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The 10 commandments (also called the “decalogue,” from deca- ten + logoi sayings) appear twice in the Old Testament, in slightly different forms.
 
	Exodus 20:2-17
(Elohistic recension)
	
	Deuteronomy 5:6-21
(Deuteronomic recension)

	
	
	

	2	I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery;
	
	6	I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery;

	
	
	

	3	you shall have no other gods before me.
	
	7	you shall have no other gods before me.

	
	
	

	4	You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.
	
	8	You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.

	
	
	

	5	You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me,
	
	9	You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and fourth generation of those who reject me,

	
	
	

	6	but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.
	
	10	but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.

	
	
	

	7	You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.
	
	11	You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.

	
	
	

	8	Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 
	
	12	Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the LORD your God commanded you.

	
	
	

	9	Six days you shall labor and do all your work.
	
	13	Six days you shall labor and do all your work.

	
	
	

	10	But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns.
	
	14	But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest as well as you.

	
	
	

	11	For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.
	
	15	Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day.

	
	
	

	12	Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.
	
	16	Honor your father and your mother, as the LORD your God commanded you, so that your days may be long and that it may go well with you in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.

	
	
	

	13	You shall not murder.
	
	17	You shall not murder.

	
	
	

	14	You shall not commit adultery.
	
	18	Neither shall you commit adultery.

	
	
	

	15	You shall not steal.
	
	19	Neither shall you steal.

	
	
	

	16	You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
	
	20	Neither shall you bear false witness against your neighbor.

	
	
	

	17	You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.
	
	21	Neither shall you covet your neighbor’s wife. Neither shall you desire your neighbor’s house, or field, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.




[bookmark: _Hlk498700684]ENUMERATIONS OF THE TEN COMMANDMENTS

There are two ways of distinguishing ten commandments in Exod 20:2-17 and Deut 5:6-21.

One tradition of numbering, stemming from the Greek Church Fathers, is followed by the present-day Eastern Orthodox churches (e.g., Greek Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, Serbian Orthodox, etc.), the Reformed churches (e.g., Presbyterian, Baptist, Dutch Reformed), and the Anglican church.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  In Robert Alter’s The Five Books of Moses, “The division of the Ten Commandments that does not count the prohibition of images in Exodus 20:4-6 as a separate commandment and that therefore prohibits “coveting” twice seems to be regarded as characteristic of all Christian churches, although in fact most Protestants, Anglicans, and Eastern Orthodox follow the same division that Judaism does.” (Pelikan, Jaroslav. “New Light on the Torah: A Review of The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary by Robert Alter.” 24 June 2005. 11 Aug. 2005. <claremont.org/ writings/crb/summer2005/pelican.html>.)] 


	Eastern Orthodox and Reformed		 Exod 20, verses:	  Deut 5, verses:
	1.	no other gods	2-3	6-7
	2.	carved image	4-6	8-10
	3.	name in vain	7	11
	4.	sabbath	8-11	12-15
	5.	honor father and mother	12	16
	6.	murder	13	17
	7.	adultery	14	18
	8.	stealing	15	19
	9.	false evidence	16	20
	10.	covet	17	21

Another tradition of numbering, stemming from the Latin Church Fathers (namely, Augustine, who for the tenth commandment based himself on Deut 5:21 rather than Exod 20:17), is followed by the present-day Roman Catholic and Lutheran churches.

	Roman Catholic and Lutheran		Exod 20, verses:	Deut 5, verses:
	introduction	2	6
	1.	no other gods, no idols	3-6	7-10
	2.	name in vain	7	11
	3.	sabbath	8-11	12-15
	4.	honor father and mother	12	16
	5.	murder	13	17
	6.	adultery	14	18
	7.	stealing	15	19
	8.	false evidence	16	20
	9.	covet neighbor’s wife	17 (item 2)	21a (item 1)
	10.	covet neighbor’s goods	17 (items 1, 3-6)	21b (items 2-7)


THE TEN COMMANDMENTS ARE SPECIAL

The Mosaic Law (the laws in Genesis through Deuteronomy) contains 613 commandments (384 prohibitions, 229 positive commands). But the ten commandments are special among them, for several reasons.

setting

The exodus is the preeminent event in the Old Testament, and God delivers the 10 commandments just after the exodus.

Exod 19:1, “On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone out of the land of Egypt, on that very day, they came into the wilderness of Sinai. 2 They . . .  entered the wilderness of Sinai, and . . .  Israel camped there in front of the mountain.”

The 10 commandments are the first laws given.

“The Decalogue is the core of the Mosaic Law . . .” (New Jerusalem Bible 107)

The setting demands purity: ablutions are required, and the Israelites cannot touch the mountain.

