Daily Devotions

The Ten Commandments for Today

(18-Part Series)

Exodus 20

And God spoke all these words, saying... – Exodus 20:1


That verse in itself tells us how important the Ten Commandments are in our daily lives. God spoke directly to Moses to give these commandments to the Israelites. How can we be sure that it really happened? It's in the Bible, and by faith I believe that the Bible is the inspired Word of God. If you or someone you know needs a little more convincing, though, consider this: Moses did write the book of Exodus himself, but he was a humble man and was even willing to write about a time when he angered God (Exodus 4:14). He also had Aaron and the entire nation of Israel as eyewitnesses. Moses had no reason to make them up, and the Ten Commandments are so comprehensive and concise that they most certainly came directly from God. Even though they appear in the Old Testament, they still provide us with invaluable wisdom in our daily lives.

"I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage." – Exodus 20:2


God did so much for the Israelites and all He asked in return was for them to follow Him and a fairly short list of commandments, yet most of the people had a hard time even doing that. We may wonder how they could have been so quick to forget about God and all he had done for them, but how often do we do the same thing today? Maybe God's works aren't quite as obvious (He hasn't come in and delivered an entire nation from slavery in recent times), but they still happen on a daily basis. Most of all, God gave us the gift of forgiveness through His Son, Jesus. He delivered us from the slavery of sin just as He delivered Israel from their slavery in Egypt. After all He's done for us, I think we owe it to Him to do our very best to follow His commands in our day-to-day lives.

"You shall have no other gods before Me." – Exodus 20:3


A "god" can take the form of many things. For some, money is their idol. Maybe they take a promotion at work that means more money but more time away from church and family and less happiness. Maybe they are into gambling or other "get rich quick" ideas. For others, Friday and Saturday nights become idols. They look so forward to drinking and partying at the end of the week that it consumes their thoughts from Monday morning through Friday afternoon. Activities and hobbies can also become an idol. Even if they aren't inherently bad, if they take up so much of your time that you don't have time to spend with God, they become idols. There are many other things that can become idols, too. Take a close look at the priorities in your life. Does God always come first?

"You shall not make for yourself a carved image--any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them nor serve them." – Exodus 20:4-5a


We don't have as big of a problem with literal carved idols as they did in Moses' time, but we still need to be on guard against similar sins. Whom do you serve? Do you serve God completely, with all your heart and with no reservations? Or do you serve other things first--maybe a Saturday night party or a Sunday football game? What comes first, giving to church and charities or buying that new big-screen TV that you probably don't really need anyway? Who comes first, your spouse, your children's numerous activities, or God? If you're serving God first, I can promise you that everything else in your life will fall into place much better.

"For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me, but showing mercy to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments." – Exodus 5b-6


I'm honestly not sure if the first part of this verse still applies, or if it was part of the Old Covenant, replaced when Jesus died on the cross. Still, I think there are two other important things we can learn from this brief passage. First, our sins can have costly consequences for a very long time. Children often pick up on the habits of their parents, and sinful habits can be passed down for generations to come. Second, we see another one of God's promises: He promises to show mercy to those who love Him and keep His commandments. Obviously this was before the time of Jesus, so the application is a little different. Still, we should show love and obedience to God.

"You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain." – Exodus 20:7


Speaking straight from my heart, I cannot understand how some people use God's name in the ways that they do, saying "oh my gosh" except with God's name instead of "gosh" and not even thinking about it. (I can't bring myself to even type that phrase in this example, if that shows you how strongly I feel about this.) It is somewhat understandable that non-believers would use His name like that, though I do find it strangely ironic for the people who don't believe in a God at all. But as Christians, we know how holy and precious God's name is. To use God, Lord, Jesus, or any other names of God in vain is something we should take very seriously. God's name should be respected above all else.
"Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is the Sabbath of the LORD your God. In it you shall do no work: you, nor your son, nor your daughter.... For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it." – Exodus 20:8-10a,11


