
Monday, October 5, 2020

Exodus 20-23 — The Ten Commandments 
Read Exodus 20:1–20; Perhaps you may chose to also read a section from chs. 
21-23 such as 22:16-23:9 (note esp. vv. 22:21; 23:9)

Comment
One of the most difficult and complex debates in the history of Christianity is the 

relationship between the law and the gospel. The complexity is not merely about the 
nature of salvation but also about OT law informing Christian ethics. It is without dispute 
that the 10 commandments and the law in general (Ex-Dt.) have been the basis for 
moral thinking in the western world and all the protestant catechisms include reflection 
upon the 10 commandments. But in the face of so many challenging moral issues in our 
day, the debate over the role of the law in the Christian life is reappearing in a variety of 
fronts in biblical studies, theology, Christian ethics, and Christian political thought. This 
is a vital issue for every Christian to study. It is particularly important in evangelism to 
know how to address why a Christian appears to obey some of the Old Testament law, 
but not others (e.g. sexual prohibitions vs. food laws).

A couple of features are notable about the law in this section of Exodus. The 
decalogue, (i.e. 10 commandments, Ex. 20:1-17) serve as the foundation and take the 
form of unconditional commands. Chs. 21-23 are caustic laws that address specific 
situations undergirded by the foundational principles of the decalogue. There is 
particular concern that landowners, men with land and a large household, do not take 
advantage of non-landowners (see esp. the 4th and 10th commandments). Thus, the 
OT concern for widows, foreigners, orphans, and slaves who are all non-landowners 
(Ex. 22:21; 23:9). Ultimately, every ethical command is connected to the character of 
God revealed in delivering Israel from their slavery to Egypt.

Modern readers struggle with what the law permits given our commitment to 
human rights (rooted in Christian influence on the west). But struggles with the law can 
be helped by doing a comparative study of other ancient law codes and a careful 
reading of the law itself. Ex. 21-23 is concerned with how to treat people who do not 
own land, so central to Israel system. We cannot address all the complexities of slavery 
in the Bible here (cf. Mark Noll’s, The Civil War as a Theological Crisis) but we can say 
comparisons between slavery in the ancient world and chattel slavery in the Americas is 
not equivalent.

Four things can be said as we move toward wrestling with the many complicated 
issues: 1) While some interpreted the law as a means of salvation (Lev. 18:5), the law 
was to be a tutor in righteousness (Gal. 3:24). It was never intended as a means of 
salvation, but as a guide to faith in Yahweh’s promises and character. 2) The Mosaic 
Law does have a unity that resists oversimplification into categories such as the moral, 
civil, and ceremonial. 3) However, Jesus points to some hierarchy of commands in the 
law and his death was the fulfillment of the sacrificial system (Mt. 23:23; Heb. 9:12). 4) 
While many Christians are aware of legalism, equally problematic is antinomianism (e.g. 
anti-law coming from the nomos, the word Greek for law). Antinomianism undermines 
the moral implications of the gospel and reduces everything to a matter of individual 
conscience.
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Questions 
1. Paul expresses delight in God’s law (Ro. 7:22) and Psalm 119 is a long prayer of 

praise for God’s law. How would you describe your attitude toward the law in the 
Bible, e.g. confusion, apathy, burdensome, revulsion, delight? Why?


2. Looking at the introduction to the 10 commandments (Ex. 20:1-2; cf. Dt. 5:1-6), how 
does this point to the priority of grace in God giving the law?


3. What is Israel’s response to God’s appearing on Mt. Sinai and the giving of the law 
(cf. Ex. 20:18-21)? Is fear a good thing or a bad thing in promoting obedience for a 
Christian? Why or why not?


4. Martin Luther famously said, “Disobedience to any one commandment is a failure to 
obey the first commandment.” What do you think he meant by that? Consider 
several of the commands and think how a failure to worship God results in 
disobeying that command? How does worship of God lead to obedience of that 
command?


5. Some point to Christians picking and choosing which laws they think are 
applicable. Do you think it is true that Christians are inconsistent in their use of the 
law? How would you respond to that objection? How are Christians supposed to 
decide which laws are no longer relevant and which ones still are?


6. What keeps us from falling into the trap of self-righteousness and legalism and also 
from selfishness and antinomianism? How does faith in Christ and living by the 
Spirit keep us from both errors?
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