy Spirit guided them to do things that are contradictory to God’s law. I once met a man who told me, “the Spirit told me to steal this car.” I tried to explain to him that it was very unlikely the Holy Spirit told him to violate the 8th commandment.

The root problem of all this is pride, which leads one to consider himself above the law. They misunderstand the second use of the law: a guide to moral good.  The law can be used to reveal the character of God and the things that are pleasing to God. For example, faithfulness in marriage is pleasing to God.  Respect for one’s neighbor, including his possessions, pleases God. Proper worship from the heart is pleasing to God. The Ten Commandments point to these things, and freedom does not eliminate them as the goals and directions of our lives. The key question is how we use the law. We use the law not to justify ourselves, but to more fully understand the person and work of Christ. We are free from the condemnation that the law brings. We are not free, however, from the nature and character of God revealed in the law. We are not free to sin but free to love God and others.

The problem typically not recognized by the law-eliminator is that, first of all, we are still weak. We are not fully in control of our own desires. Sin still lives in us. We were not immediately made perfect. The enlightenment of which these people speak is a true reality, just one not yet fully realized in us. We need the law to warn us, like indicator lights in the car, that we are in trouble. I have a faulty oil light, which is always lighted on my dashboard. It tells me to change my oil, even if I have just done so. However, there is another light that flashes a “!” at me regularly. I’m not sure what it means, but I know it’s not good. It is warning me that something inside my engine is not right. 

We also have blind spots. There are things we do not see—problems, weaknesses, immaturity—in our own lives. If you drive a car, you know there are blind spots that you cannot see in your mirrors. You can see directly behind you in the rearview mirror, and you can see behind you to the right in your side view mirror. But there is a spot just behind your car, and just to the right, that you can’t see in the mirrors. It is hidden from your view. The law helps us to see our “blind spots.” We do not yet have perfect vision, or perfect knowledge, so we do miss things. Sin affects not only our physical desires but even the way we think. The law both condemns us, by pointing out our failures, and reveals Christ to us, by revealing the nature of God.

This tendency to emphasize our freedom from the law reveals a deeper problem: our lack of love for our brothers. We have freedom, but how does that affect our brother? With greater freedom comes greater responsibility. Paul said he would lay down his freedom if it might cause his brother to stumble. The freedom we have in Christ is really freedom to love others more deeply, more sincerely. Thus freedom produces clear fruit, not just independence. 

What is God’s answer to an excessive focus on freedom? “Ибо такова есть воля Божия, чтобы мы заграждали уста невежеству безумных людей,-как свободные, не как употребляющие свободу для прикрытия зла, но как рабы Божии.”
 We use our freedom to do good, to do the will of God. We do not use our freedom to boast about ourselves, but instead to serve others.

How are you using your freedom? Are you using your freedom to sin? Ask someone to show you your blind spots. Ask God to show you, through the law, what areas of your life are actually in slavery to sin. Could you be using your freedom in a way that is harming your brother? Love does what is best for our brother. In what ways could my behavior, my freedom, be harming my brothers? The law is an excellent guide to direct us to positive ways to love our brother.

The Golden Mean: Faith working itself out in love.

How can we find the ideal between being law-multipliers and law-eliminators? The solution is not simply a balance, like 50% law, 50% grace. It is not simply having some amount of both in your life. I think the solution is seen in Gal 5:6: “Ибо во Христе Иисусе не имеет силы не обрезание (law-multipliers), не необрезание (law-eliminators), но вера, действующая любовью.” Faith working in love is how the law and grace work together.

The starting point is faith in Jesus. Jesus alone fulfilled the law, so all the commandments are most clearly revealed in Him. We know that Jesus did not come to destroy the law, but to fulfill it. All the legal requirements of the law were fulfilled in Jesus. Furthermore, we believe in His substitutionary atonement. Since the law condemns us, Jesus took our place by taking the law’s penalty. We now are no longer condemned by the law. We have personally trusted in Jesus. This means the gospel permeates our lives. There is no place for boasting. The law only condemns us. But in Christ, we are forgiven, so we are free from the condemnation which the law brings. 

Furthermore, the perfect expression of the law is seen in Jesus. Jesus showed us what the law meant by loving God and loving his neighbor. If we want to understand the nature of God and the nature of relationships taught in the law, we merely look at Jesus. The law leads us to love. We work out our faith by loving. First of all, we love God. “This is love for God: to obey his commands.”
 “Иисус сказал ему в ответ: кто любит Меня, тот соблюдет слово Мое.”
 Second of all, we love others. “По тому узнают все, что вы Мои ученики, если будете иметь любовь между собою.”
 There is a very positive place for the law: it shows us the will of God and reveals the direction in which the Spirit is leading us.

The Spirit, then, will lead us and empower us to fulfill the law. When we receive the Spirit, He naturally leads us to fulfill the law, just like Jesus did. We are not fulfilling the law to earn our salvation. We are fulfilling the law from our hearts because Jesus has given us our salvation. Follow the Spirit and you will do the things that Jesus does. Thus, the law is fulfilled in you, while at the same time the Spirit leads you in freedom.

Why did we study the 10 commandments? I hope not to develop another generation of legalists. I hope in these commandments that you have seen the nature and character of God. I also hope that we have all been humbled, having seen that we all have failed to keep them. This should drive us to Christ who has truly forgiven us of our sins. We should be more amazed at what He has done for us, and truly amazed at the fact that Jesus, as a man, kept all aspects of all the laws of the OT. Let us not be law-multipliers, nor law-eliminators, but those who by the power of the Spirit fulfill the law by faithfully loving others.

Discussion Questions

1. What does it mean to be a law-multiplier? How have you seen laws that begin as good things expand to be an entire legal codex in your life?

2. What misunderstanding of the law is usually seen among law-multipliers? How is pride often seen in a law-multiplier?

3. What advice would you give a law multiplier from Romans 3:21-25 regarding how to live a more grace oriented life?

4. What does it mean to be a law-eliminator? What do 1 Cor 6:12 and Gal 5:1 teach us about freedom from the law?

5. What misunderstanding of the law is usually seen among law- eliminators? How is pride often seen in a law- eliminator?

6. What advice would you give a law eliminator from 1 Peter 2:15-16 regarding how to best use their freedom in Christ?

7. How does faith working through love express the approach to law and grace taught in the New Testament, particularly in Gal 5:6? What do you think the “law of Christ” is in Gal 6:2?
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