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Roy R i c h a r d A r t h u r GRAHAM, 
U n i v e r s i t y o f Durham, Department o f Theology, MA t h e s i s . 

ABSTRACT: 

"THE TEN COMMANDMENTS AS A THEOLOGICAL RESOURCE" 

In t h i s s t u d y we have sought t o i n t e r p r e t t h e Ten Commandments as a 

re s o u r c e f o r C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y . T h i s has meant not o n l y seeking t o 

un d e r s t a n d them w i t h i n t h e i r Old Testament c o n t e x t but a l s o r e a d i n g 

them i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n S t . Matthew's Gospel 

and C a l v i n ' s I n s t i t u t e s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n . 

We have t r i e d t o do j u s t i c e t o t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l h i s t o r i c a l issues 

b u t a r e a l s o seel<ing t o e x p l o r e some o f the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the 

c a n o n i c a l approach t o s c r i p t u r e w h i c h f o c u s e s on the t e x t as i t stands 

r a t h e r than i t s u n d e r l y i n g h i s t o r y . T h i s encourages i n t e r t e x t u a 1 1 t y , 

t h a t i s r e r e a d i n g passages i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e i r c u r r e n t l i t e r a r y 

c o n t e x t and then u s i n g t h a t c o n t e x t t o make new co n n e c t i o n s which, i n 

t u r n , shed f u r t h e r l i g h t on the t e x t . 

To i l l u s t r a t e t h i s we look a t t h r e e cormiandments i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l 

- t h e Sabbath, murder and a d u l t e r y . We have t r i e d t o show how the 

ideas they embrace have developed w i t h i n the canon. This 

developmental h i s t o r y has c o n t r i b u t e d t o our un d e r s t a n d i n g which i n 

t u r n has helped us beg i n t o develop a t h e o l o g y f o r today i n these 

s p e c i f i c c o n t r o v e r s i a l a r e a s . 

In t he case o f t h e s i x t h commandment we have co n s i d e r e d a 

" l i n g u i s t i c approach" r a t h e r than an " h i s t o r i c approach", but in f a c t 

these a r e ve r y s i m i l a r because t h e developmental h i s t o r y o f the 

concept o f murder i s c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the development in 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of H^l. 
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Abbrev1 a t i ons 

AJSL = American j o u r n a l o f S e m i t i c languages 
BA = B i b l i c a l A r c h e o l o g i s t 
BZ = B i b I i s c h e Z e i t s c h r i f t . 
BZAW = B e i h e f t e zur Z e i t s c h r i f t f u r d i e A l t t e s t a m e n t I i c h e , 

Wi s s e n s c h a f t , 
CBQ = C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l Q u a r t e r l y 
ET = E x p o s i t o r y Times 
FRLANT = Forschungen zur R e l i g i o n und L i t e r a t u r des A l t e n und 

neuen Testaments. 
HUCA = Hebrew Union c o l l e g e annual 
JBL = J o u r n a l o f B i b l i c a l L i t e r a t u r e 
JSNT = J o u r n a l f o r t h e Study o f the New Testament 
JSOT = J o u r n a l f o r t h e study o f the Old Testament 
JTS = J o u r n a l o f T h e o l o g i c a l s t u d i e s 
KuD = Kerygmas and Dogma 
NTS = New Testament S t u d i e s . . 
PSBA = Pro c e e d i n g s o f the s o c i e t y o f B i b l i c a l a r c h a e o l o g y 
SJT = S c o t t i s h J o u r n a l o f Theology 
S t B i b = S t u d i a B i b l i c a e t Th e o l o g i c a 
ThR = T h e o l o g C s c h e Rundschau 
UEA = U n i t e d E v a n g e l i c a l a c t i o n 
VT = Vetus Testamentum, 
WMANT = W i s s e n s c h a f t I i c h e Monographien zum A l t e n und Neuen 

Testament. Neukirchen-VIuyn 
ZAW = Z e i t s c h r i f t f t i r d i e AI t t e s t a m e n t I i che W i s s e n s c h a f t 
ZThK = Z e i t s c h r i f t f u r T h e o l o g i e und K i r c h e , 



INTRODUCTION 

I n t h i s s t u d y we have sought t o i n t e r p r e t t h e Ten Commandments as a 

r e s o u r c e f o r C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y . T h i s has meant not o n l y seeking t o 

u n d e r s t a n d them w i t h i n t h e i r O ld Testament c o n t e x t , which i t s e l f can 

be done i n more than one way, b u t a l s o r e a d i n g them i n c o n j u n c t i o n 

w i t h t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n S t . Matthew's Gospel and C a l v i n ' s 

I n s t i t u t e s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n . The reason f o r choosing S t . 

Matthew i s t h a t t h e f i r s t Gospel i s the p a r t o f the New Testament 

w h i c h most o b v i o u s l y stands i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h t h e e t h i c a l concerns o f 

th e Old Testament. I t a l s o shows how the C h r i s t i a n c h u r c h , or a t 

l e a s t t h a t p a r t o f the C h r i s t i a n church f r o m which t h i s Gospel 

emanates, viewed the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus and h i s approach t o the 

Decalogue. We have a l s o spent time l o o k i n g a t how John C a l v i n used 

th e commandments because he i s a c l a s s i c example o f a C h r i s t i a n 

s c h o l a r and commentator who made a r e a l a t t e m p t t o use t h e whole canon 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y . 

C a l v i n ' s c a n o n i c a l approach means t h a t he goes beyond the Old 

Testament and S t . Matthew's Gospel; he g i v e s equal w e i g h t t o the 

P a u l i n e l i t e r a t u r e c o n t a i n e d w i t h i n the New Testament. We have 

d e c i d e d t o a v o i d any major c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h i s P a u l i n e l i t e r a t u r e on 

the b a s i s t h a t t h e whole q u e s t i o n o f Paul and the law i s a complex 

s u b j e c t and w o r t h y o f a d i s s e r t a t i o n i n i t s own r i g h t . Recent debates 

on S t . Paul suggest t h a t h i s r e a l problem w i t h the law concernJ the 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y o f I s r a e l r a t h e r than the r o l e o f m o r a l i t y w i t h i n f a i t h ; 

any a t t e m p t t o do j u s t i c e t o these issues w i t h i n the c o n f i n e s o f our 

p r e s e n t s t u d y c o u l d i n f a c t d e t r a c t from our concern; w i t h t he Ten 

Commandments as a t h e o l o g i c a l r e s o u r c e . 

A l t h o u g h i n chap t e r one we have t r i e d t o do j u s t i c e t o the 

c o n v e n t i o n a l h i s t o r i c a l issues we are a l s o s e e k i n g t o e x p l o r e some o f 
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t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e newly advocated c a n o n i c a l approach t o 

s c r i p t u r e w h i c h f o c u s e s on the t e x t as i t stands r a t h e r than i t s 

u n d e r l y i n g h i s t o r y . T h i s encourages i n t e r t e x t u a I i t y , t h a t i s 

r e r e a d i n g passages i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e i r c u r r e n t l i t e r a r y c o n t e x t and 

then u s i n g t h a t c o n t e x t t o make new c o n n e c t i o n s w h i c h , i n t u r n , shed 

f u r t h e r l i g h t on t h e t e x t . 

To i l l u s t r a t e t h i s we look a t t h r e e commandments i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l 

- t h e Sabbath, murder and a d u l t e r y . The reason f o r choosing these 

p a r t i c u l a r commandments i s t h a t each o f them i s concerned w i t h issues 

t h a t a r e c o n t r o v e r s i a l i n t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y B r i t a i n and, t h e r e f o r e , a 

g r e a t e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f them can h e l p develop a t h e o l o g y f o r today i n 

these s p e c i f i c a r e a s . We have a l s o t r i e d t o show how the ideas they 

embrace have d e v e l o p e d w i t h i n t he canon and t h i s developmental h i s t o r y 

has c o n t r i b u t e d t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g . I n the case o f the s i x t h 

commandment we have c o n s i d e r e d a " l i n g u i s t i c approach" r a t h e r than an 

" h i s t o r i c approach", but i n f a c t these a re very s i m i l a r because the 

developmental h i s t o r y o f the concept o f murder i s c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h t h e development i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of Tl^~) . 

F i n a l l y , i n each o f the l a s t t h r e e c h a p t e r s we suggest some o f the 

ways i n which our t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s can be a p p l i e d i n the modern 

w o r l d . T h i s has opened up huge areas o f thought w h i c h , i n some 

senses, must be ongoing and can never be complete. As our s o c i e t y 

changes so b o t h t h e C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g i a n and Church havgto f i n d anew 

the r e l e v a n c e o f t h e Ten Commandments t o d a i l y l i f e . R i g h t l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e d these commandments are a t h e o l o g i c a l r esource i n e n a b l i n g 

C h r i s t i a n s t o l i v e as the people o f God. 
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Chapter 1 

HISTORICAL APPROACHES TO THE DECALOGUE 

The p r i m a r y s o u r c e s f o r our s t u d y o f the Ten commandments a r e Exodus 

20:1-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-21. S t u d i e s o f the b i b l i c a l c o n t e x t s i n 

whi c h t h e Decalogue i s f o u n d , t o g e t h e r w i t h a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the 

t e x t u a l v a r i a t i o n s between Exodus and Deuteronomy, have r a i s e d 

q u e s t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g i t s age, f o r m , o r i g i n and development. Much work 

has gone i n t o t r y i n g t o s o l v e these problems and any s e r i o u s study o f 

the Decalogue must take account o f t h i s s c h o l a r s h i p . We may 

u l t i m a t e l y c o n c l u d e t h a t d e f i n i t i v e answers are l o s t i n " t h e m i s t s o f 

t i m e " , b u t such a c o n c l u s i o n i n no way d e t r a c t s f r o m , or m i n i m i s e s , 

the importance o f the work t h a t has been done and the way i t e n r i c h e s 

our knowledge o f t h e background t o t h i s i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f the 

s c r i p t u r e s . What f o l l o w s i s n o t inten d e d t o be a complete survey o f 

the s o l u t i o n s t h a t have been o f f e r e d , o n l y an i n d i c a t i o n o f t r e n d s . 

Nor i s the aim t o o f f e r a l t e r n a t i v e s o l u t i o n s t o these h i s t o r i c a l 

problems b u t r a t h e r t o see t h e Ten commandments i n the c o n t e x t o f 

c r i t i c a l s c h o l a r s h i p . 

EVIDENCE OF A COMPLEX DEVELOPMENT 

1. THE CONTEXT. 

There a r e f e a t u r e s o f the c o n t e x t u a l s e t t i n g o f the Decalogue, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Exodus, whi c h suggest t h a t a complex process o f 

development has taken p l a c e b e f o r e i t reached i t s p r e s e n t form. Many 

s c h o l a r s have n o t e d t h a t t he S i n a i p e r i cope o f Exodus 19-24 would seem 

to be d e r i v e d f r o m a number o f d i f f e r e n t sources. M.Noth< , f o r 

example, p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e account o f the Theophany a t S i n a i 

f a l l s i n t o s e v e r a l s e c t i o n s :-

iM.Noth - Exodus p.153 
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<a)19:1-2 - Remarks about the a r r i v a l o f the I s r a e l i t e s a t 

S i na i . 

( b ) 19:3-9 - A D i v i n e address about t h e purpose o f God d e l i v e r e d 

t o and by Moses f o l l o w e d by t h e people's answer. 

( c ) 19:10-15 - Moses r e c e i v e s i n s t r u c t i o n s about p r e p a r i n g f o r 

th e Theophany. 

( d ) 19:16-20 - The Theophany happens 

<e)19:21-23 - Warnings a g a i n s t t h e people coming onto the h o l y 

m o u n t a i n . 

< f ) 2 0 : l - 1 7 - God makes known t h e Decalogue. 

<g)20:18-21 - The people a r e t e r r i f i e d by t h e Theophany and ask 

Moses t o a c t as a m e d i a t o r . 

I n g e n e r a l he f i n d s t h i s o u t l i n e c o n s i s t e n t but n e v e r t h e l e s s draws 

a t t e n t i o n t o c e r t a i n anomalies - t h e h o l i n e s s o f the mountain i s 

s t r e s s e d i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e Theophany, b u t t h i s s u b j e c t i s taken 

up a g a i n a f t e r t h e e v e n t ; t h e people's r e q u e s t f o r Moses t o a c t as 

me d i a t o r comes a f t e r t h e d e l i v e r a n c e o f the Decalogue r a t h e r than 

immediately a f t e r t he Theophany; the o f t r e p e a t e d ascent and descent 

o f Moses on t h e moun t a i n ; changes o f the D i v i n e name between Elohim 

and Jahweh and t h e appearance o f conspicuous d o u b l e t s ( c f . 19:3a w i t h 

19:3b and 19:17,19 w i t h 19:18, 2 0 ) . He then suggests t h a t these 

i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s a r i s e f r o m t h e way t h e o r i g i n a l l y independent 

n a r r a t i v e s have been woven t o g e t h e r and suggests t h a t 19:1-2a belong 

t o P ( w h i c h then does not appear a g a i n u n t i l c hapter 2 4 . ) . From 19:2b 

t o 20:21 we a r e d e a l i n g w i t h J and E and they can be s e p a r a t e d by 

t h e i r d i s t i n c t i v e use o f the D i v i n e name. I n E the mighty s i g n s o f 

God's presence appear i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t he a r r i v a l a t the mountain so 

t h a t the people a r e t e r r i f i e d , keep t h e i r d i s t a n c e and ask Moses t o 

ac t as M e d i a t o r . In J the people have t o be warned about coming too 
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c l o s e t o t h e mountain b e f o r e t h e Theophany happens. I t i s not 

p o s s i b l e t o make a c l e a r s e p a r a t i o n between t h e two sources because 

t h e n a r r a t i v e has been s u b j e c t e d t o c o n s t a n t e d i t i n g . 

J.P.Hyatt2 suggests t h a t t h e l i t e r a r y a n a l y s i s o f the whole 

s e c t i o n f r o m 19:1 t o 40:38 p r e s e n t s unusual d i f f i c u l t i e s and t h a t 

t h e r e i s l i t t l e agreement as t o i t s ex a c t c o m p o s i t i o n . T h i s 

d i f f i c u l t y has been c r e a t e d f o r two reasons. F i r s t , t h e c o n t e n t s o f 

t h i s p a r t o f t h e book were o f c r u c i a l importance t o the I s r a e l i t e s 

( e s p e c i a l l y c h a p t e r s 19-24 and 32-34) and t h e r e f o r e have been s u b j e c t 

t o much r e - w o r k i n g and e x p a n s i o n . Second, a t l e a s t p a r t o f the S i n a i 

m a t e r i a l was used i n t h e c u l t . I n t h i s he f o l l o w s G.Von Rad who 

m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h e S i n a i p e r i cope was o r i g i n a l l y a f e s t i v a l legend 

used a t Shechem i n a ceremony o f Covenant renewals, and S.Mowinckel 

who connects i t w i t h Covenant renewal a t the New Year f e s t i v a l . ' ' 

B.S.Chi Ids g i v e s a good a n a l y s i s o f b o t h the L i t e r a r y - c r i t i c a l and 

Tradib*o»Histor i c a l approaches which draws o u t not o n l y the areas o f 

agreement but a l s o where they d i v e r g e . T h i s a n a l y s i s a l s o serves, 

however, t o emphasize t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f f i n d i n g a s a t i s f a c t o r y and 

d e f i n i t i v e answer t o the problems o f the S i n a i p e r i cope. He h i m s e l f 

suggests t h a t " d i f f e r e n t t r a d i t i o n s were a l r e a d y combined in the o r a l 

s t a g e o f t r a n s m i s s i o n w h i c h accounts f o r much o f the t e n s i o n . 

Moreover even i f two l i t e r a r y s t r a n d s , such as J and E, are p r e s e n t i n 

cha p t e r 19 they share so much o f the same o r a l t r a d i t i o n t h a t a 

s e p a r a t i o n i s u n l i k e l y and w i t h o u t g r e a t s i g n i f i c a n c e . " S 

I n e v i t a b l y , t h e n , t h e q u e s t i o n i s r a i s e d , "was Exodus 20 the 

2J.P.Hyatt - Exodus p.195 
3G.Von Rad - Old Testament Theology v o l . 1 p p . l 9 2 f f 
4S.Mowinckel - Le Decalogue p.123 
SB.S.Chi Ids - Exodus pp.349-350 
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o r i g i n a l s e t t i n g o f the Decalogue?". Again we use the work o f M.Noth^ 

t o i l l u s t r a t e one approach taken t o t h i s . He p o i n t s o u t t h a t a l t h o u g h 

the Decalogue uses Jahweh i t i s s u r r o u n d e d by Elohist ic passages, 

1:18-21 connects more n a t u r a l l y t o the Theophany than t o 

the Decalogue and t h a t 20:1 can be t r e a t e d as a general i n t r o d u c t o r y 

remark /^&.^^S<^~ (-^ic-oi p a r t o f t h e Decalogue. On the b a s i s o f 

t h i s e v i d e n c e he concludes t h a t the Decalogue i s l o o s e l y i n s e r t e d i n t o 

t h i s passage and must be c o n s i d e r e d secondary t o the account o f the 

Theophany. T h i s , o f c o u r s e , says n o t h i n g about i t s age or o r i g i n . 

Noth b e l i e v e s i t t o be a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d e n t i t y w i t h i t s own t r a d i t i o n -

h i s t o r y , w h i c h a t an unknown d a t e , was i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o the account 

o f the Theophany. 

When c o n s i d e r i n g the Decalogue i n Deuteronomy we f i r s t note t h a t 

t h e r e a r e a number o f l i t e r a r y q u e s t i o n s s u r r o u n d i n g t h a t book as a 

whole. Von Rad, f o r example, sees i t as a t y p i c a l " f a r e w e l l speech 

s e t w i t h i n a c u I t i c c e I e b r a t i o n " ; 7 M.G.KIineS ( f o l l o w i n g the work o f 

G.E.MendenhalI?) sees i t i n terms o f an a u t h e n t i c Mosaic document cast 

in the f o r m o f an A n c i e n t Near E a s t e r n t r e a t y . 

Deuteronomy i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the r e f o r m s o f J o s i a h (2 Kings 2 2 f ) 

but how much o f the book was d i s c o v e r e d i n the temple i s a m a t t e r o f 

debate - was i t o n l y c h a p t e r s 12-26 & 28 ("the law" w i t h " b l e s s i n g s 

and c u r s e s " ) or was i t 4:44-30:20 ( t h e whole o f the "Second and T h i r d 

Addresses")? The decalogue i t s e l f , however, i s g e n e r a l l y regarded as 

an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f i t s p r e s e n t c o n t e x t but q u e s t i o n s are r a i s e d by 

6M.Noth - op c i t p.154 
7G.Von Rad - Deuteronomy pp.22-23. 
8M.G.Kline - T r e a t y o f the g r e a t k i n g , the covenant s t r u c t u r e o f 
Deuteronomy, pp.17f 

9G.E.MendenhaI I - "Law and covenant i n I s r a e l and the A n c i e n t Near 
East", BA 17 (1955) pp.26-76 



t h e a d d i t i o n s and v a r i a t i o n s i n i t s t e x t compared w i t h t h a t o f Exodus. 

I t i s suggested t h a t t h e Deuteronomist used the Exodus Decalogue as a 

b a s i s but added h i s own e d i t o r i a l expansions. Some doubt i s cast on 

t h i s by H.H.Rowley when he p o i n t s o u t t h a t i n b o t h c o n t e x t s i t i s 

t r e a t e d as " a u t h o r i t a t i v e and p e c u l i a r l y fundamental t o I s r a e l ' s 

r e l i g i o n " and i f e i t h e r f o r m o f t h e f o u r t h commandment was accepted i n 

t h i s way b e f o r e t h e o t h e r was composed i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t such a 

g r e a t a l t e r a t i o n would have been made.'O We s h a l l look a t these 

t e x t u a l v a r i a t i o n s i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l l a t e r i n o r d e r t o see the way 

they c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e idea o f a complex h i s t o r y o f development w i t h i n 

t h e Decalogue. 

W.Johnstone'1 draws a t t e n t i o n t o t h i s complex h i s t o r y i n a 

d i f f e r e n t way. His main concern i s t o appeal f o r a " d i a c h r o n i c " 

r e a d i n g o f the commandments as w e l l as t h e c u r r e n t l y f a v o u r e d 

" s y n c h r o n i c " method. The reason f o r h i s appeal i s t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f 

the Decalogue i n i t s c o n t e x t and He makes the f o l l o w i n g p o i n t s :-

( a ) The Decalogue i s r e c o r d e d t w i c e . The Deuteronomic v e r s i o n i s 

about 10% longer and t h e r e a re some 25 d i f f e r e n c e s between the two 

v e r s i o n s . T h i s , he says, suggests t h a t the Decalogue has undergone a 

h i s t o r y o f development and " j u s t i c e must be done t o t h a t h i s t o r y . " 

( b ) The two e d i t i o n s p r e s e n t two d i f f e r e n t s e t s o f cotmiandments. I f 

we f o l l o w t he paragraph d i v i s i o n s o f the M a s o r e t i c t e x t then i n Exodus 

we have n i n e commandments and i n Deuteronomy t e n . (He a l s o notes the 

d i f f e r e n t enumerations made by P r o t e s t a n t s , C a t h o l i c s and Jews). 

( c ) I n a d d i t i o n t o the two v e r s i o n s we need t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t the 

Decalogue i s a composite, and t h e r e f o r e secondary c o m p i l a t i o n , from 

lOH.H.Rowley - "Moses and the Decalogue" i n Men o f God p.6 
''W.Johnstone - "The Ten commandments - some r e c e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s " 

ET 100 (1989) pp.453-461 
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v a r i o u s s o u r c e s . As evidence f o r t h i s he s t a t e s t h a t i t i s 

e m p h a t i c a l l y d e c l a r e d , e s p e c i a l l y i n Deuteronomy, t h a t t he Decalogue 

was spoken and w r i t t e n by God (Deuteronomy 9:10), t h a t i t was the 

b a s i s o f t h e Covenant, and even i s the Covenant, between God and the 

people (Deuteronomy 4:13), b u t o n l y t h e f i r s t two commandments are i n 

the f i r s t p e r s o n , 3-5 r e f e r t o him i n the t h i r d person whereas 6-10 

don't r e f e r t o him a t a l l . A v a r i e t y o f forms a r e used - some long, 

some s h o r t ; e i g h t n e g a t i v e and two p o s i t i v e ; 2-5 have e x p l a n a t i o n s , 

inducements o r t h r e a t s whereas 1, & 6-10 a r e bare, a b s o l u t e 

p r o h i b i t i o n s - and t h i s v a r i e t y o f fo r m may speak o f a v a r i e t y o f 

or i g i n. 

2. TEXT 

As mentioned above t h e r e a r e a number o f d i f f e r e n c e s i n the t e x t s o f 

the two v e r s i o n s o f the Decalogue. Some o f these would seem t o be 

c o m p a r a t i v e l y minor w h i l s t o t h e r s a r e g i v e n much g r e a t e r s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

A wide range o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s have been advanced t o e x p l a i n these 

a l t e r n a t i v e forms - r a n g i n g f r o m d i f f e r e n t e d i t o r s t o a t o t a l l y 

d i f f e r e n t h i s t o r i c a l development. The aim here i s not t o a t t e m p t a 

complete e x e g e s i s o f the conroandments but t o h i g h l i g h t these t e x t u a l 

d i f f e r e n c e s and i n d i c a t e some o f the issues t h a t a r i s e f r o m them. For 

convenience we s h a l l use the " P r o t e s t a n t " arrangement and numbering. 

The f i r s t v a r i a t i o n s o c c u r s i n the f o u r t h commandment (Exodus 5:8-

11, Deuteronomy 20:12-15). Exodus says, "Remember"( ~ i 3> ) w h i l s t 

Deuteronomy says ( 5 : 1 2 ) , "Keep"( -)0 (J ) . A.D.H.Mayes'2 suggests t h a t 

"remember" i s t h e o r i g i n a l f o r m and t h e change s h o u l d be seen a l o n g 

w i t h "do" ( l i i ' V ) i n verse 13 as these two verbs t o g e t h e r f o r m a f i x e d 

i d i o m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n i n Deuteronomy f o r the p r o c l a m a t i o n o f the I 

12A.D.H.Mayes - Deuteronomy p.168 

aw 



( c f . Deuteronomy 5:32, 6:3,17f,25). Noth'S sees l i t t l e i n d i f f e r e n c e 

meaning between t h e two words - the purpose i n "remembering" was t o 

"keep". 

F u r t h e r a d d i t i o n s a r e made i n Deuteronomy; not o n l y do we have the 

phrase "as t h e L o r d your God commanded you" ( a l s o added t o the f i f t h 

commandment), we a l s o have, "or your ox, or your ass, or any o f your 

c a t t l e " - Exodus s i m p l y says, "or your c a t t l e " ; Deuteronomy i n c l u d e s , 

" t h a t your manservant and your maidservant s h a l l r e s t as w e l l as you." 

( c f Ex.23:12). Deuteronomy, t h e r e f o r e , would seem t o show a g r e a t e r 

degree o f "humanity" than Exodus which suggests a g r e a t e r s o c i a l 

awareness and t h e r e f o r e c o u l d be l a t e r . Mayes says'^ t h a t the 

h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m f o u n d i n Deuteronomy 5:14-15 i s "not even i m p l i c i t " i n 

the Exodus v e r s i o n . 

Exodus l i n k s t h e reason f o r keeping t h i s commandment w i t h C r e a t i o n 

whereas Deuteronomy sees i t as a memorial t o d e l i v e r a n c e f r o m Egypt -

the f o r m e r i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h P w h i l s t t he l a t t e r i s t y p i c a l o f 

Deuteronomy. 

The obscure o r i g i n s o f the Sabbath make i t d i f f i c u l t t o a s s i g n a 

s p e c i f i c " h i s t o r y " t o t h i s commandment. There a r e those who would see 

t h i s "Sabbath emphasis" as being E x i l i c , or even p o s t - E x i l i c , and 

t h e r e f o r e l a t e . Others (Eerdmans, K o h l e r , Budde, Rowley) see a 

c o n n e c t i o n w i t h Mesopotamia and the K e n i t e s and t h e r e f o r e no reason 

why i t s h o u l d n o t be regarded as e a r l y . 

The f o u r t h and f i f t h commandments are the o n l y two t h a t a r e worded 

p o s i t i v e l y . A l t h o u g h t h i s i s "common" t o b o t h v e r s i o n s i t does lead 

t o s p e c u l a t i o n on whether or not they, l i k e the o t h e r e i g h t , were 

o r i g i n a l l y n e g a t i v e and i f so what was t h e i r o r i g i n a l form? 

iSM.Noth - op c i t p.164 

14A.D.H.Mayes - op c i t p.169 
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As w e l l as the a d d i t i o n a l r e a d y mentioned above, number 

f i v e (Deuteronomy 5:16, Exodus 20:12) i s expanded i n Deuteronomy by 

th e words, "and t h a t i t may go w e l l w i t h you", which can be taken as a 

f u r t h e r example o f the Deuteronomic e d i t o r expanding t h e Exodus 

v e r s i o n i n o r d e r t o emphasise t h e importance o f keeping the Law. 

The commandments f r o m 6 t o 10 a r e l i n k e d t o g e t h e r i n Deuteronomy 

by t h e use o f t h e c o n j u n c t i o n w h i c h would seem t o be a v e r y minor 

d i f f e r e n c e . However, N . J . L o h f i n k l 5 sees t h i s " l i n k i n g t o g e t h e r " as a 

d e v i c e t o emphasise t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f the Sabbath Conmandment. The 

r e f e r e n c e i n t h a t commandment t o the exodus f r o m Egypt and the 

i n t r o d u c t i o n o f "..your ox or your ass.." makes what he c a l l s 

" c a tchword l i n k s " w i t h t he b e g i n n i n g and end o f the Decalogue. The 

use o f t h e c o n j u n c t i o n then c r e a t e s a s i n g l e long u n i t , which balances 

t h a t o f t h e f i r s t two commandments. These m o d i f i c a t i o n i o f t he Exodus 

n a r r a t i v e have t h e e f f e c t o f p u s h i n g f o r w a r d the f o u r t h commandment as 

the c e n t r a l one. 

