
Exodus 19:1-6; 20:1-2; Matthew 22:34-40  

Today we begin our four-week series on the Ten Commandments. We’re going to speak 

about their context and meaning in general terms first, next week is going to cover the 

first part of the Decalogue that deals with our relationship to God. On our communion 

Sunday on the 10
th

 June we’re going to look at the second part of the Decalogue that 

considers our relationships with other people and last but not least, a week later we’re 

going to speak about the last – or last two – coveting commandments. ‘You shall not 

covet your neighbour’s house. You shall not covet your neighbour’s wife, or his male or 

female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbour.’ So desires 

behind our sins will constitute week 4 of our mini-series.  

Today I suggest we start by looking at the numbering of the commandments because it 

reveals something important that will help us appreciate what the commandments are 

about. First thing to say is that the Hebrew text does not have any numbering suggested 

so everything is in the interpretation.  

In the orders of service there is a chart. Let’s look first at the most familiar numbering 

system – the last one. That’s the one that is prevalent in the Church of Scotland and other 

churches in this tradition so you’re most likely to have seen this in your Sunday School 

education. 

To make up the 10 commandments we’ve got ‘no other gods’ and ‘no graven images’ as 

two commandments. Then the coveting one is the last one in its entirety as number 10. 

In the Catholic version, which was then used by the Lutheran churches, we’ve got ‘no 

other gods or graven images’ as the first commandment and then two last ones are: ‘do 

not covet your neighbour’s spouse’ and ‘do not covet any other property belonging to 

him (or her)’. This way of numbering means that the ‘graven images’ one is treated as an 

extension to the ‘no other gods’ one – very often not read at all. As a result Catholic and 

Lutheran churches do use icons, paintings and sculptures as a way of educating their 

faithful while Presbyterians don’t – they believe ‘no graven images’ is a commandment 

in its own right and in order to avoid idolatry – worshipping the images instead of God – 

they use hardly any imagery. Presbyterian churches tend to be austere and simple. 

When we look at how the Jews divided their commandments (and they were given to 

them in the first instance) we see that their second commandment is ‘no other gods or 

graven images’ one and the last one the coveting one. The first one is ‘I am the Lord your 

God’. And to be precise: ‘‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of 

the land of slavery.’ This would have been fresh in people’s minds as they had left Egypt 

barely three months before getting the commandments.  

The first Jewish commandment is not a commandment at all then. It’s a statement of the 

basis on which the relationship between God and his people hangs. The relationship 

comes first. 



How does this change the way we read the commandments – or words as the Jews call 

them? Commandments are not the basis of our relationship with God. It’s our relationship 

with God that is the root of the commandments. We love because God loved us first.  

The accompanying passage for the next four weeks is the one from the Gospel of 

Matthew that summarises all the commandments of the Old Testament thus: ‘Love the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”
 38 

This 

is the first and greatest commandment. 
39 

And the second is like it: “Love your neighbour 

as yourself.’ 

If all the commandments are fulfilled by love – love for God and love for our neighbour – 

then we love, we obey the commandments to love because God loved us first. We 

respond in love because the very first word of the Decalogue, the basis of everything that 

comes after it, is that God loved us – he’s the God who brought us out of slavery out of 

love for us. 

What follows then is that we cannot earn salvation or good relationship with or love of 

God by fulfilling the commandments. We fulfil the commandments because God claims 

us first as his own, God showers us with his love.  

Wonderful Rolf Jacobson writes in his commentary on this passage: ‘That leads to the 

second point about the law. It isn’t about “us,” per se. God does not give you and me the 

law in order to perfect us or even to make us a better “you” or a better “me.”The law is 

not about us -- it is about our neighbors. God gives you the law, not so that you can get 

more spiritual or have your best life now, but so that your neighbor can have her best life 

now. 

Notice how many times God made this point in the Ten Commandments: Do not bear 

false witness against your neighbor. Do not covet your neighbor’s house. Do not covet 

your neighbor’s spouse. When it is the day of rest, make sure that all of your neighbors -- 

from your sons and daughters right down to your sheep and oxen -- get to rest just like 

you do. And, oh yes, the elderly -- “your father and your mother” -- are still your 

neighbors as well.’
1
 

God loves us and so we love God and we love our neighbour. Spill the Beans gives a 

wonderful and thought-provoking reflection that I’d like to end with: 

‘How ironic and how typical of God that the most important thing he commands us to do, 

the one law that encompasses all the others, is the one thing that cannot be commanded— 

namely, love. 

You can order me to make straw into bricks, and I can try; you can command me to spin 

it into gold, and I will fail; you can tell me to go on pilgrimage or do a penance, and I 

may or may not comply. 
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You can write out words for me to say, but you cannot make me pray. 

You can persuade me to give my money to the poor, but you cannot make me generous. 

You can prescribe how I should behave, and punish me if I refuse, but the one thing you 

absolutely cannot do is to make me love you, or my neighbour or myself. 

And so God does not just lay down rules and mete out punishments. 

God showers us with love, and waits to see if maybe we will love in return.’
2
 Amen.  
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