I have great admiration for places like Chick-fil-a that still respect God enough to honor His day. Those businesses are few and far between. Admittedly, I sometimes go to the grocery store or someplace else on Sunday and it's nice that they're open, but I wouldn't mind waiting an extra day if they decided to close on Sundays. I think the main point of this commandment, though, is that we need to set aside one day a week to honor God. I believe Sundays should be about church and family and we should limit work or any other activities. God gives us so much every single day, and He just asks for every seventh day in return. When we don't do that, He can quickly get lost in the busyness of everyday life.

"Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long upon the land which the LORD your God is giving you." – Exodus 20:12


Parents should be honored and respected. Not just parents, but other relatives and all figures of authority. However, that respect should be mutual. A lot of kids and teens these days act very disrespectfully to others, but for many of them, it's because that's the environment they're surrounded with at home. I think the bigger message that we can take from this commandment is that it is crucial that we all respect one another, especially those close friends and relatives that we love and care about. If you spend a lot of your time yelling at your spouse or children, think about the long-term impact that can have on them. A little extra effort in the area of showing respect can go a long way.

"You shall not murder." – Exodus 20:13


I think it's safe to say that this is the commandment that is easiest for most Christians to keep. Most of us would never even think of committing murder, and fewer still would actually do it. On a related note, though, we need to be careful about the things we expose ourselves to on a regular basis. For example, kids who play a lot of violent video games or watch a lot of violent movies are going to have that kind of behavior ingrained in them as they grow older. Adults are less likely to be influenced by those things, but it can still happen. As a Christian, I believe it is important for us to fill our minds with things that are positive and uplifting instead (Philippians 4:8), and to do our part to protect the children that are around us from being exposed to too much violence.

"You shall not commit adultery." – Exodus 20:14


While the previous commandment (murder) is probably easiest for most people to keep, this one seems to be getting increasingly difficult for many. We commonly think of adultery as occurring when one spouse cheats on the other, but even simply divorcing and remarrying also counts as adultery, according to the Bible (Mark 10:11-12). It is an example of people trying to break apart what God has joined (Matthew 19:6). Divorce has unfortunately become far too common in our modern culture. Based on the Bible, God permits one to divorce and remarry only if that person has been the victim of adultery. Otherwise, divorce is not what God wants. (To be continued tomorrow...)

"You shall not commit adultery." – Exodus 20:14


(Continued from yesterday...) The Bible makes it clear that divorce is a form of adultery, and many people get divorced for no reason at all; they just don't want to put a little effort into working out their problems. But Malachi 2:16a leaves no room for error in understanding how God feels about it: "For the LORD God of Israel says that He hates divorce." It's also easy to overlook another form of adultery: lust (Matthew 5:28). If you are married (or even in a serious relationship, in my opinion), you commit adultery against your spouse anytime you lust after another person, even someone on TV or pictured in a magazine, with your eyes and/or heart. God calls each person to be totally committed to his or her spouse.

"You shall not steal." – Exodus 20:15


This commandment is fairly easy for most people to keep, too, but some people do find it easy to get away with stealing a little something here and there. Examples include taking a pen or some stamps from work, not returning something you borrowed from a friend, or picking up some money someone dropped and keeping it for yourself. Anytime you take something that doesn't belong to you, it is stealing, no matter how minor it might seem. Everything ultimately belongs to God, and when you steal, you're taking something for yourself that God gave to someone else. God makes it clear that all stealing, whether big or small, is wrong.

"You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor." – Exodus 20:16


I believe the best way to keep this commandment is to simply avoid talking about people, at least in negative ways. I think the commandment itself covers false testimony as well as things like gossip, which is often dishonest and hurtful. Going beyond that, though, I believe that God much prefers Christians to encourage and uplift one another instead of criticizing each other or talking about people behind their backs. The next time you start to talk negatively about a person to someone else, remember that you have your faults, too--no one is perfect. Let's all try to focus more on Jesus' example, treating one another with lovingkindness and uplifting each other instead of tearing people down. Chances are, you'll feel much better about yourself as well.