In t h e n i n t h commandment Exodus (20:16) says "..as a l y i n g 

wi tness"(~7/?<J TV ) w h i l s t Deuteronomy (5:20) says "..as a w i t n e s s o f 

em p t i n e s s " ( /^nJ ) . There would seem t o be no r e a l d i f f e r e n c e i n 

meaning h e r e , i n b o t h cases the verb i l J ^ i s used as a t e c h n i c a l 

word f o r t e s t i f y i n g i n c o u r t . I t i s , however, w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t Xlii) 

i s a l s o used i n t h e t h i r d commandment o f Deuteronomy 5:11 s u g g e s t i n g 

a l i n k r e l a t i n g t o t h e use o f t h e l i p s i n these two commandments. 

The, t e n t h commandment (Exodus 20:17, Deuteronomy 5:21) has a 

d i f f e r e n t o r d e r o f words i n the two v e r s i o n s - Exodus s t a r t s w i t h 

"house" t h e n " w i f e " , Deuteronomy s t a r t s w i t h " w i f e " then "house" -

Deuteronomy a l s o adds the word " f i e l d " . I t i s suggested t h a t 

o r i g i n a l l y "house" meant "household" and so in Exodus the second h a l f 

1 5 N . J . L o h f i n k - "Zur DekaIogfassung von Dt.5", BZ 9 (1965) pp.17-32 

- 1 1 -



o f t h e commandment i s a d e f i n i t i o n o f "household". L a t e r , i n a 

s e t t l e d , a g r a r i a n community, "house" became a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

" b u i l d i n g " . The De u t e r o n o m i s t r e g a r d s m a r r i a g e as a r e l a t i o n s h i p o f 

c e n t r a l i m p o r t a n c e and so " w i f e " takes precedence over "house", and he 

adds f i e l d t o p r o t e c t t h e land-owning f r e e I s r a e l i t e . 

A n other v a r i a t i o n i s i n the ve r b t r a n s l a t e d " c o v e t " on b o t h 

o c c a s i o n s i n Exodus t h e v e r b lOTi i s used whereas i n Deuteronomy rj7 >̂  

i s s u b s t i t u t e d on t h e second o c c a s i o n , which has the e f f e c t o f 

u n d e r l i n i n g t h e s e p a r a t i o n o f " w i f e " f r o m o t h e r p r o p e r t y . Mayesl<5 

t a k e s these v e r b s t o be synonymous i n meaning. There i s , however, 

c o n s i d e r a b l e c o n t r o v e r s y about t h e meaning o f 1^7} : some, l i k e 

J.Herrmann'7 and Noth'8, t a k e i t t o i n c l u d e the i n t e n t i o n t o 

possess. I n v i e w o f t h e e i g h t h commandment G.Beer'? and o t h e r s want 

t o l i m i t i t t o mean an " o f f e n c e o f the mind". A.AIt20 t r i e s t o s o l v e 

t h i s dilemma by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t he e i g h t h commandment r e f e r s t o 

k i d n a p p i n g a f r e e I s r a e l i t e whereas the t e n t h commandment r e f e r s t o 

" w a y l a y i n g " t h o s e who a r e not f r e e . 

Thus we see t h a t t h e c o n t e x t and t e x t o f the Ten commandments 

c o n t a i n f e a t u r e s s u g g e s t i v e o f a complex h i s t o r y o f development, i t i s 

t h i s h i s t o r y t o whic h we now address o u r s e l v e s . 

THE ORIGINAL FORM OF THE DECALOGUE 

An o b v i o u s p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n t o the t e x t u a l d i f f e r e n c e s between the 

two v e r s i o n s o f t h e Decalogue i s t h a t behind b o t h i s an o l d e r form, 

perhaps an o r a l t r a d i t i o n , w hich was expanded ( o r even i n some p a r t s 

c o n t r a c t e d ) t o meet changing s o c i a l and c u I t i c p a t t e r n s . Most 

16A.D.H.Mayes - op c i t p.171. 
'7J.Herrmann - Das zehnte Gebot pp.69-82 

iSM.Noth - op c i t p.166 

'J'G.eeer - Exodus p.203 
2 0 A . A I t - Das V e r b o t des D i e b s t a h l s im Dekalog pp.333-340 
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a t t e m p t s t o r e - c o n s t r u c t an o r i g i n a l Decalogue have approached the 

t a s k by t r y i n g t o reduce t h e p r e s e n t Commandments t o t h e i r s i m p l e s t 

f o r m and t o g i v e them an i n n e r coherence by making them a l l n e g a t i v e . 

There i s no u n i v e r s a l agreement, however, t h a t t h i s i s t h e c o r r e c t 

approach. M a y e s 2 l , f o r example, argues a g a i n s t t a k i n g the Decalogue 

as d e r i v i n g f r o m an a n c i e n t c o l l e c t i o n and m a i n t a i n s t h a t a c l e a r 

d i s t i n c t i o n must be drawn between the h i s t o r y o f i n d i v i d u a l 

commandments and t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e c o l l e c t i o n . He does not b e l i e v e 

t h a t t h e p r o t o t y p e can be d i s c o v e r e d j u s t by w o r k i n g the commandments 

back t o t h e i r s i m p l e s t f o r m by o m i t t i n g a l l m o t i v a t i n g m a t e r i a l . 

E . G e r s t e n b e r g e r 2 2 suggests t h a t the s h o r t e s t form cannot 

n e c e s s a r i l y be seen as t h e " c l a s s i c a l one" and t h a t Exodus 2 0 : 1 3 f f 

r e p r e s e n t s a s h o r t e n i n g o f p r o h i b i t i o n s t h a t were a t one time more 

p r e c i s e . Noth23 sees no d i s c r e p a n c y i n the f a c t t h a t some are 

n e g a t i v e and o t h e r s p o s i t i v e . 

R . K i t t e | 2 4 has made an a t t e m p t e d r e c o n s t r u c t i o n t a k i n g t he f o r m o f 

the s i x t h , s e v e n t h and e i g h t h commandments as a model g i v i n g the 

f o l l o w i n g r e s u l t s :-

1. I Jahweh am your God: you s h a l l have no o t h e r gods beside me. 

2. Do not make f o r y o u r s e l f a d i v i n e image. 

3. Do not u t t e r t h e name o f your God Jahweh f o r empty purposes. 

4. Remember the sabbath day t o keep i t h o l y . 

5. Honour f a t h e r and mother. 

6. Do not murder. 

7. Do not commit a d u l t e r y . 

21 A.D.H.Mayes - op c i t p.162. 
2 2 E . G e r s t e n b e r g e r - Wesen und H e r k u n f t des ' a p o d i k t i s c h e n Rechts 
WMANT 20 (1965) p.73 

23M.Noth - op c i t pp.160-161 
2 4 R . K i t t e l - G e s c h i c h t e des V o l k e s I s r a e l 1 pp.383f. 
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8. Do n o t s t e a I . 

9. Do n o t speak l y i n g words a g a i n s t your neighbour. 

10. Do n o t c o v e t the house o f your n e i g h b o u r . 

I n t h i s s e r i e s t h e p o s i t i v e n a t u r e o f b o t h 4 and 5 makes them 

s t a n d o u t , w h i c h encourages b o t h E . S e l l i n 2 5 and A l t 2 6 t o g i v e 

t h e f o u r t h commandment a n e g a t i v e f o r m , "You s h a l l do no work on the 

sabbath". To make t h e f i f t h commandment n e g a t i v e an e x t r a verb i s 

added g i v i n g , "You s h a l l n o t curse your f a t h e r or your mother" <cf 

Exodus 21 : 1 7 ) . 

K.Rabast27 b e l i e v e d t h a t o l d e r Hebrew s t a t u t e s were worded 

m e t r i c a l l y w i t h f o u r s t r e s s e d s y l l a b l e s . T h i s can be r e c o g n i s e d i n 

the second, t h i r d , n i n t h and t e n t h commandments. He f u r t h e r b e l i e v e d 

t h a t t he f i r s t t a b l e had s i x c l a u s e s c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o those o f the 

second t a b l e . To accommodate these ideas he d i v i d e d 1. above i n t o two 

se p a r a t e commandments and added between 2. and 3. above, "You s h a l l 

not w o r s h i p them." thus p r o d u c i n g a dodecalogue r a t h e r than a 

decaIogue. 

A more r e c e n t a t t e m p t a t a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n has been undertaken by 

E.Nielsen28. He has r e s t o r e d the commandments t o s h o r t sentences i n 

which he always uses t h e second-person s i n g u l a r w i t h a d i r e c t o b j e c t , 

and precedes t h e verb by t h e n e g a t i v e p a r t i c l e ?<i> . He makes the 

e i g h t h commandment r e f e r t o " k i d n a p p i n g " thus a l l o w i n g the t e n t h 

commandment t o r e l a t e not j u s t t o the mental a t t i t u d e o f c o v e t i n g but 

a l s o t o the a t t e m p t t o a c q u i r e a n o t h e r person's goods. P r e f e r e n c e i s 

g i v e n t o the t r a d i t i o n o f p l a c i n g the commandment a g a i n s t " a d u l t e r y " 

2 5 E . S e l l i n - G e s c h i c h t e des i s r a e I i t i s c h - j u d i s c h e n Volkes 1 p.383f 
2 6 A . A I t - Die Ursprunge des I s r a e I i t i s h e n Rechts p . 3 l 7 f 
27K.Rabast - Das a p o d i k t i s c h e Recht im Deuteronomiurn und 

im H e i I i g k e i t s g e s e t z pp.35f 
28E.Nielsen - The ten commandments i n new p e r s p e c t i v e pp.78-86. 
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b e f o r e t h a t a g a i n s t "murder". I n making d e c i s i o n s about the exact 

f o r m and c o n t e n t o f any corranandment he has taken account o f the Book 

o f t h e Covenant (Exodus 20:23-23:33). T h i s has t h e f o l l o w i n g r e s u l t :-

1. Thou s h a l t n o t bow down b e f o r e any o t h e r god. 

2. Thou s h a l t n o t make t o t h y s e l f any i d o l . 

3. Thou s h a l t n o t t a k e t h e name o f Jahweh i n v a i n . 

4. Thou s h a l t n o t do any work on t h e sabbath day. 

5. Thou s h a l t n o t d e s p i s e t h y f a t h e r or t h y mother. 

6. Thou s h a l t n o t commit a d u l t e r y w i t h t h y n e i g h b o u r ' s w i f e . 

7. Thou s h a l t n o t pour o u t t h e b l o o d o f t h y n e i g h b o u r . 

8. Thou s h a l t n o t s t e a l any man f r o m t h y n e i g h b o u r . 

9. Thou s h a l t n o t bear f a l s e w i t n e s s a g a i n s t t h y neighbour. 

10. Thou s h a l t n o t c o v e t t h y n e i g h b o u r s house. 

T h i s a t t e m p t i s much a p p r e c i a t e d by W.Harre IsonZ? who would 

however r e t a i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l o r d e r and b e l i e v e s t h a t N i e l s e n has 

n e e d l e s s l y m o d i f i e d t h e f i r s t cotmiandment - h i s r e n d e r i n g would be, 

"There s h a l t not be f o r thee o t h e r gods." He a l s o t h i n k s t h a t the 

n e g a t i v e f o r m o f the f o u r t h commandment sh o u l d be, "Thou s h a l t not 

t r e a t w i t h contempt t h e sabbath day", and o f the f i f t h , "Thou s h a l t 

not curse t h y f a t h e r or t h y mother." When c o n s i d e r i n g the corrmandment 

a g a i n s t k i l l i n g or murder he p r e f e r s s i m p l y , "Thou s h a l t not k i l l thy 

ne i ghbour". 

These examples s e r v e t o show th e way i n which a t t e m p t s have been 

made t o get back t o the o r i g i n a l f o r m o f the Decalogue. Again i t 

would seem i m p o r t a n t t o emphasise t h a t these cannot be regarded as 

c e r t a i n r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s . The p o s s i b i l i t y o f an a u t h o r i t a t i v e o r i g i n a l 

b ehind our p r e s e n t Decalogue may w e l l commend i t s e l f as a reasonable 

p r o p o s i t i o n but we cannot say w i t h c e r t a i n t y t h a t such a w r i t t e n 

29W.HarreI son - The ten commandments and human r i g h t s " pp.41-42, 



document e x i s t e d and t h e r e f o r e any r e c o n s t r u c t i o n must be t r e a t e d w i t h 

c a u t i o n . 

THE AGE AND ORIGIN OF THE DECALOGUE 

1. ORIGIN 

I n The Ten commandments i n r e c e n t r e s e a r c h by J.J.Stamm and 

M.E.Andrew30 we have a c o m p r e h e n s i v e s u r v e y o f t h e a t t e m p t s t h a t have 

been made t o r e s o l v e these p r o b l e m s a r i s i n g from the t e x t s and 

c o n t e x t s o f t h e Ten commandments. Commentaries on b o t h Exodus and 

Deuteronomy, t o g e t h e r w i t h any work on Old Testament Law, must 

i n e v i t a b l y r e f e r t o t h e s e " s o l u t i o n s " i f t h e y a r e to do j u s t i c e to 

t h e i r s u b j e c t . Our c o n c e r n h e r e i s not t o g i v e a c o m p l e t e h i s t o r y of 

t h e c r i t i c a l a p p r o a c h to t h e D e c a l o g u e , o r d i s c u s s e v e r y i nterpreta.&i)'w<L 

nuance, but r a t h e r to draw a t t e n t i o n t o some o f the major s u g g e s t i o n s 

t h a t have been o f f e r e d and t h e i r i n f l u e n c e upon d e c i s i o n s r e g a r d i n g 

t h e age and o r i g i n o f the d e c a l o g u e . 

a . O r i g i n w i t h i n the C u l t 

A s c h o l a r l y movement began w i t h r e g a r d to t h e D e c a l o g u e b e c a u s e o f the 

work o f 5. Mowi ncke 131 . He propounded an o r i g i n w i t h i n the c u l t and 

more p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e New Y e a r and E nthronement f e s t i v a l , the 

e x i s t e n c e o f w h i c h he had s o u g h t to e s t a b l i s h in an e a r l i e r work3 2. 

To s u p p o r t t h i s c u I t i c o r i g i n he s u g g e s t e d t h a t the S i n a i P e r i c o p e 

( E x o d u s 19-24) i s a d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e f e s t i v a l and t h e r e a d i n g of the 

commandments p r o b a b l y had i t s o r i g i n h e r e . The New Y e a r and 

E n t h r o n e m e n t f e s t i v a l f u n c t i o n e d w i t h i n t h e c u l t a s a f e a s t of 

c o v e n a n t r e n e w a l . O t h e r p a s s a g e s ( f o r example Psalms 50 & 8 1 , 

30M.E.Andrew t r a n s l a t e s the work o f J.J.Stamm and adds h i s own 
suppIements. 

31S.MowinckeI - Le Decalogue p p . l 9 f f . 

32S.MowinckeI - Das T h r o n b e s t e i g u n g f e s t Jahwas und der t i r s p r u n g der 
e s c h a t o I o g i e" 
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Deuteronomy 31:10-13 w h i c h , a l t h o u g h l a t e , " p r e s e r v e s the memory 

o f much o l d e r passages") h e l p us understand t h e n a t u r e and content o f 

t h e f e s t i v a l . The I s r a e l i t e f e s t i v a l began w i t h an i n t e r r o g a t i o n o f 

those a t t e n d i n g c o n c e r n i n g the c o n d i t i o n s o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n (Psalms 15 

& 24 have grown f r o m t h i s s i t u a t i o n ) and a c u l t i c prophet would 

p r o c l a i m t h e law a t t h e f e s t i v a l . The main f e a t u r e s o f the Decalogue 

ar e p r e s c r i p t i o n s f o r e n t r y i n t o t he c u l t . 

Andrew33 asks whether r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e c u l t i c s t r u c t u r e o f the 

S i n a i P e r i cope j u s t i f i e s t h e assumption t h a t i t s whole c o n t e n t came 

f r o m the c u l t and a l s o whether the c l a i m e d c l o s e c o n n e c t i o n between 

Psalms 15 & 24 and the Decalogue can be m a i n t a i n e d ? Even assuming we 

accep t Mowinckel's c u l t i c s t r u c t u r e and F e s t i v a l s e t t i n g , Andrew's 

q u e s t i o n s c o u l d lead us t o suggest t h a t t h i s does not a c t u a l l y 

" p r o v e " the o r i g i n o f t h e Decalogue - t h e c u l t and f e s t i v a l c o u l d have 

absorbed something t h a t a l r e a d y e x i s t e d . What Mowinckel has done i s 

t o open up the p o s s i b i l i t y o f seeking the f u n c t i o n o f t h e Decalogue in 

the l i f e o f the people o f God. 

b . A p o d i c t i c Law 

Mowinckel's work was f o l l o w e d by t h a t o f A l t who used f o r m - c r i t i c a l 

methods on Old Testament l e g a l l i t e r a t u r e . He i s o l a t e d two types o f 

law. C a s u i s t i c and A p o d i c t i c . C a s u i s t i c law i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d by " i f -

c l a u s e s " and can be fou n d i n the Book o f the Covenant ( e . g . Exodus 

21:3,4,5). A p o d i c t i c law c o n s i s t s o f s h o r t , i m p e r a t i v e or p r o h i b i t i v e 

c l a u s e s such as those found i n the Decalogue. A l t clai m e d t h a t , 

" A p o d i c t i c law i s w i t h o u t p a r a l l e l i n a n c i e n t O r i e n t a l law and i t s 

c o n t e n t i s permeated w i t h the s p i r i t o f the r e l i g i o n o f Jahweh."34 

33J.J.Stamm & M.E.Andrew - The Ten commandments i n r e c e n t r e s e a r c h . 
p. 33 

3 4 A . A I t - op c i t pp.278-332 
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I t s o r i g i n i s t o be found i n the f e s t i v a l r a t h e r than t h e s e c u l a r l i f e 

o f t h e p e o p l e and the Decalogue was p r o b a b l y p a r t o f t h e Feast of 

T a b e r n a c l e s . A l t h o u g h A l t does not c l a i m a s p e c i f i c l i n k w i t h Moses 

he does b e l i e v e t h a t the f o u n d a t i o n s o f a p o d i c t i c law can be found 

i n t h e d e s e r t . I t s c r e a t i v e p e r i o d was t h a t o f t h e Judges but the 

Decalogue i s a l a t e example o f t h i s t y p e o f law. For A l t i t was 

e s s e n t i a l t o c o n t r a s t c a s u i s t i c law w i t h the " e s s e n t i a l l y I s r a e l i t e " 

a p o d i c t i c law. The weakness o f h i s p o s i t i o n i s t h a t he d i d n o t seek, 

o r r e c o g n i s e , e x t r a - I s r a e l i t e s ources f o r a p o d i c t i c law; n e v e r t h e l e s s 

h i s work d i d lay a f o u n d a t i o n f o r f u r t h e r s t u d i e s . 

c . T r e a t y f o r m 

Mendenhall35 draws a t t e n t i o n t o the t r e a t i e s o f the H i t t i t e k i n g s . 

These Vassal T r e a t i e s had a d i s c e r n i b l e f o r m , namely "preamble and 

h i s t o r i c r e v i e w " , " c o n d i t i o n s " , and " c o n c l u s i o n " . He suggests t h a t 

t h e I s r a e l i t e f e s t i v a l , t o which a p o d i c t i c law b e l o n g s , b a s i c a l l y 

f o l l o w s t h i s f o r m and t h a t Old Testament covenants a l s o f i n d t h e i r 

r o o t s h e r e , thus a c c e p t i n g t h a t a p o d i c t i c law was not unique t o 

I s r a e l . A p o d i c t i c law need not have o r i g i n a t e d w i t h the H i t t i t e 

v a s s a l t r e a t i e s and o t h e r sources are suggested3<5. I t would seem 

i n e v i t a b l e t h a t A l t ' s c l a i m t h a t a p o d i c t i c law i s I s r a e l ' s e x c l u s i v e 

p r o p e r t y must be r e j e c t e d , a t l e a s t w i t h r e g a r d t o form, though t h i s 

c I a im may s t i l l be poss i b i e w i t h r e g a r d t o intent i n t h a t i n I s r a e l i t e 

law these p r o h i b i t i o n s are seen as the laws o f Jahweh. 

Mendenhall's work has been accepted by many s c h o l a r s amongst whom 

i s M.G.KIine37 who makes th e i n t e r e s t i n g s u g g e s t i o n t h a t the two 

t a b l e s o f s t o n e , on which the decalogue was w r i t t e n , were d u p l i c a t e 

35G.E.MendenhalI - op c i t pp.27f 
36J.J.Stamm & M.E.Andrew op c i t p.43f suggest E g y p t i a n Wisdom 

L i t e r a t u r e . 
37M.G.KIine op c i t p p . l 7 f . 
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c o p i e s o f what amounted t o a " t r e a t y document", one f o r d e p o s i t i n g i n 

th e s a n c t u a r y o f t h e vas s a l and t h e o t h e r i n t h e s a n c t u a r y o f the 

s u z e r a i n . A . P h i l l i p s p o i n t s o u t t h a t b o t h t h e " t a b l e t s were p l a c e d i n 

the a r k , t h e r e b y s y m b o l i z i n g the s u z e r a i n ' s (Jahweh's) permanent 

presence i n t h e v a s s a l community."38 

P h i l l i p s seems a l i t t l e s u r p r i s e d t h a t Mendenhall's views have not 

been u n i v e r s a l l y a ccepted and b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e case would be, 

"immeasurably s t r e n g t h e n e d i f i t c o u l d be shown t h a t t he ten 

commandments themselves possessed an inner u n i t y which t h r o u g h o u t the 

h i s t o r y o f t h e covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p d i f f e r e n t i a t e d them f r o m a l l 

o t h e r l e g a l enactments, and o f which b o t h the book o f t h e covenant and 

Deuteronomy t o o k n o t e . " 3 9 He seeks t o do t h i s by d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h a t 

t h e Decalogue i s t o be understood as I s r a e l ' s c r i m i n a l law code. I t 

i s a d e t a i l e d and c a r e f u l s tudy but even i f i t i s regarded as t o t a l l y 

c o n v i n c i n g we m i g h t want t o q u e s t i o n how much i t s t r e n g t h e n s 

Mendenhall's case because i n i t s e l f i t does l i t t l e t o overcome 

o b j e c t i o n s t o d r a w i n g too c l o s e a p a r a l l e l between God's covenant w i t h 

I s r a e l and the Vassal T r e a t i e s , e s p e c i a l l y those t h a t h i g h l i g h t the 

d i f f e r e n c e o f " i n t e n t " between such t r e a t i e s and Jahweh's covenant 

w i t h I s r a e I . 

d. Clan or Fa m i I y 

One who does not accept Mendenhall's s o l u t i o n i s Ger stenberger'*^. He 

d i f f e r s f r o m A l t i n the way he c l a s s i f i e s Old Testament le g a l 

m a t e r i a l , p r e f e r r i n g t o speak o f "genuine l e g a l c l a u s e s " and, in 

c o n t r a s t , " p r o h i b i t i o n s and commands" which have no s t i p u l a t i o n o f 

th e l e g a l consequences. W h i l s t r e c o g n i s i n g t h a t A l t has 

3 8 A . P h i l l i p s - A n c i e n t I s r a e l ' s c r i m i n a l law p.7. 

3?A.PhiI I i p s i b i d p.10 

'fOE.Gerstenberger - op c i t p p . 2 3 f f 
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d e m o n s t r a t e d t h e c u l t i c use o f p r o h i b i t i o n s he sees no s a t i s f a c t o r y 

p r o o f o f t h e i r c u l t i c origin. When he examines t h e S i n a i p e r i c o p e he 

sug g e s t s t h a t " l i t e r a r y - c r i t i c a l a n a l y s i s can o n l y come t o the 

n e g a t i v e r e s u l t t h a t t h e c o l l e c t i o n s o f commandments appear as 

i n s e r t i o n s i n t h e s o u r c e s , and f o r m - c r i t i c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n can p r o v i d e 

o n l y a s k e t c h o f t h e c u l t i c f e s t i v a l and not i t s e x a c t c o n t e n t . " 4 < . 

When examining Mendenhall's work Gerstenberger does not 

n e c e s s a r i l y deny p a r a l l e l s i n f o r m and c o n t e n t between Vassal T r e a t i e s 

and t h e Old Testament Covenant but d i s p u t e s the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t t h i s 

i s t h e i r s o u r c e o f o r i g i n . H is reasons a re ( i ) t h e Vassal T r e a t i e s are 

p o l i t i c a l t r e a t i e s , whereas t h e p r o h i b i t i o n s have a very d i f f e r e n t 

s e t t i n g ; ( i i ) t h e T r e a t i e s a r e concerned w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r man, the 

p r o h i b i t i o n s a r e n o t ; ( i i i ) s t i p u l a t i o n s i n the t r e a t i e s a r e sup p o r t e d 

by t h e t h r e a t o f s a n c t i o n s , t he p r o h i b i t i o n s a r e n o t ; ( i v ) t h e 

I s r a e l i t e p r o h i b i t i o n s tend t o be formed i n t o s e r i e s but t h e r e are no 

such s e r i e s i n t h e t r e a t i e s . . H is a l t e r n a t i v e s o l u t i o n i s t o suggest 

t h a t t he p r o h i b i t i o n s o r i g i n a t e i n the S e m i t i c c l a n a s s o c i a t i o n s , and 

suggests t h a t t h e themes o f the Decalogue correspond w i t h the 

i n t e r e s t s o f t h e c l a n i n d a i l y l i f e . He looks f o r supp o r t f o r h i s 

t h e s i s i n t h e Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e . 

As w i t h o t h e r s u g g e s t i o n s t h i s does not f i n d u n i v e r s a l 

a cceptance. A d e t a i l e d c r i t i c i s m i s att e m p t e d by H.ReventIow^Z who 

q u e s t i o n s , ( i ) Whether p l a c i n g the o r i g i n o f the p r o h i b i t i o n s i n 

the c l a n e t h o s or c u l t f e s t i v a l needs t o be an e i t h e r / o r s i t u a t i o n , 

( i i ) G e r s t e n b e r g e r ' s comparison o f " p r o h i b i t i o n s " w i t h the h o r t a t o r y 

and w a r n i n g words o f t h e Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e , ( i i i ) and whether the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between a p o d i c t i c and c a s u i s t i c law i s i n f a c t p o s s i b l e 

'HJ.J.Stamm and M.E.Andrew op c i t p.48 
42H.Reventlow - K u l t i s c h e s Recht im A l t e n Testament pp.267-304. 
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e. The K e n i t e c o n n e c t i o n 

An i n g e n i o u s a t t e m p t t o p r o v i d e an a l t e r n a t i v e s o l u t i o n i s o f f e r e d by 

H.H.Rowley43 who suggests t h a t J e t h r o , Moses' f a t h e r - i n - l a w , d e s c r i b e d 

as " t h e p r i e s t o f M i d i a n " (Exodus 3:1), served Jahweh and imparted h i s 

knowledge t o Moses. The I s r a e l i t e s e n t e r e d Canaan i n two waves, Moses 

led a s m a l l band o u t f r o m Egypt, they s e t t l e d i n c e n t r a l P a l e s t i n e and 

t h e r e e n c o u n t e r e d groups who a l s o worshipped Jahweh, but not by t h a t 

name, and who had s e t t l e d i n the South long b e f o r e the time o f the 

Exodus. These non-Mosaic groups had l e a r n e d t h e i r r e l i g i o n f r o m the 

K e n i t e s who had a f a m i l y l i n k w i t h J e t h r o ( c f . Judges 1:16) and were 

the s m i t h s o f t h e a n c i e n t nomadic p e o p l e s , thus f a c i l i t a t i n g the 

spread o f t h e i r r e l i g i o n . Exodus 34 r e p r e s e n t s , he c l a i m s , a 

p r i m i t i v e law code p r e s e r v e d by these Southern t r i b e s and i t i s 

p r o b a b l e t h i s i s t h e a n c i e n t "Decalogue o f the K e n i t e s " . 