Exod 19:10, “the LORD said to Moses: “Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow. Have them wash their clothes . . .”
Exod 19:11, “and prepare for the third day, because on the third day the LORD will come down upon Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people.”
Exod 19:12, “You shall set limits for the people all around, saying, ‘Be careful not to go up the mountain or to touch the edge of it. Any who touch the mountain shall be put to death.”
Exod 19:13, “No hand shall touch them, but they shall be stoned or shot with arrows; whether animal or human being, they shall not live.”

God manifests in a volcanic theophany.

Exod 19:16, “On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled.”
Exod 19:18, “Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the LORD had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently.”
Exod 19:19, “As the blast of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would answer him in thunder.”

Another warning against approaching the mountain follows; then come the ten commandments.

The peoples’ reaction to the volcanic theophany shows that something special is happening.

Exod 20:18, “When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a distance . . .”
Exod 20:19, “and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die.””

a doublet

The 10 commandments are given twice.

form

The ten commandments’ form is special: they are not conditional, but imperative.

Most of the 613 laws in the Old Testament are conditional (casuistic), which is typical of Egyptian laws. Here, for example, are some conditional laws (from Exod 20:22-23:33, the Book of the Covenant).

Exod 21:18, “When individuals quarrel and one strikes the other with a stone or fist so that the injured party, though not dead, is confined to bed, 19 but recovers and walks around outside with the help of a staff, then the assailant shall be free of liability, except to pay for the loss of time, and to arrange for full recovery.”
Exod 21:20, “When a slaveowner strikes a male or female slave with a rod and the slave dies immediately, the owner shall be punished.”
Exod 21:21, “But if the slave survives a day or two, there is no punishment; for the slave is the owner’s property.”
Exod 21:22, “When people who are fighting injure a pregnant woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further harm follows, the one responsible shall be fined what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as the judges determine.”
Exod 21:23, “If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, 24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.”
This last is the famous lex talionis (law of retaliation). (English “retaliation” is from Latin talio, “exaction of payment in kind.”)

Only a few of the 613 laws in the Old Testament are imperative (apodictic), which is typical of Mesopotamian laws. The apodictic form is: “You shall . . .” “You shall not . . .”

permanent validity

The Decalogue remains valid under the new covenant.

Jesus affirms the continuing validity of the 10 commandments. In Jesus’ response to the rich man (Matt 19:17-19; par. Mark 10:19, Luke 10:19), Jesus says, “If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments. 18 . . . You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal. You shall not bear false witness. 19 Honor your father and mother.”

In addition, 9 of the 10 commandments (all but the sabbath commandment) are affirmed elsewhere in the New Testament.

Exod 20:3	no gods before me	Acts 14:15; 1 Cor 4:8
Exod 20:4	no graven images	Acts 17:29
Exod 20:7	the Lord’s name in vain	Matt 6:9
Exod 20:8	keep holy the sabbath
Exod 20:12	honor father and mother	Eph 6:2
Exod 20:13	do not murder	Matt 5:21-22; Rom 13:9; Rev 21:8
Exod 20:14	do not commit adultery	Matt 5:27-28, 31-32; Rom 13:9; Heb 13:4
Exod 20:15	do not steal	Luke 19:8; Rom 13:9; Eph 4:28
Exod 20:16	do not bear false witness	Matt 5:33-37; Eph 4:25
Exod 20:17	do not covet	Luke 12:15; Rom 13:9; Col 3:5

foundation of morality

Because the ten commandments are special, they are the basis of moral theology.

For example, consider the structure of The Catechism of the Catholic Church. It has four parts, the third of which is structured according to the ten commandments.

“The Profession of Faith”	doctrine (based on the Apostles’ Creed)
“The Celebration of the Christian Mystery”	liturgy, sacraments
“Life in Christ”	moral theology (based on the 10 comms.)
“Christian Prayer”	spirituality

See John Paul II (Veritatis Splendor § 12): the Sermon on the Mount “contains the fullest and most complete formulation of the New Law (cf. Mt 5-7), clearly linked to the Decalogue entrusted by God to Moses on Mount Sinai.”

Jesus retained the Mosaic law’s ethical core, the 10 commandments. In fact, he summarized them in two ethical principles that he exalted above all others. The first 3 of the 10 commandments concern our relation with God (no other gods and no idols, name in vain, sabbath). The last 7 concern our relation with fellow humans (honoring father and mother, murder, adultery, stealing, false evidence, coveting neighbor’s wife, coveting neighbor’s goods). Hence, Jesus’ double commandment (Love God, love your neighbor) is a summary of the 10 commandments.

THE DOUBLE COMMANDMENT

	Matt 22:37-40
	Mark 12:29-31
	Luke 10:25-28

	When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, 35 and one of them, an expert in the law, asked him a question to test him. 36 “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” 37 He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the greatest and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.
	One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 29 Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30 you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ 31 The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”
	An expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 26 He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27 He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”



He even says that these two commandments summarize the Mosaic law: of the golden rule he says (Matt 7:12), “for this is the law and the prophets”; and of the double commandment he says (Matt 22:40), “On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”