"You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, nor his male servant, nor his female servant, nor his ox, nor his donkey, nor anything that is your neighbor's." – Exodus 20:17


If this commandment were rewritten today, it would probably read more like this: "You shall not covet your neighbor's house, spouse, car, wealth, career, clothes, electronic gadgets, or anything that is your neighbor's." The types of things we own have changed dramatically in the 3500 or so years since the Ten Commandments were given, but the principle of this one is the same. Coveting can be nearly as sneaky as lust. If you see someone driving a new car, wearing new clothes, or buying an iPod or a Wii, and if you feel a little jealous of that person and want that item, then you are coveting in your heart. (To be continued tomorrow...)

"You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, nor his male servant, nor his female servant, nor his ox, nor his donkey, nor anything that is your neighbor's." – Exodus 20:17


(Continued from yesterday...) Coveting is sinful for several reasons. By definition, it causes another sin--jealousy. It also takes your focus off God and puts it on material things (unless you are coveting someone's significant other, which is even worse). So, how can you avoid it? Probably 99% of the time, it isn't something you really even need. So pause for a moment to consider what's really important. If you owned that item, would you even remember it 10 years from now? Chances are, you wouldn't, because that's the case with most material things. As another well-known verse says, store up your treasure in heaven where rust does not destroy. Keep your focus on God, which is infinitely more meaningful than getting that shiny new car.

Now all the people witnessed the thunderings, the lightning flashes, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking; and when the people saw it, they trembled and stood afar off. Then they said to Moses, "You speak with us, and we will hear; but let not God speak with us, lest we die." And Moses said to the people, "Do not fear; for God has come to test you, and that His fear may be before you, so that you may not sin." – Exodus 20:18-20


We can imagine God's power on display once he gave Moses the Ten Commandments, and we can also be reminded of an important idea. I don't believe most Christians fear God as we should. What does it mean to fear God? His children don't literally need to be scared of Him, but what it does mean is that we need to develop a healthy respect for Him. We need to remember that God is all-knowing and all-powerful, and that He created everything from nothing. Most significantly in our day-to-day lives, we need to keep in mind that, while He forgives easily, we shouldn't use that as an excuse to continue sinning. We should fear and respect Him enough to want to live our lives in a way that pleases Him.

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Thus you shall say to the children of Israel: 'You have seen that I have talked with you from heaven. You shall not make anything to be with Me--gods of silver or gods of gold you shall not make for yourselves.'" – Exodus 20:22-23


I found it interesting that this, sort of a combination of the first two commandments, is all that gets repeated within the remainder of the 20th chapter of Exodus. It tells me that this idea is very important to God, and it also tells me that He knew it might be the hardest one for the Israelites to keep. After all, it was a very short time before they got restless and made a golden calf to worship (Exodus 32). After everything God had done for them, it still seemed to be very easy for them to wander astray. Isn't it a lot like that today? (To be continued tomorrow...)

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Thus you shall say to the children of Israel: 'You have seen that I have talked with you from heaven. You shall not make anything to be with Me--gods of silver or gods of gold you shall not make for yourselves.'" – Exodus 20:22-23


(Continued from yesterday...) God may not be with us in ways as obvious as He was with Moses and the Israelites, but He is most definitely still there, keeping watch over us day and night. He created the whole earth, each one of us, and gives us unconditional, everlasting love. He simply asks in return is for His children (those who have accepted Jesus as Savior) to honor Him by living a godly life. It isn't easy, in a world full of things that fight for your attention and try to pull you farther and farther away from God. But He promises that, if we do live our lives for Him in this fallen world, He will bless us on earth and we will have unimaginable rewards waiting for us in heaven.