The t r i b e s l e d o u t f r o m Egypt by Moses had come t o t h e i r Jahwism 

f r o m a d i f f e r e n t r o u t e . T h e i r s t o r y i s t o l d i n the t r a u m a t i c and 

d r a m a t i c e v e n t s o f the Exodus, t h e r e we see how Jahweh d e l i v e r e d 

them and e n t e r e d i n t o t h e i r h i s t o r y . T h i s d i f f e r e n t h i s t o r y led 

them t o r e f i n e t h e a n c i e n t K e n i t e Decalogue r e p l a c i n g r i t u a l demands 

by e t h i c a l r e q u i r e m e n t s . 

We s h a l l look a t t h i s p a r t i c u l a r t h e o r y , and i t s weaknesses, in 

g r e a t e r d e t a i l when we c o n s i d e r i t s r e l e v a n c e t o the o r i g i n o f the 

sabbath ( c h a p t e r 4 ) . S u f f i c e i t t o say here t h a t i t i s based on the 

f l i m s i e s t o f e v i d e n c e . The assumptions made about J e t h r o , the 

s e t t l e m e n t i n Canaan, t h e Jahwism o f the K e n i t e s and Exodus 34 are a l l 

w i t h o u t r e a l w a r r a n t - i t remains j u s t an ing e n i o u s h y p o t h e s i s ! 

43H.H.Rowley - op c i t p p . 6 f f 
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2. AGE 

D e c i s i o n s about t h e age o f t h e Decalogue r e v o l v e , t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t , 

around t h e d e c i s i o n s we make b o t h about i t s o r i g i n and t h e e x i s t e n c e 

o f an o r i g i n a l f o r m . D a t i n g can f u r t h e r be a f f e c t e d by our a t t i t u d e 

t o the c o n t e n t s o f i n d i v i d u a l commandments and whether or not they 

c o n t a i n l a t e r e d i t o r i a l a d d i t i o n s t o an e x i s t i n g s e t o f laws. 

S c h o l a r l y o p i n i o n i s undecided on whether or not t h e Decalogue has a 

Mosaic o r i g i n , b u t i n t h i s c e n t u r y t h e r e has been a g r e a t e r 

w i l l i n g n e s s a t l e a s t t o c o n s i d e r t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a Mosaic o r i g i n 

than was a p p a r e n t i n t h e l a t e n i n e t e e n t h and e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . 

Stanm and Andrew suggest t h a t t h i s i s due t o a g r e a t e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f the o r i g i n s o f I s r a e l i t s e l f and the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t f r o m the v e r y 

b e g i n n i n g t h e r e was a " s p i r i t u a l impulse o f c o n s i d e r a b l e 

proper t ions"'*4 q u i t e i n keeping w i t h imageless w o r s h i p and sabbath 

observance. H.Gressman^S has removed much o f the f o r c e t h a t 

a t t r i b u t e d the e t h i c a l n a t u r e o f the Decalogue t o the " p r o p h e t i c 

s p i r i t " However i t would be q u i t e wrong t o suggest t h a t a Mosaic 

o r i g i n o f t h e Decalogue i s u n i v e r s a l l y accepted and c e r t a i n l y t h e r e 

would be much d i s q u i e t about such a s u g g e s t i o n w i t h r e g a r d t o the 

r e c e i v e d v e r s i o n s o f Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. Most would 

r e g a r d these as d e r i v i n g f r o m an e a r l i e r source and having some 

interdependence. I f a c o n n e c t i o n w i t h Moses i s accepted i t i s w i t h 

r e g a r d t o t h e o r i g i n s not the f i n i s h e d p r o d u c t . 

As we have seen, Mowincke|46 saw the o r i g i n s o f the Decalogue i n 

the c u l t and more e s p e c i a l l y i n the New Year and Enthronement 

f e s t i v a l s . He b e l i e v e d t h a t the Decalogue, as i t has come down t o us, 

44Stamm & Andrew op c i t p p . 2 7 f f . 

'•SH.Gressman - Mose und s e i n e Ze i t pp.473f. 

46S.MowinckeI - Le Decalogue, p p . 1 9 f f . 
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i s l a t e b u t t h e l i t e r a r y t y p e t o w h i c h i t belongs c o u l d be o l d e r and 

t h us e a r l i e r o r i g i n s o f t h e Decalogue a r e not e n t i r e l y p r e c l u d e d . 

A l t 4 7 , however, would seem t o r u l e o u t any p o s s i b i l i t y o f Mosaic 

a u t h o r s h i p t h r o u g h h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f how a p o d i c t i c law developed. 

He c o n t r a s t e d t h e Decalogue w i t h o t h e r s e r i e s o f a p o d i c t i c law - the 

former i s comprehensive i n c o n t e n t and g e n e r a l i s e d , the l a t t e r a re 

s p e c i f i c t o one a r ea o f l i f e - w h i c h leads him t o suggest t h a t the 

n a t u r a l development would be f o r " s p e c i a l i s e d s e r i e s " t o come f i r s t 

and t h e " c o l l e c t i v e " s e r i e s t o f o l l o w as a s y n o p s i s , thus making the 

Decalogue a l a t e example o f t h i s t y p e o f law. K.Rabast48, however, 

t h i n k s t h a t a p o d i c t i c law c o u l d have developed in the r e v e r s e way, 

t h a t i s t h e " c o l l e c t i v e s e r i e s " came f i r s t and the " s p e c i a l s e r i e s " 

broke away t o i l l u s t r a t e more f u l l y s p e c i f i c p o i n t s . The Mosaic 

a u t h o r s h i p cannot t h e r e f o r e be a u t o m a t i c a l l y excluded and, " i s 

i t not p r e f e r a b l e and b e t t e r t o a s c r i b e the Decalogue, which i s a 

c o l l e c t i v e s e r i e s e x t r a c t i n g the e s s e n t i a l f r o m many s u b o r d i n a t e 

s e r i e s , t o t h e preeminent p e r s o n a l i t y o f Moses, r a t h e r than t o a l a t e r 

unknown a u t h o r ? " 4 ? . 

S i m i l a r c o n t r a d i c t i o n s appear when we t r y t o use the proposed l i n k 

between Vassal t r e a t i e s and covenant law as an a i d t o d a t i n g . I t i s 

beyond the scope o f our p r e s e n t t a s k t o d i s c u s a p r e c i s e date f o r the 

Exodus and t h e r e f o r e o f Moses, but Mendenhall's o r i g i n a l work was 

based on H i t t i t e t r e a t i e s made i n the f o u r t e e n t h and t h i r t e e n t h 

c e n t u r i e s w h i c h would put them " i n range" o f the Mosaic p e r i o d . 

Perhaps t h e more c r u c i a l q u e s t i o n i s when and where d i d the I s r a e l i t e 

4 7 A . A I t op c i t pp.278-332. 
48K.Rabast - Das a p o d i k t i s c h e im Deuteronomium und im 

H e i I i g k e i t s g e s e t z k p.39f. 

49Stamm & Andrew op c i t p.39 
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community e n c o u n t e r t h i s l i t e r a r y f o r m ? G.HeinemannSO d e c i d e d t h a t 

t h e l i n k between V a s s a l t r e a t i e s and I s r a e l i t e law was f o r g e d a t 

Shechem, w i t h t h e c o n s e q u e n c e t h a t t h e D e c a l o g u e must o r i g i n a t e from a 

t i m e a f t e r I s r a e l e n t e r e d C a n a a n . W . B e y e r l i n b e l i e v e s , however, t h a t 

t h e s e t r e a t i e s would have been known t o t h e I s r a e l i t e s in t h e i r 

nomadic p e r i o d ; he s a y s , " t h a t a p r i m o r d i a l f orm o f the Decalogue 

had i n f a c t a r i s e n i n t h e M o s a i c p e r i o d t h r o u g h t h e use of the 

t r e a t y form."51. The most l i k e l y venue f o r t h i s development, he 

s u g g e s t s , would be K a d e s h where t h e y s t a y e d f o r a c o n s i d e r a b l e time 

and where t h e i r j u d i c i a l and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e was o r g a n i s e d (Exodus 

18:13-27). 

D i s a g r e e m e n t i n d a t i n g t h e D e c a l o g u e c o n t i n u e even w i t h the 

s u g g e s t e d o r i g i n w i t h i n t h e c l a n . G e r s t e n b e r g e r S 2 i s not p r i m a r i l y 

c o n c e r n e d w i t h a p p l y i n g i n s i g h t s about t h e o r i g i n o f a p o d i c t i c law 

i n g e n e r a l t o t h e D e c a l o g u e i n p a r t i c u l a r , but h i s work would a l l o w 

f o r a t l e a s t some o f t h e commandments t o have o r i g i n a t e d i n the c l a n 

e t h o s . He s e e s t h e s e r i e s o f t e n a s o r i g i n a t i n g i n the c u l t and 

t h e r e f o r e a s b e i n g l a t e . G . F o h r e r 5 3 ^ however, f i n d s a s e r i e s of ten 

in t h e nomadic p e r i o d ( L e v i t i c u s 18) but does not s e e t h e Decalogue a s 

o r i g i n a l t o t h i s time - i t i s a s e c o n d a r y c o n s t r u c t i o n c r e a t e d from 

d i f f e r e n t a p o d i c t i c s e r i e s . 

Rowley54 s u r v e y s t h e c o m p l e x i t i e s o f t h e v a r i o u s a t t e m p t s to f i n d 

a d a t e f o r t h e D e c a l o g u e but c a n n o t s e e t h a t any of the 

50G.Heinemann - Untersuchungen zum a p o d i k t i s c h e n Rechts (1958) . . 
(typew r i t t e n ) 

s l W . B e y e r l i n - O r i g i n s and h i s t o r y o f the e a r l i e s t S i n a i t i c t r a d i t i o n s 
p. 145 

52E.Gerstenberger op c i t , p p . 2 8 f f 

53G.Fohrer - "Das sogenannte a p o d i k t i s c h f o r m u l i e r t e Recht und der 
Dekalog", KuD 11 (1965) pp.49-74 

54H.H.Rowley op c i t p p . 2 f f 
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arguments a g a i n s t Mosaic a u t h o r s h i p h o l d good. He suggests t h a t the 

Decalogue was known i n the t i m e o f David ( c f . 2 Samuel 12) i n d i c a t i n g 

an e a r l y o r i g i n . He a l s o b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e Decalogue would need t o be 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a p o w e r f u l and a u t h o r i t a t i v e p e r s o n a l i t y f o r i t t o 

have c r e d i b i l i t y and g a i n acceptance a l o n g s i d e t h e " r i t u a l decalogue" 

o f Exodus 34 - Moses would be such a person. 

T h i s survey o f some o f t h e t h e o r i e s o f f e r i n g s o l u t i o n s t o the age 

and o r i g i n o f the Decalogue h i g h l i g h t s t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s but o f f e r s no 

r e a l s o l u t i o n . We have t r i e d t o i n d i c a t e t h a t t h i s must i n e v i t a b l y be 

so, s i m p l y because t h e r e i s no i n c o n t r o v e r t i b l e evidence as t o e i t h e r 

o r i g i n or d a t e . There a r e , however, some ideas t h a t would commend 

themselves t o most :-

a) Our p r e s e n t v e r s i o n s o f t h e Ten commandments a r e not " o r i g i n a l " but 

e d i t e d v e r s i o n s o f o l d e r m a t e r i a l . 

b) T h e i r s e t t i n g i n the S i n a i p e r i c o p e , even i n t h i s was not the 

o r i g i n a l s e t t i n g , g i v e s them a p l a c e o f g r e a t importance i n the l i f e 

and development o f the n a t i o n . 

c) They were p e r c e i v e d as d i v i n e i n o r i g i n . 

d) There i s a l i n k between t h e " c u l t " and t h e Decalogue. 

e) The l i t e r a r y f o r m may owe a debt t o n o n - I s r a e I i t e m a t e r i a l but the 

c o n t e n t has many unique elements w i t h i n i t because i t d e s c r i b e s the 

unique r e l a t i o n s h i p between Jahweh and h i s p e o p l e . 

f ) D e f i n i t e d a t i n g cannot be g i v e n . 

The b i b l i c a l h i s t o r y o f I s r a e l can be viewed as a r e c o r d o f how 

the n a t i o n developed i n t h e i r knowledge o f God. I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o 

imagine a t i m e i n any community - c l a n , f a m i l y or n a t i o n - when t h e r e 

would not be some accepted r u l e s p r o t e c t i n g l i f e , m a r r i a g e and 

p r o p e r t y . The d i f f i c u l t y f o r us i s t o a s s i g n a date f o r the 

c o d i f i c a t i o n o f these r u l e s . I n the Decalogue " m o r a l i t y " i s l i n k e d 
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t o " r e l i g i o n " ; d u t y and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o o t h e r members o f the 

community i s l i n k e d w i t h d u t y and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o Jahweh - a 

covenant co n c e p t . The s e t t i n g o f the S i n a i p e r i cope i n e x t r i c a b l y 

l i n k s t h e Decalogue w i t h t h e Covenant between Jahweh and His people 

I s r a e l - indeed i n Deuteronomy 4:13 t h e Decalogue i s i d e n t i f i e d as the 

Covenant. So we c o u l d argue t h a t t he covenant i s p e r c e i v e d as 

o r i g i n a t i n g f r o m the time o f I s r a e l ' s e l e c t i o n and t h a t t he moral 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , incumbent upon them as God's s p e c i a l p e o p l e , form 

t h e germ o f t h e Decalogue i f not t h e Decalogue i t s e l f . 

To accept t h e b i b l i c a l l i n k between Moses and the Decalogue i s a 

p o s s i b l e p o s i t i o n . The " p r e f a c e " t o t h e Decalogue reminds the people 

o f t h e i r d e l i v e r a n c e f r o m Egypt. An i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h a t s t o r y i s 

God's c h o i c e o f Moses t o be His r e p r e s e n t a t i v e and t o speak f o r Him. 

I t would seem w h o l l y a p p r o p r i a t e , a t t h i s f o r m a t i v e t i m e i n t h e i r 

n a t i o n a l h i s t o r y , f o r Jahweh's s p e c i a l people t o r e c e i v e D i v i n e 

i n s t r u c t i o n and d i r e c t i o n t h r o u g h the m e d i a t i o n o f t h e i r d i v i n e l y 

a p p o i n t e d l e a d e r . To argue t h a t t h e Decalogue r e p r e s e n t s an e t h i c a l 

s t a n d a r d t h a t must belong t o the time o f the p r o p h e t s because i t i s 

f a r t o o advanced f o r the time o f Moses would seem t o make hasty 

assumptions about the development o f I s r a e l ' s r e l i g i o n . 

The apparent lack o f knowledge about the Ten Commandments i n o t h e r 

P e n t a t e u c h a l law and a l s o i n the e i g h t h and sevent h c e n t u r y prophets 

may make many c a u t i o u s about b e i n g as emphatic as t h i s . The m a t t e r i s 

put i n p e r s p e c t i v e by Von Rad who, w h i l s t acknowledging t h a t the 

Mosaic a u t h o r s h i p o f the o r i g i n a l Decalogue cannot be proved or 

d i s p r o v e d by s c h o l a r s h i p , says, "Whatever one t h i n k s about the 

a u t h o r s h i p , the f a c t t h a t the Decalogue, t o g e t h e r w i t h o t h e r documents 

o f a p o d i c t i c law, e a r l y h e l d a c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n i n I s r a e l i t e l i f e 
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remains as t h e most i m p o r t a n t r e s u l t o f re c e n t research."55 

OTHER "DECALOGUES" 

So f a r a l l our a t t e n t i o n has been c o n c e n t r a t e d upon the p a r a l l e l 

passages o f Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. F a i r l y o b v i o u s l y these two 

passages do n o t exhaust Old Testament l e g a l m a t e r i a l and th e q u e s t i o n 

i s asked, "Are t h e r e o t h e r c o l l e c t i o n s o f laws w h i c h c o u l d be c a l l e d a 

Decalogue?" The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f o t h e r s e r i e s o f t e n would 

r e i n f o r c e t h e importance o f t h a t number and c o u l d p o s s i b l y a l s o shed 

l i g h t on t h e way i n which such codes were developed. I t i s a l s o 

p o s s i b l e f o r t h e c o n t e n t s o f " o t h e r decalogues" t o c o n t r i b u t e t o our 

knowledge o f The Decalogue. 

A number o f passages a r e s u g g e s t e d as p o s s i b l e c a n d i d a t e s 5 6 . I n 

most o f t h e s e we a r e " s t r u g g l i n g " to i d e n t i f y t e n r u l e s and o f t e n t h e 

c o n t e n t has l i t t l e comparison w i t h t he Decalogue. Two o f t h e more 

i m p o r t a n t passages are the "Curse R i t u a l " o f Deuteronomy 27 and the 

" C u l t i c D e c a l o g u e " o f Exodus 34. 

a . "The cu rs e r i t u a l " o f Deuteronomy 27:15-26 

Curses have a s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t i n the l i f e o f a n c i e n t I s r a e l ( e . g . 

G e n e s i s 3:14-19) and a l s o w i t h i n t he Near E a s t e r n T r e a t i e s ^ ? . 

H a r r e l s o n S S suggests t h a t t h i s C u r s e r i t u a l " i s u n m i s t a k a b l y a c u l t i c 

a c t " and suggests something o f the s c e n e when i t would have been 

e n a c t e d . 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see t h i s as e i t h e r a decalogue i t s e l f or a s 

f o r m i n g t h e b a s i s o f The Decalogue. "Cursed i s . . " occ u r s t w e l v e 

t i m e s making, i f a n y t h i n g , a dodecalogue ( w h i c h would be a p p r o p r i a t e 

SSG.Von Rad - O l d Testament Theology, v o l . 1, p. 18. 

s^e.g. W.Harrelson op c i t pp.33-40. 
S7S.Gevirtz - "West S e m i t i c curses & the problems o f the o r i g i n s o f 

Hebrew law." VT 11 (1961) pp.137-158. 

s e w . H a r r e l s o n op c i t pp.27-29 
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t o a c u l t i c a c t o f the t w e l v e t r i b e s ) . An a r t i f i c i a l decalogue can be 

c r e a t e d by e l i m i n a t i n g t h e f i r s t and t h e l a s t o f these curses - the 

f o r m e r on t h e grounds t h a t i t belongs s p e c i f i c a l l y t o the r e a l m o f the 

c u l t and t h e l a t t e r on t h e ground o f i t s g e n e r a l i t y - but e l i m i n a t i n g 

the f i r s t c u r s e i s t o e l i m i n a t e one o f t h e c l o s e s t l i n k s w i t h The 

Decalogue. E x a m i n a t i o n o f the c o n t e n t suggests a d i f f e r e n t i n t e n t ; 

here we seem t o be i n t h e r e a l m o f p e r s o n a l , p r i v a t e m o r a l i t y b u t the 

Decalogue, as t h e h e a r t o f Jahweh's Covenant w i t h His p e o p l e , i s 

concerned w i t h b e h a v i o u r i n , and t o , t h e community. I n d i v i d u a l 

" c u r s e s " c o u l d w e l l have a s i m i l a r developmental h i s t o r y t o i n d i v i d u a l 

"commandments" b u t t o f i n d an i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two codes 

i s somewhat u n c o n v i n c i n g . 

b. "The c u l t i c decalogue" o f Exodus 34 

I t i s t h i s passage t h a t i s most u s u a l l y d e s i g n a t e d as an a l t e r n a t i v e 

decalogue. We have a l r e a d y seen t h a t Rowley b e l i e v e s i t i s the 

o r i g i n a l K e n i t e decalogue and was p a r t o f Moses' own r e l i g i o u s 

background. O t h e r s , a l t h o u g h not a c c e p t i n g t h i s K e n i t e d e s i g n a t i o n , 

c e r t a i n l y r e c o g n i s e t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a decalogue here. NothS?, l i k e 

many o t h e r s , sees the b a s i c m a t e r i a l o f t h i s c h a p t e r as the J 

n a r r a t i v e o f the S i n a i Covenant c l a i m i n g t h a t Jahweh's words i n verses 

10 and 27 leave no room f o r doubt about t h i s . He b e l i e v e s t h a t the 

s t r u c t u r e o f Exodus, as we now have i t , obscures t h i s . The theophany 

o f c h a p t e r 19 i s p a r t o f J as o r i g i n a l l y w r i t t e n , J then had some p a r t 

o f 24:12-15a f o l l o w e d immediately by chapter 34; no p a r t o f 24:1-11 

be l o n g s t o J and and t h e s t o r y o f the "golden c a l f " and " b r e a k i n g o f 

the t a b l e t s " i s m a n i f e s t l y a l a t e r a d d i t i o n . He f i n d s a f f i n i t i e s w i t h 

Exodus 20:2-10 (and 23:14-19) but i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o speak o f l i t e r a r y 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e between them and b e t t e r t o see them as two d i f f e r e n t 

5?M.Noth - op c i t pp.260f 
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s e r i e s o f a p o d i c t i c laws a r r a n g e d i n t o u n d e r s t a n d a b l e and memorable 

groups o f t e n . 

A t t e m p t s have been made t o r e c o n s t r u c t such a decalogue. 

R . H . P f e i f f e r ^ O , f o r example, b e l i e v e s t h e r e i s here an e a r l y Canaanite 

decalogue d a t i n g f r o m c.1200 B.C. which has been adapted t o the 

w o r s h i p o f Jahweh and i s concerned w i t h the d u t i e s o f the layman i n 

t h e c u l t . There i s , however, l i t t l e agreement c o n c e r n i n g i t s form, 

c o n t e n t , or e n u m e r a t i o n - which a t the v e r y l e a s t suggests no easy 

s o l u t i o n and a t t h e most no decalogue! 

T h i s s e c t i o n o f the Book o f Exodus i s approached i n a v e r y 

d i f f e r e n t way by R.W.L.MoberIy^' who sees the events o f c h a p t e r s 32-34 

as a c o h e r e n t u n i t . The making o f t h e golden c a l f and t h e b r e a k i n g o f 

t h e t a b l e t s a r e not i n s e r t i o n s but are i n t e g r a l t o a c o r r e c t 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f c h a p t e r 34. The s i n committed i n making the c a l f was 

a g a i n s t Jahweh and t h i s d e t e r m i n e d which aspects o f t h e law needed t o 

be re-emphasised. He advances arguments f o r l i n k i n g verse 28b w i t h 

v e r s e 1 r a t h e r than v e r s e 27 and thus proposes t h a t the sequence o f 

e v e n t s , l e a d i n g t o a c o r r e c t u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the passage, would be: 

t h e s i n o f t h e c a l f ; t h e renewal o f the covenant emphasising those 

a s p e c t s r e l e v a n t t o t h i s p a r t i c u l a r s i n ; Moses i s commanded t o r e c o r d 

these laws; t h i s theme i s concluded by the r e f e r e n c e t o the d u r a t i o n 

o f Moses s t a y on S i n a i ; f i n a l note s t a t i n g t h a t , " t h e decalogue on the 

t a b l e t s , w h i c h Jahweh had promised t o w r i t e a g a i n ( 3 4 : 1 ) , was i n f a c t 

w r i t t e n by him. That these are s t i l l the h e a r t o f the covenant i s 

taken f o r g r a n t e d by t h e w r i t e r who d e s i g n a t e s them, the words of the 

covenant. "6 2 

6 0 R . H . P f e i f f e r - "The o l d e s t Decalogue" JBL 43, 1924, pp.294-310) 

61R.W.L.Moberly - At t h e mountain o f God pp.95-105 

<52R.W.L.Mober l y op c i t pp.104-105. 
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I n v i e w o f t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t l i e documentary a n a l y s i s o f Exodus 

c h a p t e r s 19-24, 32-34 and t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f f i n d i n g verse 28's " t e n 

words" i n v e r s e s 14-26 t h i s l a t t e r view i s s a t i s f y i n g , not l e a s t 

because i t r e s p e c t s the i n t e g r i t y o f t h e r e c e i v e d t e x t . I t does, 

however, depend f o r i t s c r e d i b i l i t y upon a c c e p t i n g the golden c a l f 

i n c i d e n t and v e r s e s 1,4,9 o f c h a p t e r 34 as o r i g i n a l r a t h e r than 

secondary a d d i t i o n s , and on t h e assumptions o f what the " w r i t e r w i l l 

t a k e f o r g r a n t e d " . Not everybody i s prepared t o do t h i s 6 3 , n e i t h e r 

w i l l i t e a s i l y commend i t s e l f t o those who m a i n t a i n t h a t t h i s reads 

l i k e an " i n i t i a l covenant making" r a t h e r than a renewal.64 Moberly, 

however, p u t s f o r w a r d a number o f reasons which a r e " i m p o r t a n t 

f e a t u r e s o f covenant renewal and would not read more n a t u r a l l y as an 

i n i t i a l covenant making" and suggests t h a t Chi Ids has f a i l e d t o 

demonstrate s i g n i f i c a n t d i f f e r e n c e s between the events o f Exodus 34 

and a Covenant renewal.^S 

We a r e drawn t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t the Ten words apply t o the 

f a m i l i a r Decalogue and n o t t o Exodus 34 or any o t h e r suggested 

a l t e r n a t i v e . I t may be p o s s i b l e , w i t h v a r y i n g degrees o f d i f f i c u l t y 

and i n g e n u i t y , t o work o t h e r c o l l e c t i o n s o f laws i n t o groups o f ten or 

t w e l v e . None o f th e s e , however, have the same c r e d i b i l i t y nor the 

same a u t h o r i t y as Exodus 20/Deuteronomy 5 and they a re c e r t a i n l y not 

g i v e n a p l a c e o f equal s t a n d i n g i n the t e x t o f the Pentateuch as i t 

s t a n d s . 

THEOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

We t u r n now t o t h e q u e s t i o n o f where t h i s h i s t o r i c a l approach takes us 

w i t h r e g a r d t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f God? 

63J.I.Durham - Exodus p.463 
<54e.g. B.S.Chi Ids - Exodus p.607. 
65R.W.L.Moberly op c i t p.160 
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Once a g a i n we e n c o u n t e r a v a r i e t y o f approaches t o t h i s . Most 

C h r i s t i a n s c h o l a r s would want t o a f f i r m the importance o f the Ten 

Commandments i n t h e l i f e o f t h e community o f f a i t h even though t h i s 

may not always be a n a t u r a l outcome o f t h e i r work. One example would 

be A.H.McNeile who says :-

" I t can h a r d l y be necessary t o i n s i s t t h a t t h i s c o m p l i c a t e d l i t e r a r y 

h i s t o r y i n no way d e t r a c t s f r o m i t s v a l u e . I n every department o f 

l i f e , p h y s i c a l , s o c i a l or l i t e r a r y , a p r o d u c t which has been s l o w l y 

e v o l v e d i s not l e s s t h e work o f God than one which has appeared 

complete and ready-made; and i t must be judged not by t h e e a r l i e s t but 

the l a t e s t s t a g e o f i t s g r o w t h . And the v a l u e o f the Decalogue i s 

not d i m i n i s h e d i f i t r e c e i v e d enlargements f r o m many hands, and 

i f o t h e r , and d i f f e r e n t , forms o f i t have been p r e s e r v e d . As i t now 

s t a n d s i n t h e Hebrew B i b l e i t i s a monument o f p r i c e l e s s w o r t h , and i s 

the b a s i s o f a l l subsequent C h r i s t i a n t e a c h i n g on our d u t y towards God 

and our ne i ghbour. "<̂ <i 

McNeile f u r t h e r emphasises h i s p o s i t i o n by q u o t i n g f r o m A u g u s t i n e , 

"Whoever o r d e r e d h i s t a s t e s and l i f e i n accordance w i t h them (O l d 

Testament w r i t e r s ) , o r d e r e d h i s t a s t e s and l i f e not i n accordance w i t h 

men b u t i n accordance w i t h God who spake th r o u g h them".^7 

So one approach i s t o see the complex h i s t o r y o f the decalogue as 

a h i s t o r y o f " r e v e l a t i o n " - t h e i n t e r a c t i o n between Jahweh and His 

people e v e n t u a l l y p r o d u c i n g a code o f law which i s v a l i d f o r a l l t i m e . 

Not a l l would agree w i t h t h i s . There are those who b e l i e v e t h a t 

the Ten Conmandments o n l y have v a l u e f o r the people t o whom they were 

g i v e n and cannot be seen as h a v i n g u n i v e r s a l a p p l i c a t i o n . T h i s i s 

66A.H.McNeile - The Book o f Exodus p.114 

67Augustine - De C i v. De i x v i i i p.41 
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t h e approach o f F.Crusemann^S who b e l i e v e s t h a t the Decalogue was 

s p e c i f i c a l l y addressed t o t h e p r o p e r t y owning I s r a e l i t e farmer who had 

a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o b o t h t h e community and h i s f a m i l y . I t i s 

concerned w i t h t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f h i s r i g h t s and freedoms and 

t h e r e f o r e s e l e c t i v e l y chooses laws r e l e v a n t t o t h i s theme. He 

i d e n t i f i e s i t as o r i g i n a t i n g around 700 B.C. and i t cannot be regarded 

as a s t a t e m e n t o f e t h i c a l p r i n c i p l e s t h a t have u n i v e r s a l v a l i d i t y 

because i t i s a p r o d u c t o f t h a t t i m e f o r a p a r t i c u l a r s o r t o f s o c i e t y . 

O t h e r s would seek t o make s p e c i f i c t h e o l o g i c a l c o n t r i b u t i o n s f r o m 

t h e i r s t u d i e s . Gerstenberger's*5" comments about "law and grace" can 

be seen i n t h i s l i g h t . He i n d i c a t e s t h a t i t i s not p o s s i b l e t o equate 

th e Covenant w i t h grace and t h e commandments w i t h law but r a t h e r God's 

grace becomes known t h r o u g h t h e demands o f t h e commandments. Andrew 

d i s c u s s i n g t h i s says, " I t seems c l e a r t o me t h a t the consequence o f 

t h i s i s noi t h a t t h e Old Testament law i s a b s o l u t e , t h a t i t j u s t has 

t o be k e p t . But i t i s a l s o c l e a r t h a t t h e consequence i s t h a t God's 

grace cannot be a b s t r a c t e d f r o m t h e demand made upon us. I t i s w i t h i n 

t h i s v e r y demand connected w i t h people as they a re t h a t the grace o f 

God i s most l i k e l y t o become man i f e s t . " 7 0 

These examples show t h a t the h i s t o r i c a l approach does not 

n e c e s s a r i l y r u l e o u t t h e o l o g i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s . O f t e n , however, such 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s a r e obscured by t h e se a r c h f o r answers t o q u e s t i o n s 

about the p a s t , and t h e development o f a deeper a p p r e c i a t i o n o f the 

t h e o l o g y o f the decalogue becomes more d i f f i c u l t . Durham a l l u d e s t o 

t h i s when he draws a t t e n t i o n t o t h e f a c t t h a t t he commandments are 

g i v e n the s e t t i n g o f an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f the sequence o f Jahweh's 

68F.Crusemann - Bewahrung der f r e i h e i t : Das Thema des Dekalogs i n 
s o z i a l - g e s c h i c h t I i c h e r P e r s p e k t i v e . pp.1-100. 

'SJ'E.Gerstenberger op c i t p p . l 4 5 f f . 
70fvi.E.Andrew - The t e n commandments i n r e c e n t r e s e a r c h p.71 
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s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n and t h e n he goes on to s a y , "The D e c a l o g u e has so 

o f t e n been t a k e n o u t o f t h i s s e q u e n c e , f o r l i t u r g i c a l r e a s o n s , 

d i d a c t i c r e a s o n s and s c h o l a r l y r e a s o n s , t h a t t h i s p o i n t h a s been a l l 

too e a s y t o m i s s " . 7 1 C e r t a i n l y t o i n t e r p r e t t h e commandments s o l e l y 

w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r and l i m i t e d h i s t o r i c c o n t e x t , a s s i g n e d t o them by 

r e s e a r c h , can l e a d t o a n e g l e c t o f t h e t e x t a s i t i s and the 

i n f l u e n c e i t h a s had i n d e v e l o p i n g t h e l i f e and thought o f t h e p e o p l e 

o f God. 

So we have two p o s s i b l e a p p r o a c h e s . The " B i b l i c a l h i s t o r i a n " l o oks 

a t t h e t e x t s o f t h e D e c a l o g u e and a s k s a l l t h e q u e s t i o n s we have been 

l o o k i n g a t about age, o r i g i n , o r i g i n a l f o rm and t h e l i k e . On the 

o t h e r hand the " C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g i a n " l o o k s a t t h e same t e x t s and a s k s 

a d i f f e r e n t s e t o f q u e s t i o n s - q u e s t i o n s about the p l a c e o f t h e s e 

documents i n t h e community o f f a i t h t o d a y . 

I t would be wrong t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h e s e two a p p r o a c h e s a r e 

m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e , or t h a t one i s e s s e n t i a l l y r i g h t and the o t h e r 

wrong. We have s e e n t h a t h i s t o r i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s can l e a d to 

t h e o l o g i c a l s t a t e m e n t s . E q u a l l y t h e t h e o l o g i a n must t a k e a c c o u n t of 

b o t h c o n t e x t and h i s t o r y and u s e them a s a i d s i n s e e k i n g t o u n d e r s t a n d 

t h e f u l l meaning o f any p a r t i c u l a r t e x t - Chi I d s h i g h l i g h t s t h i s in 

h i s e x p o s i t i o n o f t h e s e c o n d commandment7 2 . I t i s a l l too e a s y to 

p l u c k a commandment out from i t s c o n t e x t and h i s t o r y and impose on i t 

a p i e t i s t i c meaning t h a t t h a t t h e t e x t w i l l not s u p p o r t . C h i I d s t a l k s 

about the s p e c i a l p l a c e 7 3 t h e D e c a l o g u e has in t h e O l d Testament and 

o f how t h e f i n a l form74 f u n c t i o n e d w i t h i n I s r a e l . T hese 

7)J.!.Durham - op c i t p.278. 

72B.S.Chi I d s - op c i t p.406. 

73 i b i d p.397 

74 i b i d p.399 
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c o n s i d e r a t i o n s lead us t o suggest t h a t t h e " h i s t o r i c a l q uest" i s a l s o 

a " t h e o l o g i c a l q u e s t " ; i t i s a search t o understand not j u s t t he 

pro c e s s e s t h a t have taken p l a c e b u t t h e reasons why. The a d d i t i o n s o f 

th e Deuteronomic e d i t o r were made f o r t h e o l o g i c a l reasons; i f the 

decalogue o r i g i n a l l y s t o o d elsewhere then i t was p l a c e d i n the 

S i n a i n a r r a t i v e f o r t h e o l o g i c a l reasons. I n o t h e r words the community 

o f f a i t h , t he people o f I s r a e l , were s a y i n g something about God by 

t h e i r h a n d l i n g o f t o r a h . I t seems re a s o n a b l e t o suggest t h a t t h i s 

s h o u l d be an ongoing p r o c e s s ; t h a t i n every age t h e community o f f a i t h 

s h o u l d seek t o und e r s t a n d t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s and a p p l i c a t i o n s o f the 

Commandments t o t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n - t h a t they s h o u l d r i g h t l y 

h andle the word o f t r u t h (2 Timothy 2:15). T h i s b e i n g so we now 

c o n s i d e r two approaches t h a t may be termed " c a n o n i c a l " , namely how the 

community o f f a i t h r e p r e s e n t e d by St.Matthew's Gospel, and t h a t 

r e p r e s e n t e d by John C a l v i n , handled the Decalogue. 
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Chapter 2 

ST. MATTHEW'S GOSPEL AND THE DECALOGUE. 

A c o n s i d e r a b l e amount o f work has been done on St.Matthew's gospel 

w i t h r e g a r d t o i t s d a t e , a u t h o r s h i p and s o u r c e s , and a t t e n t i o n has 

a l s o been f o c u s s e d on i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e o t h e r S y n o p t i c gospels.1 

A l t h o u g h t h i s work i s o f tremendous importance and has made an 

i n v a l u a b l e c o n t r i b u t i o n t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the Gospel i t i s not 

th e main concern o f t h i s s t u d y . Our concern i s w i t h t he t e x t as i t 

s t a n d s i n t h e Canon where i t p u r p o r t s t o be a t r u e account o f some o f 

the t h i n g s Jesus s a i d and d i d and i s a d e s c r i p t i o n o f how he d e a l t 

w i t h contemporary s o c i a l and r e l i g i o u s problems. T h i s approach r e t a i n s 

i t s v a l u e even i f o t h e r s t u d i e s lead t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t t he book 

i s o f a c o m p a r a t i v e l y l a t e d a t e and owes l i t t l e t o t h e a p o s t l e 

Matthew. Whatever d a t e we p l a c e upon i t , and whether we c o n s i d e r i t 

an o r i g i n a l work or one t h a t has passed t h r o u g h the hands o f a number 

o f e d i t o r s , i t remains a document r e f l e c t i n g t h e a u t h o r ' s ( o r f i n a l 

r e d a c t o r s ) u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the l i f e and t e a c h i n g o f Jesus, i n the 

p a r t i c u l a r c hurch s i t u a t i o n t h a t e x i s t e d when i t was w r i t t e n ( o r 

f i n a l I y e d i t e d ) . 

In o r d e r t o e x p l a i n c e r t a i n d i f f i c u l t i e s - f o r example what 

appears t o be an i n c o n s i s t e n t a t t i t u d e towards Judaism, how the book 

can be one o f the most Jewish and a t t h e same t i m e one o f the most 

a n t i - J e w i s h i n t h e New Testament - i t has been suggested t h a t t h e r e 

ar e v a r i o u s l a y e r s o f e d i t i n g . 2 However, i t i s p o s s i b l e t o argue 

t h a t t h e book shows a t h e o l o g i c a l s o p h i s t i c a t i o n which makes 

'See most commentaries on the Gospel e.g. F.W.Beare - The GospeI 
a c c o r d i n g t o S t . Matthew pp.44-49, W.B.Davies & D . C . A l l i s o n , The 
Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o S t . Matthew v o l I . p p . 7 2 f f . 

2 s e e f o r eg F.V.Filson - A commentary on th e Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o 
St.Matthew p.5, W.F.Albright & C.S.Mann - Matthew p . c l x v f f . 
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d i f f e r e n t l a y e r s o f e d i t i n g an u n c o n v i n c i n g e x p l a n a t i o n o f these 

"apparent i n e o n s i s t e n c i e s " 3 . I f t h i s s o p h i s t i c a t i o n e x i s t s we should 

be a b l e t o f i n d a r e a s o n a b l e c o n s i s t e n c y i n i t s v i e w p o i n t s and 

s t a t e m e n t s . T h i s we s h a l l endeavour t o do. 

D e s p i t e t h e c o n t r o v e r s i e s over d a t i n g , a u t h o r s h i p and sources i t 

i s i m p o r t a n t t o emphasise t h a t the concern o f t h i s s t u d y i s t o use the 

Gospel o f Matthew t o shed l i g h t on how the C h r i s t i a n church ( o r one 

p a r t o f i t ) u n d e r s t o o d t h e Decalogue. I t s h o u l d t h e n be p o s s i b l e t o 

compare whatever t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s we d i s c o v e r w i t h o t h e r New 

Testament w r i t i n g s t o see i f t h e r e i s a c o n s i s t e n t , o r a t l e a s t non-

c o n t r a d i c t o r y , approach t o the use o f the t e n commandments as a 

t h e o l o g i c a l r e s o u r c e i n the s e r v i c e o f God. 

When c o n s i d e r i n g the o r i g i n s o f the Gospel o f Matthew t h e r e i s a 

g e n e r a l consensus t h a t i t was w r i t t e n f o r Jewish C h r i s t i a n s . T h i s i s 

not a new s u g g e s t i o n f o r i t can be t r a c e d back t o Irenaeus i n the 

second c e n t u r y A.D. and i s a l s o advocated by O r i g e n , Eusebius, C y r i l 

o f J e r u s a l e m , and Jerome. Modern s c h o l a r s draw a t t e n t i o n t o some o f 

the d i s t i n c t i v e c u l t u r a l and l i n g u i s t i c f e a t u r e s o f the g o s p e l . 

Jewish customs such as handwashing a t meals ( 1 5 : 2 ) , p h y l a c t e r i e s and 

t a s s e l s ( 2 3 : 5 ) , and b u r i a l customs (23:27) a r e assumed t o be 

u n d e r s t o o d by t h e r e a d e r s ; the genealogy o f c h a p t e r 1, which begins 

w i t h Abraham and f o c u s e s on the D a v i d i c monarchy, i s v e r y Jewish in 

s t y l e ; Aramaic words are t r a n s l i t e r a t e d i n t o Greek on the 

assumption t h a t t h e y w i l l be understood; examples a r e paica ( 5 : 2 2 ) , 

pa^uva ( 6 : 2 4 ) and KopPavav ( 2 7 : 6 ) . These and o t h e r s t r a n d s o f 

e v i d e n c e , such as Jesus b e i n g c a l l e d the "son o f D a v i d " , are 

advanced t o show t h a t t h e w r i t e r or e d i t o r i s a n x i o u s t o p r e s e n t 

Jesus i n a way t h a t would be r e a d i l y understood and a p p r e c i a t e d by 

3e.g. R.T.France - Matthew - E v a n g e l i s t and teacher p.95 
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Jewish r e a d e r s . 

T h i s has i m p o r t a n t i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r our s t u d y o f t h e ten 

commandments. I f t h e r e a d e r s were f a m i l i a r w i t h these Jewish customs 

and ideas t h e y would c e r t a i n l y a l s o be f a m i l i a r w i t h the Decalogue; i t 

would be p a r t o f t h e i r background and c u l t u r e and f o r m t h e v e r y 

framework o f t h e i r l i v e s . There would be no need f o r i t t o be 

c o n s t a n t l y r e i t e r a t e d or t o argue about i t s v a l u e and importance. 

There m i g h t , however, be a need t o f r e e i t f r o m t r a d i t i o n a l forms o f 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and b r i n g o u t i t s f u l l meaning, b o t h i n a d i r e c t way 

and by t e l l i n g s t o r i e s t h a t encouraged r e f l e c t i o n upon i t . T h i s 

perhaps goes some way t o e x p l a i n why t h e r e a r e c o m p a r a t i v e l y few 

d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l commandments - they would be as 

much p a r t o f t h e background o f t h e r e a d e r s o f the gospel as would 

b e l i e f i n t h e c r e a t o r God and would need as l i t t l e v e r i f i c a t i o n and 

p r o o f . 

JESUS AND MOSES 

I t i s s u g g e s t e d t h a t i n Matthew's gospel the new law g i v e r , Jesus, 

i s l i k e n e d t o t h e former l a w g i v e r , Moses^. Evidence o f t h i s "Moses 

Typolo g y " can be found i n the b i r t h n a r r a t i v e s as w e l l as i n the 

Baptism, T e m p t a t i o n s , T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n and g i v i n g o f the "sermon on the 

Mount". Reference i s made t o "Moses legends" i n which t h e r e 

i s a prophecy about t h e b i r t h o f a redeemer f o r I s r a e l ( a t t r i b u t e d 

e i t h e r t o a s t r o l o g e r s or a dream o f Pharoah), and so the o r d e r f o r a l l 

I s r a e l i t e males t o be k i l l e d a t b i r t h i s a r e a c t i o n t o t h i s r a t h e r 

than a s i m p l e d e s i r e t o c o n t r o l the Hebrew p o p u l a t i o n . The legends 

a l s o t e l l how Moses' f a t h e r was i n s p i r e d t o save h i s son t h r o u g h a 

dream. These have o b v i o u s p a r a l l e l s w i t h the n a t i v i t y s t o r i e s i n 

Matthew, as has Moses' " v i s i o n " t o r e t u r n t o Egypt a f t e r the death o f 

4R.T.France op c i t p.186. 
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Pharaoh w i t h Jesus' r e t u r n f r o m Egypt a f t e r the d e a t h o f Herod. 

These "Moses legends" may w e l l have been c u r r e n t a t the time the 

Gospel was w r i t t e n S . I n Stephen's sermon ( A c t s c h a p t e r 7) r e f e r e n c e 

i n made t o Moses b e i n g f o r t y y e ars o l d when he v i s i t e d h i s b r e t h r e n 

( v e r s e 23) and r e c e i v i n g h i s v i s i o n a t the b u r n i n g bush a f t e r b e i n g i n 

e x i l e 40 y e a r s ( v e r s e 3 0 ) . These d e t a i l s are not r e c o r d e d i n Exodus 

and so perhaps here i s evidence t h a t s t o r i e s o f Moses were c u r r e n t i n 

an expanded f o r m . I t i s c e r t a i n l y t r u e t h a t Stephen i s making some 

s o r t o f comparison between Moses and Jesus. 

However i t would be wrong t o over-emphasise t h i s t y p o l o g y or the 

w r i t e r s ' i n t e n t i o n t o draw a p a r a l l e l between Jesus and Moses. I n 

view o f t h e way i n w h i c h our a t t e n t i o n i s drawn t o t h e f u l f i l m e n t o f 

Old Testament prophecy, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the b i r t h n a r r a t i v e s , we might 

w e l l expect some s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o Jesus as t h e "new Moses" 

t h r o u g h q u o t i n g a passage such as Deuteronomy 18:15,18. Furthermore 

the Baptism o f Jesus would seem t o be more about a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h , and 

a p p r o v a l o f , John t h e B a p t i s t than w i t h making a Mosaic l i n k through 

coming up f r o m t h e w a t e r . I t c o u l d a l s o be argued t h a t the 

t e m p t a t i o n s a r e more comparable w i t h the I s r a e l i t e s ' f o r t y years 

t e s t i n g i n t h e w i l d e r n e s s than w i t h Moses' f o r t y days and n i g h t s on 

the mountain."* I f t h e r e i s a t y p o l o g y here i t i s more "Jesus as the 

New I s r a e l " t h an Jesus as t h e "new Moses".7 I n the s t o r y o f the 

T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n (Matthew 17:1-8) we are t o l d t h a t Jesus' f a c e and 

c l o t h e s t o o k on a new b r i g h t n e s s and l i g h t - a Mosaic type experience 

(compare Exodus 3 4 : 2 9 f ) . Yet the t h r u s t o f the event as n a r r a t e d i n 

Matthew seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t Jesus i s more than Moses. He was not 

Ssee Josephus A n t i q u i t i e s i i p p . 2 0 5 f f , P h i l o , Moses 1.9 p p . l S f f . 
6 s e e R.T.France - Matthew p.98 
7See R.T.France - Matthew E v a n g e l i s t and Teacher p.186 
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o n l y w i t h t h e g r e a t l a w g i v e r b u t a l s o w i t h the g r e a t prophet but 

u n l i k e Moses he was p r o c l a i m e d as " t h e Son o f God". 

D . C . A l l i s o n s u g g e s t s ^ f o u r reasons why the re a d e r s o f t h e Gospel 

a r e i n t e n d e d t o a s s o c i a t e t h e g i v i n g o f The Sermon on the Mount w i t h 

t h e g i v i n g o f t h e law on S i n a i and t h e r e f o r e t o see Jesus i n terms o f 

t h e new Moses. He p o i n t s o u t t h a t Jesus s i t s , which i s the t e a c h i n g 

p o s t u r e o f t h e Rabbi ( 5 : 1 ) ; Second, Jesus goes up the mountain (avePrj 

eiQ TO opoq - 5:1) and i n t h e S e p t u a g i n t r e n d e r i n g o f the Pentateuch 

d v a P a i v u i s used w i t h ei<; TO 6po<; e i g h t e e n times and most o f these 

r e f e r e n c e s a r e t o Moses. T h i r d , j u s t as 5:1-2 can be l i n k e d w i t h Old 

Testament t e x t s about Moses so 8:1, which c l o s e s the sermon, i s almost 

i d e n t i c a l t o Exodus 34:29 w h i c h r e c o u n t s Moses' descent f r o m S i n a i . 

F o u r t h , 5:1-2 cannot be s e p a r a t e d f r o m t h e p r e c e d i n g b i r t h n a r r a t i v e s , 

t h e b a p t i s m o f Jesus by John and t h e Temptations, a l l o f which 

f o r g e l i n k s w i t h t he Moses t r a d i t i o n because every major event i n 

Chapters 1-5 has i t s c o u n t e r p a r t i n t h e the Exodus. 

I t may be t h a t r e a d e r s , w e l l versed i n Old Testament l i t e r a t u r e , 

would make t h e l i n k w i t h Moses on S i n a i but i t i s a l s o w o r t h n o t i n g 

t h a t T.L.Dona Idson^ has suggested t h a t the dominant t y p o l o g y 

expressed by t h e mountain m o t i f i s t h a t o f Z i o n , the mount o f 

assembly, r a t h e r than S i n a i . 

As w i t h t h e o t h e r examples o f "Mosaic t y p o l o g y " , i t seems 

rea s o n a b l e t o suggest t h a t t h e l i n k t o be made i s not so much t h a t 

Jesus was a n o t h e r Moses b u t r a t h e r t h a t he was " g r e a t e r than Moses" 

( c f . 12:6,41,42). Matthew does not see Jesus as a la w g i v e r l i k e Moses 

but as t h e C h r i s t - the one t o whom Moses and the pr o p h e t s looked 

8 D . C A I N son - "Jesus and Moses" - ET 98(1986-87) pp.203-4 
?T.L.Donaldson - Jesus on t h e mountain - a study i n Matthean t h e o l o g y 
p p . 2 0 0 f f . 

- 39 



f o r w a r d , g r e a t e r t h a n a l l who have been b e f o r e . He i s compared 

w i t h g r e a t l y v e n e r a t e d Old Testament p e r s o n a l i t i e s and 

i n s t i t u t i o n s t o emphasise h i s s u p e r i o r i t y and a u t h o r i t y . The w r i t e r 

a p p l i e s I s a i a h 7:14 ( c f . Matthew 1:23) i n a unique way t o emphasise 

t h a t Jesus i s g r e a t e r than a l l men and, as we s h a l l see l a t e r , a l l 

c u l t i c i n s t i t u t i o n s - he i s Emmanuel, God w i t h us. I f t h e r e i s a 

"Moses Typology" i n t h e gospel i t i s used not t o draw a t t e n t i o n t o the 

r o l e o f Jesus as a L a w g i v e r , comparable w i t h Moses, but as a 

C h r i s t o l o g i c a l d e v i c e t o emphasise Jesus' uniqueness and s u p e r i o r i t y 

t o a l l o t h e r s , i n c l u d i n g t h e g r e a t Moses. 

JESUS AND THE LAW 

Matthew would seem t o have a s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t i n the law, as i s seen 

f r o m the way i n w h i c h he i n s e r t s vopo<; i n t o the t e x t i o . The S e p t u a g i n t 

uses vopoq t o t r a n s l a t e torah. I t has long been r e c o g n i s e d t h a t the 

E n g l i s h word "law" i s not r e a l l y an adequate e x p r e s s i o n o f the 

concept o f t o r a h because o f the way i n which c i v i l law, moral law, 

and the t o t a l Hebrew u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f Jahweh's way o f l i f e , are 

interwoven i n t h i s one word. S i m i l a r l y i n the New Testament vopo<; i s 

a complex word; i t can r e l a t e not o n l y t o w r i t t e n t o r a h but a l s o t o 

Jewish e x p l a n a t i o n s and t r a d i t i o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f Old Testament, 

Mosaic "law" . For our purposes t h i s c r e a t e s the problem o f d e c i d i n g 

which type o f "law" i s meant w i t h any p a r t i c u l a r use o f the word - the 

Ten Commandments, a u t h o r i t a t i v e Mosaic law o t h e r than the Decalogue, 

or Jewish t r a d i t i o n s and halakhah? 

There i s a l s o some debate on the s t a t u s o f Jesus. P.SigaM' 

suggests t h a t Jesus was an e a r l y p r o t o - r a b b i w h i l s t E.P.Sanders says 

l O e . g . c f . Matthew 23:23 w i t h Luke 11:42 & Matthew 22:36 w i t h Mark 
12:28 

1'P.Si gal - The halakhah o f Jesus o f Nazareth a c c o r d i n g t o the Gospel 
o f Matthew p.3. 
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t h a t he was n o t a r a b b i i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l sense but t h a t , "Jesus i s 

b e t t e r seen as a c h a r i s m a t i c - e i t h e r ( w i t h Vermes) a c h a r i s m a t i c 

h e a l e r l i k e Hanina ben Dosa and Honi the C i r c l e - D r a w e r or ( w i t h 

Hengel, Theissen and o t h e r s ) a c h a r i s m a t i c prophet".'2 N e i t h e r o f 

these v i e w p o i n t s would seem t o do j u s t i c e t o t h e Jesus o f Matthew's 

Gospel. As we have s a i d , Matthew g i v e s him a unique s t a t u s - t h a t o f 

Son o f David and Emmanuel - and w i t h t h i s unique s t a t u s a unique 

a u t h o r i t y w h i c h was r e c o g n i s e d as d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l 

t e a c h e r s (Matthew 7:29). 

Whatever s t a t u s Jesus had, he d i s p u t e d w i t h the r e l i g i o u s leaders 

o f h i s day on m a t t e r s r e l a t i n g t o "law" and t h e demands made i n i t s 

name on h i m s e l f , h i s f o l l o w e r s and the people o f God i n g e n e r a l . I t 

i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e a l i s e , however, t h a t t h e r e was no u n a n i m i t y i n 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t o r a h amongst h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . There were 

c o n s i d e r a b l e d i f f e r e n c e s o f emphasis and p r a c t i c e between the 

v a r i o u s r e l i g i o u s groups - Sadducees, Pha r i s e e s and Essenes - a I I o f 

whom had t h e i r own c r i t e r i a w h i c h c r e a t e d the disagreements. Perhaps 

even more s i g n i f i c a n t a r e the disagreements o f i d e n t i f i a b l e s e c t i o n s 

w i t h i n these groups - t h e v i g o r o u s debate between the House o f Hi I l e i 

and the House o f Shamma i i s w e l l documented. Sanders'3 i s very 

f i r m l y o f the o p i n i o n t h a t t h e m a j o r i t y o f d i s p u t e s between Jesus and 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s f r o m these d i v e r s e r e l i g i o u s groups f e l l w i t h i n the 

parameters o f contemporary debate about the way the law should be 

appI i ed. 

T h i s leads t o two i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s which we now c o n s i d e r . 

a) What do Chapter 5 ve r s e s 17-20 mean? 

These verses would seem t o be an un e q u i v o c a l statement t h a t t he law, 

'2E.P.Sanders - Jewish law f r o m Jesus t o Mishnah p.3 

13E.P.Sanders op c i t pp.94-95 
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w h i c h t o Jewish minds i n c l u d e d not o n l y t h e w r i t t e n but the o r a l 

law, 14 has an e t e r n a l v a l u e and must be k e p t w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n by a l l 

who would s e r v e God. T h i s r a i s e s d i f f i c u l t i e s as i t would seem t o 

c o n f l i c t w i t h t h e t e a c h i n g t h a t f o l l o w s i n t h e Sermon on the Mount 

( e s p e c i a l l y 5:21-48) and o t h e r p a r t s o f t h e Gospel. 

There i s c o n s i d e r a b l e debate on t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f t h i s s e c t i o n . 

Some c o n s i d e r i t a c r e a t i o n o f the Matthean church r e f l e c t i n g an 

o r t h o d o x Jewish p o s i t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e law;lS B a r t h i * seeks t o 

e x p l a i n t h e reasons t h a t l a y b e h i n d t h e a d d i t i o n s and a l t e r a t i o n s made 

i n t h e Gospel t o m a t e r i a l t h a t a l r e a d y e x i s t e d i n the C h r i s t i a n 

t r a d i t i o n ; Banks,'7 i n making a d e t a i l e d e x a m i n a t i o n o f these v e r s e s , 

f i n d s good reasons f o r a c c e p t i n g them as a u t h e n t i c s a y i n g s o f Jesus. 

Since our p a r t i c u l a r concern i s t h e p o r t r a y a l o f Jesus' a t t i t u d e t o 

the law i n Matthew's gospel we need t o examine how these verses are 

i n t e r p r e t e d t o see whether or not t h e r e i s a c o n f l i c t between the 

s t a t e m e n t s here and t e a c h i n g s a t t r i b u t e d t o him elsewhere. 

Verse 17. There i s no d i r e c t p a r a l l e l t o t h i s v e r s e i n the o t h e r 

Gospels but s i m i l a r i t i e s a r e found i n Matthew 10:34. There \IT\ 

vomo-qxe i s used as a d e v i c e t o emphasise t h e p o s i t i v e n a t u r e o f the 

second h a l f o f t h e v e r s e ; i t i s r e a s o n a b l e t o assume t h a t i t i s used 

i n t h e same way i n 5:17. 

The r e a l d i s p u t e s concern t h e meaning g i v e n t o KaTaXuo-at and 

nXnpi«wai. A.Merx'8 |nas used the R a b b i n i c p r a c t i c e o f r e l a x i n g 

commandments t o e x p l a i n K a t a X u s i v but t h i s seems t o o moderate f o r the 

l4See G.Barth - T r a d i t i o n and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n Matthew p.86 
isSee R.Banks - "Matthew's u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e law - a u t h e n t i c i t y and 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n Matthew 5:17-20" JBL 93 (1974) p.226 

l6 G . B a r t h op c i t p p . 6 2 f f . 

17R.Banks -op c i t pp.226-242 
lOA.Merx, Das EvangeIium Matthaus.pp.73-75. 
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c o n t e x t . H.J.Ljungman,1? on t h e o t h e r hand, p r e f e r s t o g i v e i t the 

meaning o f " t e a r i n g - d o w n " w h i c h i s an a p p r o p r i a t e t r a n s l a t i o n o f 

t h e word elsewhere i n t h e New Testament ( e . g . G a l a t i a n s 2:18) 

and would make a s u b t l e l i n k w i t h t h e use o f oiKoSonecj i n chapter 7 a t 

t h e end o f t h e sermon on t h e mount. However, i t would seem more 

a p p r o p r i a t e i n t h i s c o n t e x t t o t r a n s l a t e i t ( w i t h S i g a l , Banks, B a r t h , 

Moo e t c . ) as " a b o l i s h " or " a n n u l " . 

Much more complex i s t o d e c i d e on t h e meaning t h a t s h o u l d be g i v e n 

t o nXqpouv. One f a i r l y common suggestion20 i s t h a t i t means " s e t 

f o r t h i n i t s t r u e meaning" and i n t h a t sense "complete"; verses 2 1 -

48 a r e then seen as f u l f i l l i n g t h i s f u n c t i o n . T h i s leaves us 

w i t h the problem t h a t " t o f u l f i l a word" does not n o r m a l l y mean t o 

m o d i f y or c l a r i f y i t s c o n t e n t s but t o p e r f o r m what t h e word says. An 

a l t e r n a t i v e approach i s t o t r a n s l a t e i t as " t o e s t a b l i s h , v a l i d a t e , 

c o n f i r m " by l i n k i n g i t w i t h D)j? 21. The d i f f i c u l t y w i t h t h i s i s 

t h a t the LXX never t r a n s l a t e s Ulf? by nXqpouv. G.Barth,22 f o l l o w i n g 

the s u g g e s t i o n o f E.Schweitzer, b e l i e v e s t h a t nXqpou should o n l y be 

i n t e r p r e t e d a c c o r d i n g t o normal Matthean usage. I t i s p o i n t e d out 

t h a t i n the LXX, nXripouv = ?< , and t h a t wherever i t r e f e r s t o the 

w r i t t e n or spoken word i t means " t o b r i n g i t t o r e a l i s a t i o n by deed". 

B a r t h then goes on t o say, "but t h e c o n t e x t does not speak o f Jesus' 

'doing' o f the law; i n what f o l l o w s i t i s r a t h e r the t e a c h i n g o f Jesus 

t h a t i s d e c i s i v e " . 2 3 T h i s leads t o h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t the most 

s a t i s f a c t o r y u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f nXnp'^a'ai i n Matthew 5:17 i s " t o 

e s t a b l i s h the law and t h e p r o p h e t s " and t h i s e s t a b l i s h i n g o f the w i l l 

15'H. J. Lungman , Das Gesetz e r f u l l e n pp.58-61. 
20e.g K l ostermann, A l l e n , D i b e l i u s , c i t e d by G.Barth op c i t p.67 

21 e.g. G.Dalman, Jesus/Jeshua p p . 5 7 f f 

2 2 G . B a r t h op c i t , pp.68-69 

23G.Barth op c i t , p.69 
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and law o f God Jesus does i n h i s t e a c h i n g . 

Banks does not f i n d t h i s e x p l a n a t i o n w h o l l y s a t i s f a c t o r y . 2 4 Along 

w i t h A.Descamps he r e c o g n i s e s t h a t a l t h o u g h " r e a l i s a t i o n " i s t h e b a s i c 

meaning, t h i s " r e a l i s a t i o n " i n v o l v e s something q u a l i t a t i v e l y new - as 

e x e m p l i f i e d i n the t e a c h i n g o f Jesus. I n f a c t he goes beyond 

Descamps i n s u g g e s t i n g t h a t e x a c t l y t h e same meaning s h o u l d be g i v e n 

t o nXqpouv when i t i s used o f the law as when i t i s used o f the 

p r o p h e t s . The p r o p h e t i c t e a c h i n g s p o i n t f o r w a r d t o the a c t i o n s o f 

C h r i s t and have been r e a l i s e d i n them; t h e Mosaic law p o i n t s f o r w a r d 

t o t h e t e a c h i n g s o f Jesus and has been r e a l i s e d i n them. For Banks 

nXnpouv i n 5:17 has w i t h i n i t elements o f c o n t i n u i t y and d i s c o n t i n u i t y 

- t h a t w h i c h i s more than the law has now been r e a l i s e d , but t h a t 

w h i c h t r a n s c e n d s the law i s something t o which t h e law i t s e l f looked 

f o r w a r d . We agree w i t h D.J.Moo25 t h a t Banks i s p r o b a b l y r i g h t , 

e s p e c i a l l y i n view o f the way i n which nXnpouv i s used w i t h the 

f o r m u l a q u o t a t i o n s t o d e c l a r e the f u l f i l m e n t o f Old Testament prophesy 

( e . g . Matthew 1:23, 2:15 e t c ) . So i n v e r s e 17 Jesus i s d e p i c t e d as 

s a y i n g t h a t he has not come t o d e s t r o y the law but t h r o u g h h i s 

t e a c h i n g t h e p e r f e c t w i l l o f God, and t h e r e f o r e t h e i n t e n t i o n o f the 

law, i s f u l l y r e a l i s e d . 

Verses 18 and 19. (compare Luke 16:16-17). The c e n t r a l p a r t o f verse 

18 i s a c l e a r a f f i r m a t i o n o f the l a s t i n g v a l i d i t y o f t h e law but the 

ecj<; c l a u s e b e f o r e and a f t e r i t seems t o impose l i m i t a t i o n s . We a l s o 

need t o g i v e some thought t o the meaning o f TOU vopou i n t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r c o n t e x t . The f i r s t eu<; c l a u s e - ' t i l l heaven and e a r t h 

pass away - i s not a p a r t i c u l a r problem and i s b e s t taken t o mean 

24R.Banks op c i t pp.231-233. 
25D.J.MOO - "Jesus and the a u t h o r i t y o f the Mosaic law" - J5NT 

20 (1981) p.25-26 
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" u n t i l t h e end o f t h e p r e s e n t w o r l d o r d e r " . The second ewq clause -

" u n t i l a l l i s a c c o m p l i s h e d " - i s more complex. What meaning s h o u l d we 

g i v e t o navTa ysvr]x<xi7 There would seem t o be t h r e e p o s s i b l e 

approaches: ( i ) i t r e f e r s t o the e s c h a t o I o g i c a I e v e n t s a t the end o f 

the age ( a s w i t h t h e f i r s t eu<; c l a u s e ) , ( i i ) t he accomplishment o f the 

law o r t h e w i l l o f God (B.Weiss r e l a t e s i t t o Matthew 6 verse 10), 

( i l l ) t h e f u l f i l m e n t o f t h e Old Testament s c r i p t u r e s i n the person o f 

C h r i s t . 

A l t h o u g h t h e f i r s t o f these i s perhaps the e a s i e s t t o accept on 

l i n g u i s t i c grounds ( c f . Matthew 24:34) i t would seem l e a s t l i k e l y 

because i t would s i m p l y be a r e i t e r a t i o n o f t h e f i r s t p a r t o f the 

v e r s e . The second s u g g e s t i o n would seem t o be somewhat c o n t r a d i c t o r y , 

namely t h a t by f u l f i l l i n g t h e laws demands Jesus somehow made the law 

s u p e r f l u o u s , so we a r e l e f t w i t h the t h i r d p o s s i b i l i t y . T h i s 

i m m e d i a t e l y r a i s e s t h e problem o f the meaning o f vojjoq i n t h i s 

c o n t e x t . I n v e r s e 17 "law and p r o p h e t s " a re used t o d e s i g n a t e the 

s c r i p t u r e s b u t here o n l y "law" i s used. I t would not seem 

unreasonable t o t a k e votioq as meaning the s c r i p t u r e s ; perhaps Matthew 

i s d e l i b e r a t e l y p l a c i n g the emphasis upon the law because i t was 

Jesus' a t t i t u d e t o , and s u p p o r t f o r , the law t h a t was under a t t a c k . 

Such a vi e w would r e c e i v e s u p p o r t f r o m F i I son who says, " t h e law, 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e p r o p h e t s i s the r e a l concern i n t h i s s e c t i o n " 2 6 . In 

view o f t h e meaning we have g i v e n t o nXripouv i n 5:17 i t i s l o g i c a l t o 

view t h e law as p o i n t i n g f o r w a r d t o the i d e a l which would become a 

r e a l i t y i n t h e t e a c h i n g o f Jesus and so n a v T a r e f e r s t o the demands o f 

the law whi c h a r e re g a r d e d , not j u s t as commands, b u t as s i g n s l o o k i n g 

2 6 F . V . F i l s o n op c i t , p.83. 
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f o r w a r d t o t h e new d i s p e n s a t i o n o f God's g l o r y in t h e t e a c h i n g s o f 

J e s u s . S u p p o r t f o r t h i s c o n c e p t o f a new e r a , f o l l o w i n g t h e law and 

t h e p r o p h e t s , i s found i n Luke 16:16 where t h e e v a n g e l i s t s p e a k s o f a 

"new a g e " b e g i n n i n g w i t h John t h e B a p t i s t . So h e r e we have a 

s t a t e m e n t s u g g e s t i n g t h a t i t i s w i t h i n t h e t e a c h i n g o f J e s u s , and t h e 

way he e x p r e s s e s t h e demands o f t h e Kingdom o f God, t h a t t h e law has a 

c o n t i n u e d and l a s t i n g v a l i d i t y . 

V e r s e 19 c o n t i n u e s t h i s theme. TOUTWV c o u l d r e f e r to the 

D e c a l o g u e and t h e R a b b i n i c custom o f making a d i s t i n c t i o n between 

" l i g h t " a n d " h e a v y " commandments but t h i s i s f a i r l y u n l i k e l y . More 

s a t i s f a c t o r y i s t o s e e i t a s f o r m i n g a l i n k back to t h e l a s t p a r t o f 

v e r s e 18 and, t h e r e f o r e , r e f e r r i n g to C h r i s t ' s own t e a c h i n g . T h e r e i s 

some d e b a t e a b o u t w h e t h e r or not a p a r t i c u l a r a d v e r s a r y i s in v i ew, be 

i t H e l l e n i s t i c C h r i s t i a n s ( B u l t m a n n and B a r t h ) , P a u l i n e a n t i n o m i a n i s m 

(Manson and B e a r e ) or J e w i s h C h r i s t i a n a n t i n o m i a n i s m ( S w e i t z e r and 

D a v i e s ) b u t Banks27 s u g g e s t s t h a t much of t h i s d e b a t e i s m i s p l a c e d 

b e c a u s e t h e o b j e c t o f a t t a c k i s not so much a n t i nom i an i sm but a l a x 

a t t i t u d e t o t h e t e a c h i n g s o f C h r i s t . T h i s b e i n g s o , we would s u g g e s t 

t h a t a l t h o u g h evToXq i n Matthew n o r m a l l y r e f e r s to O l d T estament 

commandments i t can a l s o r e f e r to C h r i s t ' s own demands (compare use o f 

e v x e X X o j j a i i n Matthew 2 8 : 2 0 ) . 

V e r s e 20. The e m p h a s i s h e r e i s c l e a r l y upon the o u t w o r k i n g o f t e a c h i n g 

i n l i f e . The t e a c h i n g t h a t i s about t o be g i v e n a t t a c h e s g r e a t 

i m p o r t a n c e not o n l y to t h e " l e t t e r " o f the law but a l s o to i t s 

" s p i r i t " . The S c r i b e s and P h a r i s e e s were g r e a t t e a c h e r s o f law but 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e G o s p e l t h e y a r e a t t a c k e d f o r t h e i r own s p i r i t u a l 

27R.Banks op c i t , p.239. 
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s h o r t - c o m i n g s and f a i l u r e t o u n d e r s t a n d the f u l l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f God's 

commands <e.g. 1 5 : 1 4 ) . T h i s r e a l l y e x p r e s s e s t h e same i d e a a s 23:2-3 

where t h e S c r i b e s and P h a r i s e e s a r e honoured f o r t h e i r d e v o t i o n to t h e 

t e a c h i n g o f t h e law but condemned f o r t h e i r f a i l u r e t o p r a c t i s e the 

law. 

I t c a n be s e e n f r o m t h i s d i s c u s s i o n t h a t Matthew 5:17-20 r e f l e c t 

what a r e common c o n c e r n s o f t h e whole G o s p e l , namely the importance 

o f t h e Law, t h e need t o s e e t h e Law i n the c o n t e x t o f t h e C h r i s t , and 

c r i t i c i s m o f t h e r e l i g i o u s h i e r a r c h y f o r t h e i r s p i r i t u a l b l i n d n e s s . 

b) D i d J e s u s a b r o g a t e t h e law? 

One o f t h e key p a s s a g e s h e r e i s 5:17-48, ( i n w h i c h we have j u s t 

c o n s i d e r e d i n some d e t a i l t h e meaning o f v e r s e s 1 7 - 2 0 ) . V e r s e s 21-48 

r e p r e s e n t what a r e u s u a l l y c a l l e d " t h e a n t i t h e s e s " , and a number o f 

them r e f e r d i r e c t l y t o t h e D e c a l o g u e . Here J e s u s q u o t e s p a r t o f t h e i r 

t r a d i t i o n and t h e n g i v e s h i s own t e a c h i n g on t h a t p a r t i c u l a r s u b j e c t : 

"you have h e a r d . . . . but I s a y to you". T h i s f o r m u l a s u g g e s t s t h a t 

J e s u s i s q u o t i n g t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t , a s i t i s u s u a l l y h e a r d by h i s 

a u d i e n c e , and t h e n p u t s f o r w a r d h i s own i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . However, Moo 

p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e d e s i g n a t i o n o f t h e s e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s a s 

" a n t i t h e s i s " may be m i s l e a d i n g s i n c e e y i J 5e XeytJ up i v a l l o w s a t l e a s t 

t h r e e d i f f e r e n t n u a n c e s o f t r a n s l a t i o n - "you have h e a r d " f o l l o w e d by, 

( i ) but I , i n c o n t r a s t to t h a t , s a y to you, or ( i i ) and I , in a d d i t i o n 

to t h a t , s a y t o you, o r ( i i i ) and I , in agreement w i t h t h a t , s a y to 

you28. 

The q u e s t i o n we need to c o n s i d e r i s whether or not t h e t e a c h i n g of 

28D.J.Moo op c i t , p. 18 
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Jesus i s so r e v o l u t i o n a r y t h a t , ipso facto, i t amounts t o a new 

t e a c h i n g t h a t has t h e e f f e c t o f a b o l i s h i n g the o l d , thus c o n t r a d i c t i n g 

v e r s e 17. 

5:21-26 r e f e r t o t h e s i x t h commandment, and verses 27-30 t o the 

s e v e n t h commandment. C l e a r l y t h e se s e c t i o n s do not in any way deny or 

a b r o g a t e t h e decalogue b u t r e p r e s e n t an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n l i n e w i t h 

v e r s e 20. Jesus s e t s b e f o r e h i s f o l l o w e r s a s t a n d a r d o f b e h a v i o u r , 

and a t t i t u d e t o t h e law, t h a t would seem t o r e q u i r e f a r more f r o m them 

than t h e t e a c h i n g o f t h e S c r i b e s and P h a r i s e e s . Thoughts and 

m o t i v a t i o n s a r e g i v e n an equal p l a c e w i t h a c t i o n s . 

Verses 31-32 deal w i t h d i v o r c e and i n d e a l i n g w i t h d i v o r c e extend 

t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f a d u l t e r y , w h i c h we s h a l l need t o look a t l a t e r . A 

s i m i l a r passage i s f o u n d i n Matthew 19:3-19 and t h e r e are p a r a l l e l 

s a y i n g s i n Mark 10:2-11 and Luke 16:18. The importance o f t h i s f o r 

our p r e s e n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s how i t r e l a t e s t o Deuteronomy 24:1-4 and 

whether or not Jesus i s r e v o k i n g t h e Mosaic p e r m i s s i o n f o r d i v o r c e : 

c e r t a i n l y Mark and Luke seem t o suggest t h a t t h i s i s so w h i l s t 

Matthew's a l l o w a n c e o f d i v o r c e on the grounds o f nopveia would be much 

more i n a c c o r d w i t h Deuteronomy. We need t o n o t e , however, t h a t 

d i v o r c e i s never "cormianded" o n l y p e r m i t t e d and Jesus sees t h i s 

p e r m i s s i o n as a c o n c e s s i o n t o t h e i r "hardness o f h e a r t " (Matthew 

19:8). I n an i d e a l w o r l d t h e r e would be no d i v o r c e (Mark and Luke) 

but t h e d i s c i p l e s had t o l i v e i n the w o r l d as i t was (and i s ) , but 

even i n t h i s w o r l d where t h e "hardness" o f human h e a r t s i s a l l too 

e v i d e n t d i v o r c e s h o u l d not be a l l o w e d f o r t r i v i a l reasons. Marriage 

d i s c i p l i n e was an a rea o f c u r r e n t debate and t h e sayings o f Jesus 

conformed more n e a r l y t o the s t r i c t a t t i t u d e o f the house o f Shammai 

than t o the l a x a t t i t u d e o f t h e house o f Hi I l e i . He i s not a b r o g a t i n g 

any Old Testament law, c e r t a i n l y not the ten commandments. He upholds 
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t h e i d e a l s t a n d a r d b u t a t t h e same t i m e makes all o w a n c e f o r human 

f r a i I t y . 

The n e x t s e c t i o n , v e r s e s 33-37, concerns oaths and vows and 

r e l a t e s t o t h e t h i r d and n i n t h commandments. Again t h e r e were 

c o n s i d e r a b l e d i f f e r e n c e s o f o p i n i o n on t h i s m a t t e r a t t h e time o f 

Jesus. I t would seem t h a t t h e Essenes d i d not a l l o w any o a t h s , a p a r t 

f r o m t h e i r o a t h o f ad m i s s i o n Z P ; t h e Pharisees r e c o g n i s e d the 

u s e f u l n e s s and v a l i d i t y o f o a t h s b u t on t h i s , as on many o t h e r 

m a t t e r s , t h e r e were disagreements between the houses o f Shammai and 

Hi I l e i . The t e x t o f Matthew 5 s u p p o r t s t h e more r i g o r o u s a t t i t u d e o f 

the Essenes, and i n Matthew 23:16-22 Jesus i s r e p r e s e n t e d as being 

u t t e r l y s c a t h i n g about the r e l i g i o u s l e a d e r s f o r t h e i r d e t a i l e d 

system o f v a l i d and i n v a l i d o a t h s . There i s f u r t h e r c r i t i c i s m o f the 

way i n whi c h t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l l o w e d o a t h s t o be used t o a v o i d the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s l a i d upon them by t h e Decalogue (Matthew 15:3-6 c f . 

Mark 7:11). C l e a r l y Jesus i s not a b o l i s h i n g the w r i t t e n Old Testament 

law b u t s e t t i n g i t above t h e i r t r a d i t i o n s . 

The f i n a l two " a n t i t h e s e s " (5:38-42, 43-48) do not c o n t a i n d i r e c t 

r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e t e n commandments b u t c o u l d be seen as having 

r e l e v a n c e t o t h e r e a l meaning and a p p l i c a t i o n o f those commandments 

concerned w i t h " d u t y t o n e i g h b o u r " . Verses 39-42 c o u l d be seen as 

a b r o g a t i n g t h e l e g a l e n t i t l e m e n t o f lex talionis but e q u a l l y they 

c o u l d be seen as s e t t i n g o u t a more p e r f e c t way, namely not 

demanding one's r i g h t s b u t i n s t e a d showing l o v e . Verse 43 has 

i n t e r e s t i n t h a t i t i s n o t a d i r e c t q u o t a t i o n o f any Old Testament 

passage. The f i r s t p a r t ( a b o u t love f o r n e i g h b o u r ) comes from 

L e v i t i c u s 19:18 b u t t h e second p a r t (about h a t i n g enemies) i s not 

2?see E.P.Sanders op c i t , p.53 
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f o u n d i n t h e O l d Testament; A.H.McNeiIe30 suggests i t c o u l d be a 

R a b b i n i c i n f e r e n c e f r o m a passage such as Deuteronomy 23:4-7. Once 

a g a i n t h e r e i s no s u g g e s t i o n o f a b r o g a t i n g the Decalogue but r a t h e r 

s e t t i n g o u t i t s demands i n terms o f Matthew 5:20. 

From t h e above d i s c u s s i o n we see t h a t t he a n t i t h e s e s o f Matthew 

5:21-48 do not a b r o g a t e any o f t h e t e n commandments b u t , i n c e r t a i n 

cases, c o u l d be r e g a r d e d as s u p e r s e d i n g , and perhaps t h e r e f o r e 

a b r o g a t i n g , t h e o r a l t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e Jews as propounded by some 

groups among t h e S c r i b e s and P h a r i s e e s . T h i s r a i s e s the f u r t h e r 

q u e s t i o n o f whether or n o t t h e C h r i s t i a n church o f Matthew's day 

r e c o g n i s e d and m a i n t a i n e d a d i s t i n c t i o n between d i f f e r e n t types o f law 

- w r i t t e n and o r a l , c e r e m o n i a l and moral? 

A l t h o u g h Judaism d i d n o t , i n t h e o r y , d i s t i n g u i s h between moral and 

ceremonial laws t h e r e i s e v i d e n c e t h a t d i s t i n c t i o n s w i t h i n the law 

e x i s t e d and were a c c e p t e d . We have a l r e a d y mentioned the p r a c t i c e o f 

d i v i d i n g laws i n t o " l i g h t " and "heavy" c a t e g o r i e s and i n Matthew 23:23 

Jesus i s a b l e t o d e s c r i b e moral a t t r i b u t e s as the " w e i g h t i e r m a t t e r s 

o f the law" i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e r i t u a l r e q u i r e m e n t s o f Jewish 

p r a c t i c e . I t may be t h a t t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n was one t h a t would be 

r e a d i l y u n d e r s t o o d and a p p r e c i a t e d by a Jewish audience. We have 

a l s o seen t h a t Jesus was c r i t i c a l o f t h e p r a c t i c e o f d e c l a r i n g 

something "korban" t o a v o i d r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o p a r e n t s (Matthew 15:3-

6 ) . F u r t h e r m o r e he seems t o be c r i t i c a l o f t h e f o o d laws, or a t l e a s t 

on t h e s p i r i t u a l i m p l i c a t i o n s drawn f r o m f o o d r e g u l a t i o n s (Matthew 

15:10-20). T h i s l a t t e r example i s o f p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t b o t h because 

i t r e l a t e s t o t h e w r i t t e n law o f L e v i t i c u s 11 and a l s o because Mark 

has, " t h u s he d e c l a r e d a l l fo o d s c l e a n " ( 7 : 1 9 b ) . Since Mark i s 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y r e g a r d e d as t h e " i n t e r p r e t e r o f P e t e r " h i s statement may 

30A.H.McNei l e - The Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o S t . Matthew p,7.\ 
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r e f l e c t what happened t o t h a t a p o s t l e a t Joppa ( A c t s c h a p t e r s 10-

11)31. Matthew's o m i s s i o n o f Mark 7:19 i s e x p l a i n e d by Davies & 

A l l i s o n on t h e grounds t h a t " t h e f i r s t e v a n g e l i s t c o u l d not abide such 

a sweeping d i s m i s s a l o f OT law"32 or by France who says, "the 

p r i n c i p l e f o r t h e abandonment o f t h e f o o d - l a w s i s t h e r e , b u t t h e r e i s 

as y e t no s p e c i f i c pronouncement on t h a t s u b j e c t " . 3 3 I t would 

c e r t a i n l y appear t h a t t h e e a r l y c h u r c h , as a whole, were by no means 

as c e r t a i n on t h i s m a t t e r as Mark ( c f . A c t s 10, 11, 15, G a l a t i a n s 

2:11-12), b u t what i s c l e a r i s t h a t t h e c o n f l i c t , b o t h i n Matthew 15 

and Mark 7, i s i n i t i a l l y and e s s e n t i a l l y , about t h e t r a d i t i o n o f 

ceremonial handwashing and not about law. Even so we s h o u l d note t h a t 

Jesus does not a c t u a l l y d e c l a r e t h e f o o d laws i n v a l i d ; i n s t e a d he 

emphasises t h a t p u r i t y or i m p u r i t y i s demonstrated by a c t i o n and, in 

Matthew's l i s t , t he impure a c t i o n s t h a t d e f i l e a r e a l l d i r e c t l y 

r e l a t e d t o t h e t e n commandments. The d i f f e r e n c e s i n Matthew and Mark 

c o u l d w e l l f i n d t h e i r e x p l a n a t i o n s ( a s w i t h A c t s 15) i n the people f o r 

whom they were w r i t t e n . Matthew w r i t e s f o r Jews who want t o r e l a t e 

t h e i r i n h e r i t e d b e l i e f s t o the person o f Jesus w h i l s t Mark w r i t e s f o r 

a w i d e r audience. 

From t h e a v a i l a b l e evidence Moo concludes t h a t a c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n 

must be made between t h e w r i t t e n laws, o r a l laws and the customs o f 

the day. W i t h r e s p e c t t o the w r i t t e n law i t cannot be demonstrated 

t h a t Jesus v i o l a t e d any o f i t s commands but t h a t w i t h r e s p e c t t o o r a l 

law and customs h i s behaviour seems t o have been d i c t a t e d by the needs 

o f m i n i s t r y r a t h e r than by a sense o f s u b s e r v i e n c f i ^ ' ^ Banks would 

3 1 W . F . A l b r i g h t & C.S.Mann - Matthew - p.185. 

32W.D.Davies & D . C . A l l i s o n - Matthew v o l . 2 p.535 

33R.T.France op c i t , p.245 

34D.J.Moo op c i t , p.5. 
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a l s o e m p h a s i s e t h e need to d i s t i n g u i s h d i f f e r e n t c a t e g o r i e s o f law 

and S i g a l makes a h e l p f u l d i s t i n c t i o n between " e s s e n c e " and "form" 

w h i c h , he s a y s , a r e two s e p a r a t e a s p e c t s o f a w h o l e w h i c h t o g e t h e r 

c o n s t i t u t e r e l i g i o n , c o n s i s t i n g o f t h e o l o g y ( o r d o c t r i n e ) and h a l a k h a h 

( o r p r a c t i c e ) ; B i b l i c a l p r i n c i p l e s were f o r e v e r , b u t d e t a i l e d forms 

w e r e n o t 3 S . 

L a t e r we s h a l l look a t t h e S a b b a t h c o n t r o v e r s i e s , b u t i n g e n e r a l 

t e r m s t h e p i c t u r e o f J e s u s i n Matthew's G o s p e l i s t h a t o f a Jew who 

u p h e l d t h e law. He may w e l l have made a d i s t i n c t i o n between v a r i o u s 

c a t e g o r i e s o f law but nowhere does he a b r o g a t e any o f the ten 

commandments. 

DIRECT USE OF THE DECALOGUE 

T h e r e seems t o be no d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e to t h r e e o f t h e commandments -

th e s e c o n d , t h i r d and t e n t h . I f t h e g o s p e l was w r i t t e n f o r J e w i s h 

c h r i s t i a n s t hen t h e o m i s s i o n o f two and t h r e e i s not p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s u r p r i s i n g s i n c e i m a g e - f r e e w o r s h i p was p a r t o f t h e i r h e r i t a g e and 

God's name was a l w a y s t r e a t e d w i t h g r e a t r e v e r e n c e amongst t h e Jews36. 

The t e n t h commandment, a g a i n s t c o v e t i n g , i s d i r e c t l y c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

a t t i t u d e o f mind w h i c h i s a major c o n c e r n o f t h e G o s p e l . So a l t h o u g h 

i t i s not d i r e c t l y q u o t e d i t s i n f l u e n c e c a n be s e e n i n many p a s s a g e s 

( s e e 6:19-21, 25-34, 15:19, 20:10-15 e t c ) . The o t h e r s e v e n 

commandments a r e a l l r e f e r r e d to i n a s p e c i f i c way. T h i s in i t s e l f i s 

i m p o r t a n t b e c a u s e i t d e m o n s t r a t e s the s p e c i a l a u t h o r i t y g i v e n to the 

commandments a t the time o f J e s u s and t h e e a r l y c h u r c h . On a number 

of o c c a s i o n s , however, the way t h e i n d i v i d u a l commandments a r e used 

h a s p a r t i c u l a r i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r our p r e s e n t s t u d y . 

3 5 p . S i g a l op c i t , p.12 

3 6 P e r h a p s J e s u s ' " c r i t i c i s m " o f o a t h s and vows i n 5:33-37 and 23:16-22 
i s c o n n e c t e d w i t h the use o f God's name and t h e danger o f u s i n g i t 
i n an i r r e v e r e n t way. I t i s a l s o made c l e a r t h a t not a l l t h o s e 
who c a l l on t h e name o f the L o r d a r e a c c e p t a b l e to him ( s e e 7:21-23) 
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( a ) The Sabbath 

12:1-8, 9-14 a r e two i n c i d e n t s o f p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e w i t h r e g a r d 

t o t h e use o f t h e f o u r t h commandment i n Matthew's g o s p e l . I n the 

f i r s t Jesus and h i s d i s c i p l e s were w a l k i n g t h r o u g h the f i e l d s when the 

d i s c i p l e s p l u c k e d g r a i n and a t e i t . Since i t was t h e sabbath day they 

were accused o f b r e a k i n g the law. There was c o n s i d e r a b l e debate a t 

t h i s t i m e on what a c t i v i t i e s were p e r m i t t e d on t h e sabbath - Sadducees 

and P h a r i s e e s d i f f e r e d one f r o m t h e o t h e r as d i d the Shammaites, 

H i l l e l i t e s and Essenes. The crux o f the m a t t e r i s t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f 

work and what i s meant by t h e hunger o f t h e d i s c i p l e s - f r o m some 

v i e w p o i n t s t h e y c o u l d be accused o f " r e a p i n g " o r . " g r i n d i n g " ( r u b b i n g 

g r a i n ) and t h e s e r i o u s n e s s o f t h e i r a c t i o n would depend on whether or 

not t h e i r "hunger" was l i f e - t h r e a t e n i n g . Siga|37 t r i e s t o suggest 

t h a t t h e d i s c i p l e s had adopted a p a r t i c u l a r , t h o u g h t - o u t , p o s i t i o n 

w i t h r e g a r d t o v a r i o u s t r a d i t i o n s and t h a t t h i s was a conscious a c t i o n 

w i t h i n t h e i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f these t r a d i t i o n s . I t would seem more 

l i k e l y t h a t i t was a spontaneous and q u i t e normal a c t i o n o f people 

o u t f o r a s t r o l l . Whatever the t r u t h on t h i s , o f g r e a t e r s i g n i f i c a n c e 

i s t h e response o f Jesus t o the a c c u s a t i o n . F i r s t he uses the example 

o f D a v i d s a t i s f y i n g h i s own, and h i s f o l l o w e r s ' , hunger by e a t i n g the 

bread o f t h e presence when f l e e i n g f r o m Saul (1 Samuel 21:2-7). 

Second he r e f e r s t o the p r i e s t s i n the temple " p r o f a n i n g " the sabbath. 

U s u a l l y t h i s has been taken t o r e f e r t o the work i n v o l v e d i n temple 

s a c r i f i c e s d e s c r i b e d i n Numbers 28:9-10 (s o m e t h i n g about which the 

Shammaites and H i l l e l i t e s had a v i g o r o u s debate) but E.Levine38 

3 7 p . S i g a l op c i t , p.131. 
3 8 E . L e v i n e - "The sabbath c o n t r o v e r s y a c c o r d i n g t o Matthew" NTS 22 

(1975) p.481 
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s u g g e s t s i t r e f e r s t o t h e analogous p r a c t i c e o f r e a p i n g the f i r s t 

sheaves o f f e r i n g ( L e v i t i c u s 23:10-14) on the sabbath - a p r a c t i c e 

defended by t h e P h a r i s e e s b u t condemned by t h e Sadducees. By t h i s 

second example Matthew, u n l i k e Mark, moves the j u s t i f i c a t i o n f r o m the 

d i s c i p l e s ' hunger t o t h e person o f Jesus. T h i s i s made c l e a r by 12:6, 

"something g r e a t e r t h a n t h e temple i s here". I f a m o r t a l l i k e David 

c o u l d v i o l a t e t h e law w i t h i m p u n i t y , and i f temple r i t u a l enabled the 

p r i e s t s t o v i o l a t e t h e sabbath and remain g u i l t l e s s , those who served 

th e "Son o f Man" who " i s l o r d o f t h e sabbath" ( v e r s e 8 ) s h o u l d be a b l e 

t o s a t i s f y t h e i r hunger w i t h o u t g u i l t . Thus Matthew i n t r o d u c e s a 

c l e a r C h r i s t o I o g i c a I concept i n t o a proper a p p r e c i a t i o n o f " t h e 

Sabbath. 

The use o f Hosea 6:6, which Jesus quotes here and i n . 9:13, i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t . I t s use i s not i n t e n d e d t o make th e moral law (mercy) 

s u p e r i o r t o t h e c u l t ( s a c r i f i c e ) nor, we would suggest, i s i t intended 

t o a l l o w " l o v e " t o be an a c c e p t a b l e excuse f o r b r e a k i n g the 

commandments39. I t s purpose would seem t o be t o ensure t h a t the 

s a b b a t h law i s a p p l i e d i n a way t h a t f u l f i l s i t s o r i g i n a l 

i n t e n t i o n . I n b o t h Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 the f o u r t h commandment 

c o n t a i n s a s t r o n g h u m a n i t a r i a n element; the c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f human 

need and w e l l - b e i n g i s j u s t as i m p o r t a n t t o a r i g h t observance o f 

s a b b a t h as the needs o f temple and c u l t . 

The second passage p r o j e c t s a s i m i l a r m o t i v a t i o n . R a b b i n i c 

t r a d i t i o n a l l o w e d medical a t t e n t i o n t o be g i v e n on t h e sabbath when 

l i f e was i n danger, b u t a p p a r e n t l y not o t h e r w i s e - hence the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f v e r s e 10. I n verse 11 Jesus uses an example from 

t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n and c u r r e n t debates, which leads i n t o v e r s e 12 

w h i c h not o n l y p u t s sabbath observance i n t o the c o n t e x t o f human 

39W.B.Davies & D . C . A l l i s o n , op c i t p.315 
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w e l l - b e i n g b u t a l s o , i n t o t h e c o n t e x t o f s e r v i n g God ( t h r o u g h d o i n g 

good w h i c h must be p l e a s i n g t o h i m ) . I n t h i s i n s t a n c e he does n o t h i n g 

t h a t can be c o n s t r u e d as b r e a k i n g sabbath law i n t h e sense t h a t he 

mixed no o i n t m e n t s and performed no a c t i o n , save t h a t o f a s k i n g the 

man t o s t r e t c h o u t h i s hand. N e v e r t h e l e s s the t e a c h i n g g i v e n i n t h i s 

s abbath i n c i d e n t r e i n f o r c e s t h e h u m a n i t a r i a n c o n t e n t o f the o r i g i n a l 

commandment. 

( b ) A d u l t e r y 

I t i s o f t e n s t a t e d t h a t a c c o r d i n g t o Hebrew custom " t h e man can o n l y 

commit a d u l t e r y a g a i n s t a m a r r i a g e o t h e r than h i s own, the woman o n l y 

a g a i n s t her own"'*o. I t can be argued from the Old Testament t h a t 

f o r n i c a t i o n was a l s o j u d g e d as a s e r i o u s moral o f f e n c e r a t h e r than 

j u s t as an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t p r o p e r t y . 4 1 When we come t o t h e New 

Testament p e r i o d J.D.M.Derrett says, "Jewish moral t e a c h i n g i n the 

time o f Jesus a l r e a d y extended t h e scope o f the seventh commandment t o 

cover any sex u a l a c t i v i t y o u t s i d e marriage"42 and S.T.Lachs43 c i t e s 

v a r i o u s R a b b i n i c t e x t s t o show t h a t l u s t f u l t h o u g h t was i n c l u d e d . 

T h i s i s c e r t a i n l y t h e t h r u s t o f Matthew 5:28 where the concept o f 

a d u l t e r y i s extended so t h a t t h e thought behind the a c t i o n i s equated 

w i t h t h e a c t u a l d o i n g o f t h e deed. Some i n t e r e s t i n g ideas about 

a d u l t e r y a r e d e v e l o p e d i n t h e a n t i t h e s i s on d i v o r c e t h a t f o l l o w s 

( v e r s e s 31-32) and l a t e r i n 19:3-10. From the Mosaic law o f 

Deuteronomy 24:1 Jesus goes back t o the c r e a t i o n s t o r y o f Genesis 

2:24 and r e - a f f i r m s t h e o r i g i n a l d e c l a r a t i o n about the permanence o f 

40Stamm & Andrew - The Ten commandments i n r e c e n t r e s e a r c h , p. 100 

41 H.G.Reventlow - Das Hei I i g k e i t s g e s e t z f o r m g e s c h i c h t I i c h u n t e r s u c h t 
p. 78 

42J.D.M.Derrett - Law i n the New Testament, p p . 3 7 0 f f 
43S.T.Lachs - A R a b b i n i c commentary on the New Testament, Matthew, 

Mark & Luke pp.96-97. 
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m a r r i a g e . H i s conc e r n i s w i t h a man44 who d i v o r c e s h i s w i f e thus 

making her an a d u l t e r e s s and, i f he r e m a r r i e s , becomes an a d u l t e r e r 

h i m s e l f . I t i s o f t e n i n f e r r e d f r o m t h i s t h a t a d i v o r c e d woman, who 

was unable t o r e t u r n t o her f a t h e r ' s house, would be f o r c e d t o c o h a b i t 

w i t h a n o t h e r man as her o n l y means o f s u r v i v a l s but Lachs d i s p u t e s 

t h i s 4 6 . What i s c e r t a i n i s t h a t m a r r i a g e was the norm i n Jewish 

s o c i e t y and what Jesus seems t o be s a y i n g i s t h a t r e m a r r i a g e f o l l o w i n g 

a d i v o r c e f o r any reason o t h e r than a d u l t e r y c r e a t e s a s i t u a t i o n t h a t 

i s c o n t r a r y t o t h e p r e c e p t s o f t h e t e n commandments. S i g a l 4 7 takes 

t h i s even f u r t h e r by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t when Jesus d e s c r i b e s a man who 

r e m a r r i e s as "an a d u l t e r e r " he i s e l e v a t i n g the s t a t u s o f women t o a 

new l e v e l i n sexual m a t t e r s and f o r b i d d i n g men t h e i r former power t o 

abuse. H i s reason i s t h a t when a man r e m a r r i e d he m a r r i e d somebody 

who i n law was s i n g l e . I f t h i s can be d e s c r i b e d as a d u l t e r y then i t 

i s no longer s i m p l y an o f f e n c e i n v o l v i n g a nother man's w i f e but an 

o f f e n c e i n v o l v i n g any woman m a r r i e d or n o t . T h i s idea, t o g e t h e r w i t h 

the concept o f f o r n i c a t i o n , p o t e n t i a I Iy has f a r r e a c h i n g consequences 

in a p p l y i n g t h e s i x t h commandment i n t h e sexual c l i m a t e o f today, 

a l t h o u g h we do need t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t t he d i f f e r i n g n a t u r e o f s o c i e t y 

makes t h e is s u e h i g h l y p r o b l e m a t i c . 

( c ) The g r e a t e s t commandment 

Matthew 22:34-40 r e c o r d s t h e q u e s t i o n asked by a Ph a r i s e e c o n c e r n i n g 

which was t h e g r e a t e s t commandment i n the law. A l t h o u g h Jesus' 

r e p l y was not a d i r e c t q u o t a t i o n f r o m the Decalogue, what he s a i d has 

44Mark speaks o f a woman d i v o r c i n g her husband (Mark 10:12) b u t t h i s 
was unknown i n Jewish law b u t was i n Roman law and so p r o b a b l y 
r e f l e c t s Mark w r i t i n g f o r a w i d e r audience than Matthew who w r o t e 
f o r J e w s . 

45See f o r example H.B.Green - Matthew p.83 

46S.T.Lachs op c i t p.97 

'»7p.Sigal op c i t p.94 
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i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r our p r e s e n t s t u d y . Jesus quotes Deuteronomy 6:5 -

p a r t o f t h e Shema, a d v o c a t i n g t o t a l love f o r God - and the second h a l f 

o f L e v i t i c u s 19:18 - a d v o c a t i n g l o v i n g one's neighbour as o n e s e l f . 

The two a r e c o u p l e d t o g e t h e r as b e i n g s i m i l a r i n importance.48 

T h i s passage r a i s e s a number o f i m p o r t a n t issues. 

G.BornkarraTi49 and BarthSO b o t h p u t t h e emphasis upon love and see verse 

40 as t h e key. W i t h W.Bauer they t a k e K p e p a v v u p i t o mean "depend on". 

J u s t as a door "hangs on" (depends on) i t s hinges so the whole o f the 

law and t h e p r o p h e t s depend on t h e love commandment and the whole 

meaning can be deduced and expounded f r o m these commands t o love God 

and love one's n e i g h b o u r . Thus t h i s becomes the s t a n d a r d by which the 

whole o f t h e law and p r o p h e t s a r e unde r s t o o d . For BarthSl i t i s a 

dominant theme o f t h e Gospel; not o n l y i s i t the p r i n c i p l e o f 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n f o r the law and p r o p h e t s , s e t t i n g l i m i t s upon the 

sabbath commandment ( e g . 12:12), i t a l s o determines the c o n c e p t i o n o f 

God as l o v i n g , g r a c i o u s and m e r c i f u l (9:13, 12:7) and place s an 

o b l i g a t i o n upon d i s c i p l e s t o be l o v i n g as a response t o God's love (18 

verse 1 2 f f ) . A l t h o u g h we would not w i s h t o m i n i m i s e t h e importance o f 

e i t h e r t he love o f God t o mankind, or the response t h a t t h i s love 

demands, i t must be h e l d i n balance w i t h many o t h e r i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

p r i n c i p l e s . E a r l i e r we suggested t h a t "human concern" was not an 

excuse t o a v o i d f u l l sabbath observance but t h a t t he sabbath was t o 

be kept i n a way t h a t u p h e l d b o t h i t s o b l i g a t i o n t o God and i t s 

h u m a n i t a r i a n i n t e n t i o n . Love s h o u l d not l i m i t i t because love was 

a l r e a d y b u i l t i n t o i t . Nor must we imagine t h a t Matthew so emphasised 

48A.H.McNeile op c i t , p.325 
4?G.Bornkamm op c i t , p.31 
SOG.Barth op c i t pp.77-85 
SiG.Barth op c i t pp.75-85 
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love t h a t anger and judgement were i g n o r e d ; Jesus p r o c l a i m e d these as 

w e l l as t h e need t o love ( e . g . Matthew 23:13-37). In o t h e r words love 

i t s e l f needs i n t e r p r e t i n g i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e f u l l r e v e l a t i o n o f God 

and cannot be used as an a l t e r n a t i v e t o obedience. 

A d i f f e r e n t approach i s taken by J.B.SternSZ who p o i n t s o u t t h a t 

i t was normal p r a c t i c e t o c i t e j u s t a few words from t h e b e g i n n i n g o f 

a t e x t as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e whole passage and so what Jesus i s 

d o i n g i s d r a w i n g a t t e n t i o n t o t h e whole o f t h e Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4-

9, 9:13-21 and Numbers 15:37-41) and t h e weekly p o r t i o n known as the 

D''U'7/? ( a p p r o x i m a t e l y L e v i t i c u s 19). I n these two passages we have a 

c o m b i n a t i o n o f e t h i c a l and r i t u a l m a t e r i a l which leads Stern" t o 

suggest t h a t by t h i s s e l e c t i o n Jesus i s a f f i r m i n g the o r g a n i c u n i t y o f 

the whole law. W h i l s t not d i s p u t i n g the method o f c i t i n g 

s c r i p t u r e t h e r e a r e s e v e r a l o b j e c t i o n s t o S t e r n ' s c o n c l u s i o n . The 

f i r s t i s t h a t i t i s by no means c e r t a i n t h a t Jesus ( o r Matthew) would 

g i v e t h i s s o r t o f u n q u a l i f i e d a p p r o v a l t o the r i t u a l laws. A l t h o u g h 

t h i s i s n o t a major concern o f t h i s s t u d y i t becomes o b v i o u s , even 

fr o m a s u p e r f i c i a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the law i n Matthew t h a t t h e r e i s 

no u n a n i m i t y o f o p i n i o n on the a t t i t u d e o f the Gospel. Jesus seems t o 

have l i v e d w i t h i n the bounds o f the whole law h i m s e l f but t h e r e can 

be no c e r t a i n t y t h a t he expected h i s f o l l o w e r s t o do the same: 

c e r t a i n l y he defended them when they were c r i t i c i s e d f o r b r e a k i n g the 

" t r a d i t i o n o f t h e e l d e r s " (12:1-8, 15:1-9) and one o f the major 

concerns o f t h e "Sermon on t h e Mount" would seem t o be t h a t o f g i v i n g 

p r i o r i t y t o " a t t i t u d e o f mind" r a t h e r t han f o r m a l outward observance 

o f r i t u a l . The e a r l y c h u r c h d i d not see t h e Old Testament r i t u a l laws 

as h a v i n g C h r i s t ' s u n q u a l i f i e d a p p r o v a l nor as b e i n g o b l i g a t o r y f o r 

5 2 J . B . S t e r n - "Jesus's c i t a t i o n o f Dt. 6:5 and Lv. 19:18 i n the l i g h t 
o f Jewish t r a d i t i o n " - CBQ 28 (1966) pp.312-316 
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a l l C h r i s t i a n s , as i s c l e a r f r o m b o t h A c t s and t h e P a u l i n e l i t e r a t u r e . 

Second, Lev i t i c u s 19:18 has been c i t e d t w i c e b e f o r e — 5:43 and 19:19 -

i n n e i t h e r case can i t be t a k e n t o r e p r e s e n t t h e whole o f the c h a p t e r . 

Thus we have doubts about S t e r n ' s h y p o t h e s i s and would suggest t h a t he 

i s s e e i n g t o o much i n these p a r t i c u l a r q u o t a t i o n s . 

I t would seem more s a t i s f a c t o r y t o u n d e r s t a n d these two q u o t a t i o n s 

as r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e two t a b l e s o f t h e Decalogue - Deuteronomy 6:5 

summarises t h e f i r s t f o u r commandments ( d u t y t o God) and L e v i t i c u s 

19:18 summarises f i v e t o t e n ( d u t y t o o t h e r s ) . The t e n commandments 

have a unique p l a c e i n s c r i p t u r e 5 3 and a r e the c e n t r e o f the 

whole Torah. Jesus i s a f f i r m i n g t h i s uniqueness and the a b s o l u t e 

c e n t r a l i t y o f these p r e c e p t s i n l i v i n g as t h e people o f God. Duty t o 

God cannot be a v o i d e d by emphasising love f o r neighbour; e q u a l l y 

behaving c o r r e c t l y t o one's neighbour i s an e s s e n t i a l p a r t o f l o v i n g 

God. Nor s h o u l d these r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s be hidden o r obscured by 

g i v i n g r i t u a l an equal p r i o r i t y , i n s t e a d they r e q u i r e the t o t a l 

response o f mind and w i l l i n a m e a n i n g f u l l o v e . 

( d ) E t e r n a l I i f e . 

Matthew 19:16-26, Mark 10:17-30 and Luke 18:18-30 (compare 10:25-30) 

a l l r e c o r d the s t o r y o f the Rich man a s k i n g what he must do t o have 

e t e r n a l l i f e . The o u t l i n e o f t h e s t o r y i s the same i n a l l t h r e e 

Gospels: the man asks h i s q u e s t i o n and i s encouraged t o t h i n k about 

who Jesus r e a l l y i s t h r o u g h t h e t e r m "good" which s h o u l d o n l y be 

a p p l i e d t o God.54 Jt i s then suggested t h a t the answer t o h i s 

q u e s t i o n l i e s i n keeping t h e Decalogue and the f i f t h t o n i n t h 

commandments are quoted ( w i t h the f i f t h t r a n s p o s e d t o the end o f the 

53e.g. B.S.Chi Ids - Exodus pp.397f 
5 4 F . V . F i l s o n seems t o miss t h e p o i n t when he suggests t h a t Jesus 

a c t u a l l y r e j e c t s the term good. See op c i t p.209 

59 



l i s t presumably f o r emphasis). Matthew a l s o adds L e v i t i c u s 19:18. 

There i s some u n c e r t a i n t y as t o why t h e t e n t h commandment was not 

i n c l u d e d . R.V.G.TaskerSS suggests t h e reason f o r t h i s o mission i s 

Jesus' r e a l i s a t i o n o f how a t t a c h e d t h e man was t o m a t e r i a l t h i n g s : an 

a t t a c h m e n t t h a t amounts t o c o v e t i n g . What i s o b v i o us i s t h a t the 

s p e c i f i e d commandments can a l l be r e l a t e d t o o b s e r v a b l e a c t i o n r a t h e r 

t h a n N n n e r a t t i t u d e and so i t i s p o s s i b l e t o measure how w e l l they 

have been k e p t . On t h i s s u p e r f i c i a l l e v e l t h e man a f f i r m s t h a t he has 

observed them, but then asks what more he needs t o do - e x p r e s s i n g an 

awareness o f need.56 The r e p l y he g e t s i s t h a t i f he i s s e r i o u s about 

b e i n g r i g h t w i t h God then he needs t o s e l l e v e r y t h i n g he owns and g i v e 

t h e proceeds away. Chi Ids suggests t h a t t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s 

answer i s i n f a c t t h a t the man " l a c k e d e v e r y t h i n g because he had not 

loved God w i t h complete abandonment".57 

C l e a r l y t h i s i n c i d e n t suggests t h a t g o d l i n e s s can i n some way be 

measured by how we l i v e i n r e l a t i o n t o o t h e r people. I t i s perhaps 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t the f i r s t f o u r commandments were not i n c l u d e d , thereby 

p l a c i n g an equal emphasis upon d u t y t o God. We need t o remember, 

however, t h a t i t was a r i c h Jew who asked t h e q u e s t i o n ; t h e c u l t would 

p l a y an i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n h i s l i f e and he would be a b l e t o make h i s 

temple o f f e r i n g s . C e r t a i n l y f r o m the d i s c i p l e s ' r e a c t i o n t o Jesus' 

t e a c h i n g (Matthew 19:25) i t seems t o have been assumed t h a t the r i c h 

had a " b e t t e r chance" o f b e i n g saved than t h e poor. In the c o n t e x t , 

f u l f i l l i n g one's r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s t o o t h e r s i s seen as p a r t o f one's 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o God. 

However, the s t o r y a l s o makes i t c l e a r t h a t l i v i n g by the l e t t e r 

5SR.V.G.Tasker - The gospel a c c o r d i n g t o St.Matthew p.187 

5<5R.T.France - Matthew p.285 

578.S.Chi Ids - The New Testament as Canon p p . l 8 3 f 
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o f t h e law i s not s u f f i c i e n t . By s u g g e s t i n g t h a t i f t h i s r i c h man 

r e a l l y wants e t e r n a l l i f e then he needs t o g e t r i d o f h i s r i c h e s , 

Jesus t a k e s t h e d i s c u s s i o n f r o m the l e v e l o f outward a c t i o n t o inner 

p r i o r i t y . i n e f f e c t he i s s a y i n g , " a r e you p r e p a r e d t o make God the 

most i m p o r t a n t t h i n g i n your l i f e or must he t a k e second p l a c e t o your 

r i c h e s ? " 

T h i s emphasis on i n t e n t i o n i s a c o n s t a n t l y r e - o c c u r r i n g theme in 

Matthew. I t i s h i g h l i g h t e d i n t h e " a n t i t h e s e s " and i n Jesus' 

response t o the q u e s t i o n which i s the g r e a t e s t commandment. People 

a r e judged by t h e i r f r u i t (Matthew 7:20) b u t t h e f r u i t o f good l i v i n g 

comes f r o m a God-centred l i f e . I t seems t h a t t he r i c h man was not 

p r e p a r e d t o p u t God b e f o r e possessions so he went away sad. Obedience 

t o t h e t en commandments i s e s s e n t i a l t o e t e r n a l l i f e , b u t obedience 

cannot be f o r m a l ; i t must be a t r u e r e f l e c t i o n o f l o v i n g God w i t h the 

whole b e i n g (Matthew 22:37). 

THEOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s much more t h a t c o u l d be s a i d about Matthew's 

a t t i t u d e t o the law, i n a l l i t s forms, our p a r t i c u l a r concern i s the 

ten cormiandments and the t h e o l o g y u n d e r l y i n g t h e i r use. We now seek 

t o draw these t h e o l o g i c a l ideas t o g e t h e r so t h a t we can assess t h e i r 

v a l u e t o us as a t h e o l o g i c a l resource and see how they r e l a t e t o 

o t h e r p a r t s o f t h e New Testament. We f i n d t he f o l l o w i n g p r i n c i p l e s :-

a. The t e n corrmandments are a u t h o r i t a t i v e . 

The Old Testament c l e a r l y s t a t e s t h a t God gave the ten commandments 

t o Moses on Mount S i n a i - they were h i s d i r e c t command. Far from 

b e i n g q u e s t i o n e d i n the Gospel o f Matthew t h i s i s accepted and 

s u p p o r t e d , C h i l d s S S says t h a t Jesus d i d not d i f f e r f r o m t h e Judaism o f 

h i s age i n t h a t he regarded the Decalogue as the r e v e a l e d w i l l o f God. 

see.S.Chi Ids - Exodus - p.429 
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I t i s , t h e r e f o r e , no a c c i d e n t t h a t when J e s u s w a s a s k e d a b o u t t h e 

g r e a t e s t commandmen t he i m p l i c i t l y p o i n t e d h i s q u e s t i o n e r t o t h e 

D e c a l o g u e . When he was a s k e d a b o u t e t e r n a l l i f e he a g a i n u s e d t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s i n h i s r e p l y . I n s p e a k i n g t h e w o r d s t h a t God s p o k e he 

d e m o n s t r a t e d h i s a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e i r s p e c i a l a u t h o r i t y a n d i m p o r t a n c e . 

A s we h a v e i n d i c a t e d i t i s n o t e a s y t o d e c i d e e x a c t l y w h a t a t t i t u d e 

J e s u s i s p r e s e n t e d a s t a k i n g t o o r a l a n d c e r e m o n i a l l a w , b u t h i s 

u n e q u i v o c a l a t t i t u d e t o t h e t e n commandmen ts i s s h o w n b y 1 5 : 1 - 9 w h e r e 

he a t t a c k s t h e r e l i g i o u s l e a d e r s f o r u s i n g t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n s t o 

n u l l i f y t h e f i f t h c o r m a n d m e n t . 

b . T h e t e n c o m m a n d m e n t s a r e t o be k e p t . 

T h i s f o l l o w s n a t u r a l l y f r o m u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e D e c a l o g u e a s G o d ' s 

r e v e a l e d w i l l a n d a l t h o u g h i t seems f a i r l y o b v i o u s i t i s s o m e t h i n g 

t h a t i s w o r t h r e p e a t i n g i n t h e l i g h t o f much m o d e r n t h i n k i n g . I t i s 

a l s o c l e a r l y s a i d i n t h e G o s p e l . The commandmen ts a r e n o t s e e n a s an 

i d e a l i s t i c a n d u n a t t a i n a b l e s t a n d a r d ( c f . D e u t e r o n o m y 3 0 : 1 1 - 1 4 ) , t h e y 

a r e s e t f o r t h a s a p r a c t i c a l a n d r e a l i s t i c s t a n d a r d f o r e v e r y d a y 

l i f e . I n 7 : 2 1 we a r e t o l d t h a t t h o s e who w i l l e n t e r t h e k i n g d o m o f 

h e a v e n a r e t h o s e who do G o d ' s w i l l a n d i n J e s u s ' c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h t h e 

r i c h man i t i s made c l e a r t h a t G o d ' s w i l l i s r e v e a l e d t h r o u g h t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s . I t i s a l s o i m p o r t a n t t o n o t i c e t h a t t h i s man was n o t 

t o l d , " t r y t o k e e p t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s " b u t t o k e e p t h e m ( 1 9 : 1 7 ) . I f we 

f o l l o w T a s k e r ' s s u g g e s t i o n , m e n t i o n e d e a r l i e r , t h a t i n t e l l i n g h i m t o 

s e l l h i s g o o d s J e s u s was t e l l i n g h i m t o o b s e r v e t h e t e n t h commandment 

a s w e l l a s f i v e t o n i n e s o t o " b e p e r f e c t " ( 1 9 : 2 1 ) i s l i n k e d t o 

k e e p i n g t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s . The o n l y o t h e r p l a c e " p e r f e c t " ( x e X e i o Q ) 

o c c u r s i n t h e g o s p e l s i s a l s o i n M a t t h e w ( 5 : 4 8 ) w h e r e , f o l l o w i n g t h e 

a n t i t h e s e s , J e s u s s a y s t h a t h i s f o l l o w e r s a r e t o be p e r f e c t j u s t a s 

t h e i r h e a v e n l y f a t h e r i s p e r f e c t . A g a i n p e r f e c t i o n i s l i n k e d w i t h 
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f u l f i l l i n g t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s a n d s e e n n o t a s a n i d e a l b u t a s s o m e t h i n g 

t h a n c a n b e a t t a i n e d . 

c . T h e " s p i r i t " m u s t b e k e p t n o t J u s t t h e " l e t t e r " . 

T h e c o m m a n d m e n t s h a v e a d e e p e r m e a n i n g t h a n j u s t t h e o b v i o u s - t h i s 

i s t h e s u b s t a n c e o f t h e a n t i t h e s e s . J e s u s t a k e s t h e commandment 

a b o u t n o t m u r d e r i n g a n d s a y s , i n e f f e c t , t h a t i t i s r e a l l y a b o u t a l l 

t h e m o t i v a t i o n s b e h i n d m u r d e r . I t i s a b o u t t h e h a t e f u l , a n g r y 

t h o u g h t ; i t i s a b o u t f e e l i n g a n d s h o w i n g c o n t e m p t ; i t i s a b o u t m u r d e r 

w i t h t h e t o n g u e a n d i n t h e h e a r t a s w e l l a s t h e a c t u a l d e e d . The 

same s t a n c e i s t a k e n w i t h e a c h o f t h e commandments m e n t i o n e d i n t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r p a s s a g e - s i n c e a d u l t e r y b e g i n s i n t h e m i n d , l u s t f u l 

t h o u g h t s a r e w r o n g ; i t i s n o t s u f f i c i e n t t o a v o i d s t e a l i n g a n d t o 

h o n o u r p a r e n t s b e c a u s e t h e s p i r i t o f t h e commandments i m p l i e s t h a t 

G o d ' s p e o p l e a r e t h o s e who show r e a l c o n c e r n f o r o t h e r s a n d w h o s e 

" y e s " a n d " n o " c a n b e t r u s t e d . H a r r e l s o n S ? p o i n t s o u t t h a t J e s u s 

n e v e r a l l o w e d o b s e r v a n c e o f t h e f o r m a l r e q u i r e m e n t s o f l a w t o g e t i n 

t h e way o f t h e d e e p e r p u r p o s e s a n d i n t e n t i o n s o f God t h o u g h T o r a h . 

T h i s i s t h e t h e m e o f m u c h o f t h e s e r m o n on t h e m o u n t . We h a v e a l r e a d y 

m e n t i o n e d t h e a n t i t h e s e s w h i c h so c l e a r l y show t h e n e e d t o l i v e by t h e 

" s p i r i t " r a t h e r t h a n j u s t t h e f o r m a l " l e t t e r " o f t h e l a w . The same 

t e a c h i n g c a n be f o u n d i n c h a p t e r 23 - t h e " w o e s " a g a i n s t t h e S c r i b e s 

a n d P h a r i s e e s . V e r s e s 2 3 - 2 4 t a l k a b o u t t h e i r p u n c t i l i o u s 

o b s e r v a n c e o f t h e o u t w a r d f o r m s o f r e l i g i o n b u t a l s o o f t h e i r n e g l e c t 

o f t h e w e i g h t i e r m a t t e r s < 5 0 w h i c h r e a l l y e x p r e s s T i g h t n e s s w i t h G o d . 

V e r s e s 2 5 - 2 6 a r e a b o u t t h e i r c o n c e r n w i t h e x t e r n a l s r a t h e r t h a n 

i n t e r n a l s a n d v e r s e s 2 7 - 2 8 a r e a t e r r i b l e c o n d e m n a t i o n o f t h e i r d e s i r e 

5 9 W . H a r r e I s o n - The t e n commandmen ts a n d human r i g h t s p p . 1 5 7 - 1 7 2 

6 0 S . T . L a c h s ( o p c i t , p . 3 7 0 ) p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h i s may be a r e f e r e n c e t o 
M i c a h 6 : 8 a n d t h a t " w e i g h t i e r " h e r e i s n o t t h e l i g h t a n d h e a v y 
c o m m a n d m e n t s o f M a t t h e w 1 9 : 2 4 b u t t h e i m p o r t a n t a n d t h e t r i f l i n g . 
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t o p u t o n a s h o w o f o u t w a r d r i g h t e o u s n e s s , w h i l s t i g n o r i n g t h e t r u e 

s p i r i t o f G o d ' s I a w . 

d . T h e c o m m a n d m e n t s m u s t b e i n t e r p r e t e d c o n s i s t e n t l y . 

We mean b y t h i s t h a t no p a r t o f a commandment s h o u l d be e m p h a s i s e d i n 

a way t h a t m e a n s a n o t h e r p a r t , o f t h a t o r a n y o t h e r commandmen t , i s 

v i o l a t e d . We h a v e t o u c h e d u p o n t h i s i n o u r d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e " s a b b a t h 

c o n t r o v e r s i e s " o f c h a p t e r M a t t h e w 1 2 . T h e r e we h a v e s u g g e s t e d t h a t 

t h e u s e o f H o s e a 6 : 6 i s r e a l l y a n a p p e a l t o f u l f i l t h e w h o l e o f t h e 

f o u r t h c o m m a n d m e n t . J e s u s i s n o t s a y i n g t h a t t h e s a b b a t h i s o u t o f 

d a t e a n d n e e d n o t be k e p t , b u t r a t h e r t h a t t h e s a b b a t h n e e d s t o be 

k e p t i n a w a y t h a t s a t i s f i e s b o t h t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f God a n d t h e 

n e e d s o f h u m a n i t y . The t e n commandmen ts a r e n o t s e e n a s i s o l a t e d 

l a w s , w h i c h a r e t o be s e t o n e a g a i n s t a n o t h e r , b u t a s a c o m p l e t e r u l e 

o f l i f e w h i c h c o n n e c t s r e l i g i o u s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o God w i t h m o r a l 

o b l i g a t i o n t o o u r f e l l o w human b e i n g s . T h i s w o u l d seem t o b e t h e r e a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f J e s u s ' r e s p o n s e t o t h e q u e s t i o n e r who a s k e d , " w h i c h i s 

t h e g r e a t e s t c o m m a n d m e n t ? " : t h e u s e o f D e u t e r o n o m y 6 : 5 w i t h L e v i t i c u s 

1 9 : 1 8 l i n k s t o g e t h e r d u t y t o God a n d d u t y t o p e o p l e a s c o m p l e m e n t a r y 

r e s p o n s i b i I i t i e s . 

F u r t h e r s u p p o r t f o r t h i s i s a g a i n f o u n d w i t h i n t h e Se rmon on t h e 

M o u n t . 5 : 2 3 - 2 4 a l s o l i n k t o g e t h e r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o God a n d 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o o t h e r s - a n o f f e r i n g t o God i s p o i n t l e s s i f t h e 

o f f e r e r i s a t e n m i t y w i t h a f e l l o w human b e i n g - b o t h t a b l e s o f t h e 

l aw n e e d t o be o b s e r v e d . L i k e w i s e t h e l i n k b e t w e e n d u t y t o God a n d 

o t h e r s i s s u g g e s t e d i n t h e e s c h a t o I o g i c a I p a s s a g e o f M a t t h e w 2 5 : 3 1 - 4 6 ; 

t h o s e who r e c e i v e a r e w a r d f r o m t h e Son o f M a n , who e n t e r t h e F a t h e r ' s 

k i n g d o m , a r e t h o s e who h a v e s e r v e d t h e i r f e l l o w human b e i n g s ; t h o s e 

who a r e r e j e c t e d a r e t h o s e who h a v e n o t s e r v e d o t h e r s . A g a i n d u t y t o 

God c a n n o t be s e p a r a t e d f r o m d u t y t o o t h e r s ; a v i t a l p a r t o f t r u e 
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r e l i g i o n i s t h e f u l f i l l i n g o f m o r a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 

e . K e e p i n g t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s g i v e s " f r e e d o m " . 

I t c o u l d b e a r g u e d f r o m M a t t h e w 2 3 : 4 ( e v e n w i t h t h e o m i s s i o n o f " h a r d 

t o b e a r " ) t h a t t h e r e l i g i o u s demands made by t h e S c r i b e s a n d P h a r i s e e s 

w e r e s o m e t i m e s r e g a r d e d a s a h e a v y b u r d e n by t h e p e o p l e o f G o d . I n 

c o n t r a s t J e s u s c l a i m s t o e a s e t h a t b u r d e n by g i v i n g t h e m a l i g h t e r 

y o k e ( M a t t h e w 1 1 : 2 8 - 2 9 ) . A s we h a v e s e e n f r o m h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h 

t h e r i c h m a n , a n d h i s d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e g r e a t e s t commandmen t , t h e y o k e 

he l a y s u p o n p e o p l e i s t h e r i g h t o b s e r v a n c e o f t h e D e c a l o g u e . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o l i n k 1 1 : 2 5 - 2 9 w i t h t h e s t o r y o f t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s p a y i n g o f t h e t e m p l e t a x i n 17 v e r s e s 2 4 - 2 7 , b e c a u s e t h e r e 

J e s u s s a y s , " t h e s o n s a r e f r e e " ( v e r s e 2 8 ) ; f r e e f r o m t h e o b l i g a t i o n 

t o p a y t h e t e m p l e t a x b u t c o u l d i t n o t a l s o , by i m p l i c a t i o n , mean f r e e 

f r o m a l l l e g a l r e q u i r e m e n t s i m p o s e d b y men? H a v i n g made t h i s 

d e c l a r a t i o n J e s u s t h e n f r e e l y c h o o s e s t o p a y t h e t a x . So we c a n 

r e f l e c t o n t h e o n e h a n d u p o n t h e " b a b e s " who h a v e r e c e i v e d t h e 

r e v e l a t i o n o f God ( 1 1 : 2 5 ) a n d t h e " s o n s " who a r e f r e e f r o m l e g a l 

o b l i g a t i o n ( 1 7 : 2 6 ) a n d o n t h e o t h e r b e t w e e n t h o s e who a c c e p t t h e 

" y o k e " o f C h r i s t ( 1 1 : 2 9 ) a n d t h o s e who f r e e l y c h o o s e t o f u l f i l t h e 

r e q u i r e m e n t s o f l a w ( 1 7 : 2 7 ) . 

C e r t a i n l y i t w o u l d seem t o be t r u e t h a t l i v i n g b y t h e s t a n d a r d s o f 

t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s , t h e s p i r i t a s w e l l as t h e l e t t e r , g i v e s f r e e d o m t o 

be t r u l y h u m a n . A n a r c h y d e s t r o y s r e a l f r e e d o m a n d we w o u l d s u g g e s t 

t h a t " s p i r i t u a l a n a r c h y " n o t o n l y d e s t r o y s f r e e d o m b u t a c t u a l l y 

d e s t r o y s h u m a n i t y . When H a r r e l s o n w r i t e s a b o u t t h i s he s a y s , " t h e 

p r o h i b i t i o n o f a d u l t e r y i s a l i b e r a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n an e n s l a v e m e n t - a 

r e a l f r e e d o m " . 6 1 

6 1 W . H a r r e l s o n op c i t , p p . 1 7 3 - 1 9 3 
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f . T h e c o m m a n d m e n t s m u s t be u n d e r s t o o d i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e p e r s o n o f 

J e s u s . 

A l t h o u g h we h a v e l e f t t h i s u n t i l l a s t i t i s p r o b a b l y t h e m o s t 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e u s e o f t h e 

D e c a l o g u e i n M a t t h e w ' s G o s p e l . M o s t c o m m e n t a t o r s r e c o g n i s e t h a t t h e 

u n i q u e n e s s o f t h e P e r s o n o f J e s u s C h r i s t i s a s a l i e n t f e a t u r e o f t h e 

G o s p e l . T h i s i s s e e n i n t h e N a t i v i t y n a r r a t i v e s , t h e e m p h a s i s on 

t h e f u l f i l m e n t o f O l d T e s t a m e n t p r o p h e c y i n t h e p e r s o n o f J e s u s , 

t h e a u t h o r i t y o f J e s u s a s a t e a c h e r , a n d t h e t i t l e s a t t r i b u t e d t o h i m 

s u c h a s Son o f Man a n d Son o f D a v i d . F i l s o n , s p e a k i n g o f J e s u s , 

s a y s , "He i s t h e c e n t r a l f i g u r e o f t h e e n t i r e G o s p e l . The a u t h o r d o e s 

n o t mar h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n b y p e r s o n a l p a r a d e o r by d e t o u r s u n d e r t a k e n 

t o i n d u l g e s e c o n d a r y i n t e r e s t s . J e s u s o f N a z a r e t h , t h e C h r i s t , t h e 

r i g h t f u l K i n g o f t h e J e w s , t h e L o r d a n d f i n a l j u d g e o f a I I m e n , i s t h e 

c o n s t a n t o b j e c t o f l o y a l a t t e n t i o n . " 6 2 Or M c N e i l e s a y s , " T h e s p e c i a l 

i m p r e s s i o n w h i c h S . M a t t h e w e m b o d i e s i s t h a t o f r o y a l t y : J e s u s i s t h e 

M e s s i a h . " 6 3 We s e e t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h i s w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e t e n 

c o m m a n d m e n t s i n 1 2 : 8 w h e r e J e s u s ' l o r d s h i p o v e r t h e s a b b a t h i s 

d e c l a r e d . I n e s s e n c e God i s L o r d o f t h e s a b b a t h b e c a u s e he c r e a t e d 

i t , b u t i n t h i s v e r s e t h e M e s s i a h , who i s g r e a t e r t h a n t h e t e m p l e 

a n d who c a n c o r r e c t a w r o n g e m p h a s i s o n how t h e s a b b a t h s h o u l d be 

o b s e r v e d , i s g i v e n e q u a l l o r d s h i p . He d o e s n o t u s e t h i s p o s i t i o n t o 

d e s t r o y t h e a n c i e n t c o m m a n d m e n t s b u t t o e s t a b l i s h t h e i r r e a l m e a n i n g . 

T h i s i s n o t an i s o l a t e d e x a m p l e o f t h e a u t h o r i t y g i v e n t o J e s u s 

o v e r t h e l a w . We h a v e s e e n many e x a m p l e s o f how he n o t o n l y 

c o r r e c t e d w r o n g e m p h a s e s b u t a l s o b r o u g h t o u t t h e r e a l m e a n i n g o f t h e 

commandmen ts ( a d u l t e r y , m u r d e r , e t c . ) . I n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e law he 

6 2 F . V . F i I s o n op c i t , p . 2 . 

6 3 A . H . M c N e i I e op c i t , p . x v i i 
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c l a i m e d d i v i n e p r e r o g a t i v e s - he c o u l d f o r g i v e s i n s ( 9 : 2 ) ; he c o u l d 

j u d g e b e t w e e n t h o s e who w e r e f a i t h f u l a n d u n f a i t h f u l t o t h e l aw 

( 2 5 : 3 1 f f ) ; a n d he c l a i m e d t h a t h i s t e a c h i n g w a s t h e b a s i s o f p r o p e r 

s e r v i c e o f God ( 7 : 2 4 - 2 7 ) . Moo ( l i k e B a n k s ) s u g g e s t s t h a t M a t t h e w ' s 

r e a l c o n c e r n i s n o t s o much t o d e p i c t how J e s u s s t o o d w i t h r e g a r d t o 

t h e l a w b u t how t h e l a w s t o o d w i t h r e g a r d t o h i m , he s a y s , " J e s u s 

c l a i m s a n a u t h o r i t y o v e r t h e l a w s u c h a s o n l y God p o s s e s s e s . The 

v a l i d i t y o r a b r o g a t i o n o f l a w s i s d e c i d e d e n t i r e l y by t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o J e s u s a n d t o t h e new s i t u a t i o n w h i c h h i s c o m i n g 

i n a u g u r a t e s " . 6 * 

6 4 D . J . M o o op c i t , p . 2 . 
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C h a p t e r 3 

C A L V I N AND THE DECALOGUE 

T h e r e c a n be no d o u b t t h a t C a l v i n h a s a n a s s u r e d p l a c e i n t h e h i s t o r y 

o f t h e R e f o r m a t i o n a n d t h a t h i s w o r k m e r i t s s e r i o u s c o n s i d e r a t i o n . He 

t r e a t s t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t s c r i p t u r e s w i t h g r e a t r e v e r e n c e . H i s a i m i s 

t o d i s c o v e r t h e i r m e a n i n g a n d r e l e v a n c e w i t h i n a C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y , 

b u t he i s a l s o c o n c e r n e d t o do j u s t i c e t o t h e c o n t e x t i n w h i c h t h e y 

a r e f o u n d a n d t h e i r m e a n i n g i n t h a t c o n t e x t . T h i s b e c o m e s c l e a r f r o m 

a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f h i s w o r k on t h e Ten C o m m a n d m e n t s ' . B e f o r e 

e m b a r k i n g on an e x e g e s i s o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l commandmen ts he s e t s o u t 

t h e p r i n c i p l e s b e h i n d h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . T h e s e p r i n c i p l e s c o u l d be 

v e r y i m p o r t a n t f o r o u r p r e s e n t s t u d y . I f i t c a n be s h o w n t h a t t h e y 

( o r some o f t h e m ) a r e s t i l l v a l i d , t h e n t h e y may w e l l p r o v i d e a 

v a l u a b l e t h e o l o g i c a l r e s o u r c e i n o u r s e a r c h f o r a d e e p e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f how t h e D e c a l o g u e c a n be u s e d i n c o n t e m p o r a r y C h r i s t i a n t h i n k i n g . 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o u n d e r s t a n d t h a t C a l v i n t r e a t e d t h e s c r i p t u r e s 

( t h e O l d a n d New T e s t a m e n t s ) a s a u n i f i e d w h o l e a n d much o f h i s 

e x e g e s i s r e f l e c t s t h i s C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g . We s h a l l s e e k t o 

s h o w , h o w e v e r , t h a t m u c h , i f n o t a l l , o f w h a t he s a y s i s an 

a p p r o p r i a t e way f o r C h r i s t i a n s t o r e a d t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t a s i t s t a n d s 

w i t h i n t h e Canon o f S c r i p t u r e t o d a y . 

One way o f l o o k i n g a t C a l v i n ' s i n t e r p r e t i v e m e t h o d s i s t o g r o u p 

t h e m u n d e r t w o b a s i c h e a d i n g s - f i r s t , " t h e n a t u r e o f t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s " a n d , s e c o n d , " t h e n a t u r e o f human r e s p o n s e " . I t i s t h e s e 

t w o a r e a s we now e x a m i n e i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l . 

1.THE NATURE OF THE COMMANDMENTS. 

a . T h e e l l i p t i c a l n a t u r e o f t h e commandmen ts 

C a l v i n means by t h i s t h a t t h e r e i s a d i m e n s i o n t o e a c h o f t h e 

1 J . C a l v i n - I n s t i t u t e s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n R e l i g i o n V o l . 1 , p p . 4 2 9 - 4 9 1 
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c o m m a n d m e n t s b e y o n d t h a t e x p r e s s e d i n t h e w o r d s a c t u a l l y u s e d a n d t h a t 

i t w o u l d b e r i d i c u l o u s t o l i m i t t h e " s p i r i t o f t h e l a w t o t h e s t r i c t 

l e t t e r o f t h e w o r d s " 2 . He s u g g e s t s t h a t e a c h o f t h e commandments i s 

r e a l l y a s u m m a r y o f a w h o l e c o l l e c t i o n o f s i m i l a r w r o n g s w h i c h a i m s a t 

d e v e l o p i n g a t o t a l h a t r e d o f a l l t h o s e s i n s i n t h e h e a r e r S 

H i s p o s i t i o n i s f u r t h e r c l a r i f i e d when he s a y s , "We m u s t 

c o n s i d e r , I s a y , how f a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n c a n be p e r m i t t e d t o g o b e y o n d 

t h e l i t e r a l m e a n i n g o f t h e w o r d s , s t i l l m a k i n g i t a p p a r e n t t h a t no 

a p p e n d i x o f human g l o s s e s i s a d d e d t o t h e D i v i n e l a w , b u t t h a t t h e 

p u r e a n d g e n u i n e m e a n i n g o f t h e l a w g i v e r i s f a i t h f u l l y e x h i b i t e d . " 4 . 

C l e a r l y t h i s r u l e s o u t a n y s u g g e s t i o n t h a t we a r e e n t i t l e d t o impose 

w h a t e v e r m e a n i n g we l i k e u p o n t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s ; on t h e c o n t r a r y g r e a t 

c a r e m u s t be t a k e n t o a p p l y t h e m i n w a y s t h a t a r e i n h a r m o n y w i t h 

t h e i r o r i g i n a l i n t e n t i o n . 

T h i s o r i g i n a l i n t e n t i o n c a n be d i s c e r n e d , h e s u g g e s t s , b y 

c o n s i d e r i n g n o t o n l y " t h e p r i n c i p l e " b u t a l s o " t h e e n d " o f t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l c o t m i a n d m e n t s . He u s e s t h e f i r s t a n d f i f t h commandments as 

e x a m p l e s o f t h i s . The p r i n c i p l e o f t h e f i r s t c o n m a n d m e n t i s t h a t God 

a l o n e i s t o be w o r s h i p p e d , a n d t h e e n d i s t r u e p i e t y ; n a m e l y t h a t t r u e 

w o r s h i p i s a c c e p t a b l e t o t h e D e i t y b u t i m p i e t y i s an a b o m i n a t i o n . The 

f i f t h commandment h a s a s i t s i m m e d i a t e p r i n c i p l e t h e h o n o u r i n g o f 

p a r e n t s a n d C a l v i n s u g g e s t s i t s e n d i s t o r e n d e r h o n o u r t o t h o s e on 

whom God h a s b e s t o w e d some d i s t i n c t i o n . 

I n h i s e x e g e s i s o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l c o n m a n d m e n t s t h e r e a r e many 

o t h e r i n s t a n c e s o f how t h i s p r i n c i p l e i s a p p l i e d . A b r i e f summary o f 

i t s a p p l i c a t i o n w o u l d be t h a t t h e s e c o n d commandment i s a g a i n s t a l l 

2 C a l v i n o p c i t p . 4 3 7 

3 C a l v i n o p c i t p . 4 3 8 

' • C a l v i n o p c i t p . 4 3 7 
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f o r m s o f s u p e r s t i t i o n ; t h e t h i r d a g a i n s t a n y i r r e v e r e n c e t o w a r d s 

G o d ; t h e f o u r t h u p h o l d s t h e n e e d t o m e d i t a t e u p o n t h e K i n g d o m o f G o d ; 

t h e s i x t h i s a g a i n s t v i o l e n c e a n d i n j u s t i c e o f e v e r y k i n d ; t h e s e v e n t h 

i s a g a i n s t a l l f o r m s o f i m p u r i t y ; t h e e i g h t h e x h o r t s us t o r e n d e r t o 

e v e r y man h i s d u e ; t h e n i n t h u r g e s t h e c u l t i v a t i o n o f t r u t h ; t h e t e n t h 

s u g g e s t s t h a t a n y f e e l i n g s o f a n a d v e r s e n a t u r e m u s t be t o t a l l y 

b a n i s h e d . 

T h e r e a r e t h o s e , l i k e K . B e r t h s a n d W . H a r r e I s o n * , who a p p l y t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s t o a w i d e r a n g e o f human p r o b l e m s . O t h e r s a r e l e s s 

c o n v i n c e d t h a t t h i s i s an a p p r o p r i a t e u s e o f t h e m a t e r i a l . As we h a v e 

s e e n , m u c h e f f o r t h a s b e e n p u t i n t o t h e s e a r c h f o r t h e o r i g i n o f n o t 

o n l y i n d i v i d u a l commandmen ts b u t t h e D e c a l o g u e a s a w h o l e . V e r y o f t e n 

e x e g e s i s i s t h e n l i m i t e d t o t h e e x a c t m e a n i n g o f t h e w o r d s i n t h e i r 

p r o p o s e d o r i g i n a l s e t t i n g . S u c h a n a p p r o a c h l e a d s M . N o t h , f o r 

e x a m p l e , t o s a y t h a t t h e f i f t h commandment " d o e s n o t a p p l y t o c h i l d r e n 

who s t a n d u n d e r t h e patria potestas b u t t o a d u l t s who t h e m s e l v e s e x e r t 

t h e patria potestas a n d a r e t o show due h o n o u r t o t h e i r a g i n g 

p a r e n t s " ^ . I n c o n s i d e r i n g t h e s e v e n t h commandment o t h e r s ^ e m p h a s i s e 

t h a t i n a n c i e n t I s r a e l a d u l t e r y by a man was an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t 

a n o t h e r p e r s o n ' s m a r r i a g e , w h i l s t f o r a woman i t w a s a g a i n s t h e r 

own m a r r i a g e ; e x e g e s i s i s t h e n l i m i t e d t o t h i s a r e a o f l i f e . 

Does t h i s mean t h a t C a l v i n ' s b e l i e f i n t h e " e l l i p t i c a l " n a t u r e o f 

t h e co r t r oandmen ts i s o u t d a t e d by m o r e r e c e n t s c h o l a r s h i p o r a r e t h e r e 

a r g u m e n t s i n i t s f a v o u r ? 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o u n d e r s t a n d t h a t C a l v i n ' s a p p r o a c h d i f f e r s f r o m 

t h o s e s c h o l a r s who s e e k t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e commandmen ts w i t h i n a 

S K . B a r t h - e . g . C h u r c h d o g m a t i c s 3 . 4 p p . 3 9 7 - 4 7 0 . 

6 W . H a r r e l s o n - T h e t e n commandments a n d human r i g h t s p p . 5 1 - 1 5 4 

7 M . N o t h - E x o d u s p . 1 6 5 

8 e . g . J . P . H y a t t - E x o d u s p . 2 1 4 
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r e c o n s t r u c t e d , o r i g i n a l h i s t o r i c a l s e t t i n g . F . C r u s e m a n n ? , f o r 

e x a m p l e , w o u l d l i m i t t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e D e c a l o g u e t o t h e s o c i a l 

a n d h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s f r o m w h i c h i t a r o s e ( i n h i s o p i n i o n c . 

700 B . C . ) a n d i n s i s t s t h a t i t d o e s n o t h a v e g e n e r a l a p p l i c a b i l i t y . 

C a l v i n , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , e x p o u n d s t h e commandmen ts w i t h i n t h e i r 

t o t a l c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t - w h i c h f o r h i m i n c l u d e s b o t h O l d a n d New 

T e s t a m e n t s . T h e q u e s t i o n we h a v e t o a s k i s w h e t h e r o r n o t t h i s i s an 

a p p r o p r i a t e w a y f o r C h r i s t i a n s t o r e a d a n d u s e t h i s m a t e r i a l t o d a y . 

We s u g g e s t t h a t i t i s i n t h a t C a l v i n d o e s n o t i m p o s e o n t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s a s e t o f New T e s t a m e n t , R e f o r m a t i o n i d e a s t h a t a r e 

c o m p l e t e l y d i v o r c e d f r o m O l d T e s t a m e n t t h i n k i n g b u t h i s e x e g e s i s 

r e c o g n i s e s a c o n t i n u i t y o f t h o u g h t w i t h i n t h e c a n o n a n d i n s u b s e q u e n t 

C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y . T h u s we s h a l l s e e k t o d r a w o u t t h e way i n w h i c h 

t h e m a i n e l e m e n t s o f h i s e x e g e s i s a r e p a r a l l e l l e d b y O l d T e s t a m e n t 

c o n c e r n s . 

C a l v i n s a y s t h e s e v e n t h commandment i s a g a i n s t a l l f o r m s o f 

i m p u r i t y . T h e O l d T e s t a m e n t d o e s n o t h a v e a g r e a t d e a l t o s a y on t h e 

m a t t e r o f s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e t w e e n t h e u n m a r r i e d o r u n b e t r o t h e d , 

a t l e a s t i n d i r e c t t e r m s . I n P r o v e r b s y o u n g men a r e w a r n e d a b o u t t h e 

d a n g e r s o f c o n s o r t i n g w i t h s t r a n g e women o r u n f a i t h f u l w i v e s ( P r o v e r b s 

2 : 1 6 - 1 9 , 5 : 2 - 1 4 e t c . ) a n d p r o s t i t u t i o n w o u l d seem t o be c o n d e m n e d by 

t h e p r o p h e t s (Amos 2 : 7 ) a n d a g a i n i n P r o v e r b s 6 : 2 5 - 2 7 . I t i s a l s o 

t r u e t h a t i n v a r i o u s p l a c e s t h e H e b r e w s c r i p t u r e s l i n k a d u l t e r y w i t h 

o t h e r s e x u a l m i s d e m e a n o u r s . I n L e v i t i c u s 18 a n d 2 0 , f o r e x a m p l e , we 

h a v e l i s t s o f p r o h i b i t i o n s a g a i n s t v a r i o u s s e x u a l a c t s a n d a d u l t e r y i s 

i n c l u d e d i n b o t h l i s t s ( 1 8 : 2 0 , 2 0 : 1 0 ) t h u s s u g g e s t i n g t h e s o r t o f 

l i n k a g e p r o p o s e d by C a l v i n . 

9 F . C r u s e m a n n - B e w a h r u n g d e r f r e i h e i t ; d a s t hema d a s d e k a l o g i n 
s o z i a l - g e s c h i c h I i c h e r p e r s p e k t i v e p p . 1 - 1 0 0 . 
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T h i s a b s e n c e o f e x p l i c i t commands r e g u l a t i n g s e x u a l m a t t e r s , 

o u t s i d e t h e r e c o g n i s e d r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f m a r r i a g e a n d b e t r o t h a l , c o u l d 

l e a d t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t i t i s d a n g e r o u s t o a p p l y t h i s commandment 

t o a n y t h i n g o t h e r t h a n t h e s e c a r e f u l l y d e f i n e d a r e a s o f human l i f e . 

H o w e v e r , t h e a d v i c e i n P r o v e r b s t h a t y o u n g men s h o u l d b e h a v e i n a 

c h a s t e m a n n e r , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e f a c t t h a t s o c i e t y e x p e c t e d e v i d e n c e 

o f f e m a l e v i r g i n i t y i n m a r r i a g e ( e . g . D e u t e r o n o m y 2 2 : 1 3 - 2 1 ) s u g g e s t 

t h a t t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t s e e s m a r r i a g e , a n d m a r r i a g e a l o n e , a s t h e 

n o r m a l c o n t e x t f o r t h e e x p r e s s i o n o f human s e x u a l i t y . T h i s a s s u m p t i o n 

l e a d s us t o l o o k f o r l e s s e x p l i c i t a n d m o r e s u b t l e e v i d e n c e t h a t 

w o u l d s u p p o r t t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s commandment t o a w i d e r a r e a 

t h a n j u s t a d u l t e r y . 

Some o f t h e m o s t t e l l i n g t e a c h i n g i n t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t i s g i v e n by 

m e a n s o f s t o r i e s - a n e v e n t i s r e c o u n t e d a n d t h e r e a d e r i s l e f t t o 

r e f l e c t u p o n t h e s p i r i t u a l l e s s o n s . We h a v e , f o r e x a m p l e , t h e s t o r y 

o f D a v i d a n d B a t h s h e b a ( 2 Samue l 1 1 : 2 - 1 2 : 2 5 ) . D a v i d a n d B a t h s h e b a 

c o m m i t a d u l t e r y w i t h t h e c o n s e q u e n t r e s u l t o f B a t h s h e b a ' s p r e g n a n c y . 

We t h e n h a v e t h e s c h e m i n g by D a v i d t o g e t U r i a h , t h e h u s b a n d o f h i s 

l a t e s t l o v e , k i l l e d . T h e n comes t h e s t o r y w i t h i n t h e s t o r y : N a t h a n 

t h e p r o p h e t c a n n o t t a c k l e t h e k i n g h e a d on so he i n v e n t s a s t o r y t o 

g e t h i s c h a l l e n g e h e a r d . The r e s u l t i s D a v i d ' s r e p e n t a n c e . 

A l m o s t i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t h i s e v e n t a n o t h e r f a m i l y s t o r y i s 

i n c l u d e d - t h e r a p e o f Tamar by h e r h a l f - b r o t h e r Amnon , D a v i d ' s e l d e s t 

s o n ( 2 Samue l 1 3 : 1 - 2 2 ) . I t i s e m p h a s i s e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e s t o r y t h a t 

Amnon i s D a v i d ' s s o n ( v e r s e s 1 , 4 , 5 ) ; D a v i d i s u s e d ( h o w e v e r 

u n k n o w i n g l y ) t o p r o c u r e Tamar ( v e r s e 6 - 7 ) ; Tamar i n v o k e s t h e k i n g ' s 

name t o t r y t o d i v e r t Amnon f r o m r a p e , b u t he w i l l n o t l i s t e n ( v e r s e 

1 3 ) . When D a v i d h e a r s w h a t h a s h a p p e n e d we a r e t o l d t h a t he i s v e r y 
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a n g r y b u t he d o e s n o t h i n g ( v e r s e 2 1 ) . P . T r i b l e ' O s u g g e s t s t h e r e a s o n 

f o r D a v i d ' s i n a c t i o n , a n d a p p a r e n t h e l p l e s s n e s s , i s t h a t h i s own 

a d u l t e r y , w i t h B a t h s h e b a , h a d d e p r i v e d h i m o f t h e r i g h t e i t h e r t o a c t 

o r make m o r a l j u d g e m e n t s . The p r o x i m i t y o f t h e s e s t o r i e s w i t h i n t h e 

c a n o n , a n d t h e p r o f i l e g i v e n t o D a v i d i n t h e s e c o n d s t o r y , makes i t 

r e a s o n a b l e t o s u g g e s t t h e r e a d e r i s b e i n g a s k e d t o c o n s i d e r A m n o n ' s 

a c t i o n i n t h e l i g h t o f h i s f a t h e r ' s a d u l t e r y - d i f f e r e n t m e n , 

d i f f e r e n t t i m e s b u t t h e same c a t e g o r y o f s i n . 

Can a s i m i l a r l i n k be f o u n d b e t w e e n r e s p e c t f o r p a r e n t s a n d 

r e s p e c t f o r t h o s e o n whom God h a s b e s t o w e d h o n o u r ? 

I t i s n o t t h e p u r p o s e o f t h i s s t u d y t o d i s c u s s t h e 

s t r u c t u r e o f t h e I s r a e l i t e c o i r e n u n i t y . We s i m p l y p o i n t o u t t h a t 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e h i s t o r y p r e s e n t e d i n t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t t h e r e w e r e 

f i g u r e s o f a u t h o r i t y - i n t h e p a t r i a r c h a l p e r i o d we h a v e t h e 

p a t r i a r c h s t h e m s e l v e s a s a u t h o r i t a t i v e f a m i l y h e a d s ; Moses a n d J o s h u a 

w e r e l e a d e r s w i t h g r e a t a u t h o r i t y , l i k e w i s e t h e J u d g e s - a n d t h i s 

s t r u c t u r e w a s f u r t h e r d e v e l o p e d w i t h t h e c r e a t i o n o f t h e m o n a r c h y . I t 

i s i m p o r t a n t t o u n d e r s t a n d t h a t i n I s r a e l p o s i t i o n s o f a u t h o r i t y a r e 

s e e n as g i v e n b y G o d . S a u l was made k i n g a t G o d ' s command ( 1 Samuel 

1 5 : 1 ) a n d he w a s r e p l a c e d by D a v i d , a t G o d ' s command ( 1 Samuel 1 6 : 1 2 -

1 3 ) . D a v i d ' s a w a r e n e s s o f t h i s d i v i n e d e p e n d e n c e i s c l e a r l y a n d 

b e a u t i f u l l y e x p r e s s e d i n 1 C h r o n i c l e s 2 9 : 1 0 - 1 2 . We a l s o s e e t h a t 

r e s p e c t f o r o l d a g e was s o m e t h i n g t o be e n c o u r a g e d ( L e v i t i c u s 1 9 : 3 2 ) , 

a n d t h a t t h o s e who h o n o u r e d G o d ' s s e r v a n t s w e r e r e w a r d e d ( 2 K i n g s 

4 : 8 - 1 7 ) w h i l s t t h o s e who d i s h o n o u r e d t h e m w e r e p u n i s h e d ( 2 K i n g s 2 : 2 3 -

2 4 ) . 

The s u g g e s t i o n o f a l i n k b e t w e e n h o n o u r i n g p a r e n t s a n d h o n o u r i n g 

t h o s e whom God h o n o u r s c a n be f o u n d i n t h e n a r r a t i o n o f t w o i n c i d e n t s 

l o P . T r i b l e - T e x t s o f t e r r o r , t h e w h o l e o f C h a p t e r 2 . 
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d u r i n g t h e p u r s u i t o f D a v i d by S a u l . I n 1 Samuel 2 4 we h a v e t h e s t o r y 

o f S a u l g o i n g t o r e l i e v e h i m s e l f i n a c a v e w h e r e D a v i d a n d h i s men 

h a v e t a k e n r e f u g e . D a v i d h a s t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o k i l l S a u l b u t 

r e f r a i n s o n t h e g r o u n d t h a t he w i l l n o t d i s h o n o u r t h e o n e whom God has 

h o n o u r e d ( v e r s e 6 ) . When t h e k i n g i s f a r e n o u g h away f o r t h e d a n g e r 

t o b e o v e r D a v i d c a l l s t o S a u l a n d a d d r e s s e s h i m a s " f a t h e r " ( v e r s e 

1 1 ) - i n r e s p o n s e S a u l c a l l s h i m " s o n " ( v e r s e 1 6 ) . S i m i l a r l y i n 1 

S a m u e l 2 6 ; D a v i d h a s a n o p p o r t u n i t y o f k i l l i n g S a u l b u t r e f u s e s t o do 

s o f o r t h e same r e a s o n a s b e f o r e - S a u l i s a n o i n t e d by God ( v e r s e 9 ) . 

I n t h e e n s u i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n S a u l a g a i n c a l l s D a v i d " s o n " ( v e r s e s 1 7 , 

2 1 ) . R e s p e c t i s s h o w n f o r t h e o n e whom God h a s c h o s e n , n o t o n t h e 

b a s i s o f s o n - i n - l a w / f a t h e r - i n - l a w b u t o n t h e b a s i s o f a s u b j e c t a n d 

h i s a n o i n t e d k i n g . S i m i l a r l y we f i n d t h a t Naaman was c a l l e d " f a t h e r " 

b y h i s s e r v a n t s ( 2 K i n g s 5 : 1 3 ) , t h e K i n g o f I s r a e l c a l l s E l i s h a 

" f a t h e r " ( 2 K i n g s 6 : 2 1 ) a s d o e s J o a s h when t h e p r o p h e t i s on h i s 

d e a t h - b e d ( 2 K i n g s 1 3 : 1 4 ) . The u s e o f " f a t h e r " a n d " s o n " i n t h e s e 

i n s t a n c e s e n c o u r a g e s us t o r e f l e c t on t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f e x t e n d i n g t o 

a l l i n a u t h o r i t y t h e same r e s p e c t a s we a r e commanded t o g i v e t o 

p a r e n t s . 

I t w o u l d be w r o n g , h o w e v e r , t o s u g g e s t t h a t s c r i p t u r e e n d o r s e s 

u n c r i t i c a l a c c e p t a n c e o f a l l a u t h o r i t y , w h e t h e r i t i s t h a t o f p a r e n t s 

o r t h o s e who h a v e p o w e r t h r o u g h t h e s t a t e . We a r e e n c o u r a g e d t o 

r e f l e c t u p o n t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e f a t h e r - s o n r e l a t i o n s h i p t h r o u g h t h e 

s t o r i e s o f S a u l a n d J o n a t h a n . J o n a t h a n i s s e t b e f o r e us a l o y a l and 

l o v e d s o n ( 1 Samue l 2 0 : 2 ) who i s p r e p a r e d t o d i e w i t h h i s f a t h e r ( 1 

Samue l 3 1 : 2 - 6 ) . He d o e s n o t , h o w e v e r , a c c e p t h i s f a t h e r ' s a u t h o r i t y 

i n t h e m a t t e r o f D a v i d ; i n s t e a d he t a k e s D a v i d ' s s i d e ( I Samue l 2 0 ) . 

S c r i p t u r e seems t o a p p r o v e o f J o n a t h a n ' s r e b e l l i o n , God i s c i t e d as 

w i t n e s s t o t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p ( 1 Samue l 2 0 : 4 2 ) , a n d D a v i d i s t h e 
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s u c c e s s o r t o S a u l c h o s e n by God h i m s e l f . T h i s c h a n g e o f k i n g s h i p i s 

a n o t h e r i n s t a n c e o f how t h e r e a d e r i s e n c o u r a g e d t o r e f l e c t upon 

r e b e l l i o n a g a i n s t a u t h o r i t y . I n 1 S a m u e l 1 6 : 1 - 1 3 God t e l l s Samuel t o 

g o a g a i n s t h i s k i n g a n d a n o i n t a n o t h e r r u l e r i n h i s p l a c e ( a n d t o be 

" e c o n o m i c a l w i t h t h e t r u t h " ) . 

C a l v i n s a y s , " S i n c e t h e L o r d t a k e s p l e a s u r e i n h i s own o r d i n a n c e , 

t h e d e g r e e s o f d i g n i t y a p p o i n t e d by h i m m u s t be h e l d i n v i o l a b l e . " ' ' 

I f t h i s means t h a t a l l a u t h o r i t y m u s t be a c c e p t e d w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n a n d 

t h a t t h e f i f t h c o r m a n d m e n t i s a l w a y s o n t h e s i d e o f m a i n t a i n i n g t h e 

status quo t h e n t h i s d o e s n o t seem t o a c c o r d w i t h w h a t s c r i p t u r e , a s a 

w h o l e , a c t u a l l y s u g g e s t s . The b i b l i c a l e m p h a s i s i s upon G o d ' s 

s o v e r e i g n t y a n d t h a t human a u t h o r i t i e s a r e o n l y w o r t h y o f r e s p e c t 

w h e n , a n d w h i l s t , t h e y a c t i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h h i s w i l l . B . S . C h i I d s 

s a y s , " T h e f i f t h commandment l e n d s t h e s t r o n g e s t s u p p o r t f o r t h e 

d i v i n e l y a p p o i n t e d a u t h o r i t y o f t h e p a r e n t w i t h i n t h e f a m i l y t o 

p r o v i d e a t r a i n i n g i n f a i t h . The c o m m a n d m e n t , h o w e v e r , o f f e r s no 

w a r r a n t f o r s u b m i s s i o n t o t h e a u t h o r i t y o f r u l i n g c l a s s e s o r e s t a t e s 

i n g e n e r a l , b u t i s d i r e c t e d s o l e l y t o w a r d s t h e g o a l o f t h e e x e r c i s e o f 

G o d ' s r u l e . " ' 2 

I t w o u l d s e e m , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t t h i s " e l l i p t i c a l p r i n c i p l e " has 

v a l u e i n h e l p i n g us s e e t h a t t h e commandmen ts c a n h a v e a w i d e r 

a p p l i c a t i o n t h a n i s o f t e n r e c o g n i s e d ; t h r o u g h o u t t h e Canon we f i n d 

n a r r a t i v e s t h a t e n c o u r a g e us t o r e f l e c t u p o n t h i s w i d e r a p p l i c a t i o n . 

We w o u l d n o t , h o w e v e r , a c c e p t a l l t h e d e t a i l s o f C a l v i n ' s own u s e o f 

t h i s p r i n c i p l e a n d w o u l d w a n t t o a p p l y i t w i t h g r e a t e r c a u t i o n t o 

e n s u r e t h a t we do n o t i m p o s e " h u m a n g l o s s e s " n o r o b s c u r e " t h e p u r p o s e 

o f t h e l a w g i v e r " . We r e c o g n i s e , h o w e v e r , t h a t t h e s e t w o c a v e a t s r a i s e 

1 ' C a I V i n op c i t , p p . 4 6 6 f 

' 2 B . S . C h i l d s - O l d T e s t a m e n t t h e o l o g y i n a c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t p . 7 4 
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e n o r m o u s h e r m e n e u t i ca I p r o b l e m s : how do we e n s u r e t h a t we a r e n o t 

i m p o s i n g " h u m a n g l o s s e s " a n d t h a t we a r e n o t o b s c u r i n g t h e w i l l " o f 

t h e l a w g i v e r " ? C h i I d s h e l p s us w i t h t h i s p r o b l e m when he g i v e s us 

f i v e " e x e g e t i c a l c o n t r o l s w h i c h h a v e e m e r g e d f r o m a s t u d y o f t h e 

D e c a l o g u e a n d w h i c h s h o u l d a i d i n t e s t i n g t h e v a l i d i t y o f e a c h f r e s h 

a t t e m p t t o d e a l s e r i o u s l y w i t h t h e t e x t . " ' 3 He t h e n s a y s , " T h e 

t h e o l o g i c a l c h a l l e n g e f o r t h e c h u r c h t o d a y i s t o g i v e t o t h e d i v i n e 

c o m n a n d m e n t s a f o r m o f ' f l e s h a n d b l o o d ' w h i c h n o t o n l y s t r i v e s t o be 

o b e d i e n t i n t h e h e a r i n g o f h i s w o r d , b u t i s e q u a l l y s e r i o u s i n 

a d d r e s s i n g i t s i m p e r a t i v e s w i t h b o l d n e s s t o t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y w o r l d . " 1 4 

b . N e g a t i v e a n d p o s i t i v e a s p e c t s o f t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s . 

T h i s i s r e a l l y a p a r t i c u l a r a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e e l l i p t i c a l p r i n c i p l e . 

C a l v i n s a y s , " T h e r e i s no n e e d o f p r o v i n g , t h a t when g o o d i s o r d e r e d , 

t h e e v i l w h i c h i s o p p o s e d t o i t i s f o r b i d d e n . . . . I t w i l l a l s o be 

a d m i t t e d w i t h o u t much d i f f i c u l t y , t h a t w h e n e v i l i s f o r b i d d e n , i t s 

o p p o s i t e i s e n j o i n e d . " 1 5 A s p a r t o f h i s e x e g e s i s o f t h e s i x t h 

co rm iandmen t C a l v i n s a y s , " A c c o r d i n g l y , we a r e r e q u i r e d f a i t h f u l l y t o 

do w h a t i n us l i e s t o d e f e n d t h e l i f e o f o u r n e i g h b o u r , t o p r o m o t e 

w h a t e v e r t e n d s t o h i s t r a n q u i l l i t y , t o be v i g i l a n t i n w a r d i n g o f f 

h a r m , a n d , when d a n g e r c o m e s , t o a s s i s t i n r e m o v i n g i t . " 1 6 Of t h e 

n i n t h commandment he s a y s , " T h o u g h t h e commandment i s o n l y d i r e c t e d 

a g a i n s t f a l s e h o o d , i t i n t i m a t e s t h a t t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f o u r 

n e i g h b o u r ' s g o o d name i s r e c o t m i e n d e d . " i 7 

A g a i n t h i s g i v e s t h e commandmen ts a m e a n i n g b e y o n d t h a t o f 

a n y l i m i t e d h i s t o r i c a l s e t t i n g i n w h i c h t h e y may h a v e o r i g i n a t e d . We 

I 3 B . S . C h i I d s - E x o d u s p . 4 3 8 

1 4 B . S . C h i I d s op c i t , p . 4 3 9 

i s C a l v i n op c i t , p . 4 3 8 

1 6 C a I V i n op c i t , p . 4 7 0 

i 7 C a l v i n op c i t , p . 4 7 9 
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w o u l d , h o w e v e r , s u g g e s t t h a t i t i s a n a p p r o p r i a t e way t o r e a d t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s i n t h e i r c a n o n i c a l s e t t i n g o f t h e O l d a n d New T e s t a m e n t s . 

F o r e x a m p l e i n h i s e x e g e s i s o f t h e s i x t h commandment C a l v i n s a y s i t i s 

n o t s u f f i c i e n t t o r e f r a i n f r o m k i l l i n g o u r n e i g h b o u r b u t we m u s t a l s o 

d e f e n d h i s l i f e , p r o p e r t y a n d w e l l - b e i n g . C l e a r l y t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

i s i n h a r m o n y w i t h t h e t e a c h i n g s o f t h e New T e s t a m e n t ( e . g . M a t t h e w 

5 : 4 3 - 4 4 , Romans 1 5 : 2 e t c . ) b u t i t i s n o t d i v o r c e d f r o m t h e t h i n k i n g o f 

t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t w h e r e s i m i t a r c o n c e r n s c a n b e f o u n d . 

The a v o i d a n c e o f h a r m i n g o t h e r s seems f a i r l y b a s i c t o much o f O l d 

T e s t a m e n t l a w a n d m o r a l t e a c h i n g . I t c o u l d be a r g u e d t h a t t h i s i s t h e 

p u r p o s e o f t h e D e c a l o g u e f o r i t s e t s o u t t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t h a t e a c h 

i n d i v i d u a l h a s t o c a r e f o r o t h e r s . T h i s c a r e i s s e e n a s an 

a p p r o p r i a t e r e s p o n s e t o G o d ' s s a v i n g a c t s . A p o s i t i v e e x p r e s s i o n o f 

t h i s b i b l i c a l c o n c e r n i s f o u n d i n M i c a h 6 : 8 w h e r e t h e p r o p h e t d e c l a r e s 

t h a t God r e q u i r e s j u s t i c e a n d k i n d n e s s f r o m h i s p e o p l e . E q u a l l y 

p o s i t i v e i s L e v i t i c u s 1 9 : 1 1 - 1 8 , e s p e c i a l l y v e r s e 1 8 , w h e r e t h e command 

i s g i v e n t o " l o v e y o u r n e i g h b o u r a s y o u r s e l f " . T h e r e a r e a l s o a 

numbe r o f n a r r a t i v e s w h e r e p e o p l e a r e shown k i n d n e s s i n s t e a d o f b e i n g 

k i l l e d . One s u c h i n s t a n c e i s t h e s t o r y o f t h e b a b y Moses b e i n g f o u n d 

by P h a r a o h ' s d a u g h t e r ( E x o d u s 2 : 1 - 1 0 ) . Her f a t h e r ' s l aw was 

a b s o l u t e l y c l e a r b u t s h e c h o s e t o i g n o r e i t a n d g a v e Moses a l i f e , 

w i t h o p p o r t u n i t i e s o f p e r s o n a l g r o w t h a n d e d u c a t i o n t h a t w o u l d h a v e 

b e e n d e n i e d h i m e v e n i f he h a d s u r v i v e d t o l i v e a s a s l a v e . The 

r e s u l t s o f h e r m e r c y a n d k i n d n e s s w e r e t o h a v e a d r a m a t i c e f f e c t upon 

h e r own p e o p l e ! 

A n o t h e r s u c h i n c i d e n t i s when t h e S y r i a n s came t o D o t h a n t o 

c a p t u r e E l i s h a ( 2 K i n g s 6 : 1 1 - 2 3 ) . The enemy s o l d i e r s a r e s t r u c k b l i n d 

by t h e h a n d o f God a n d t a k e n t o S a m a r i a . The k i n g o f I s r a e l w a n t s t o 

k i l l t h e m b u t i n s t e a d E l i s h a commands t h a t t h e y be f e d - t h e y a r e 
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g i v e n a g r e a t f e a s t a n d r e t u r n e d home - f a i r l y u n u s u a l c o n d u c t i n a 

w o r l d w i t h o u t t h e G e n e v a c o n v e n t i o n ! 

A t h i r d i n c i d e n t i s D a v i d ' s t r e a t m e n t o f M e p h i b o s h e t h ( 2 Samuel 

9 ) . T h e n o r m a l a n d p r a c t i c a l way o f p r e v e n t i n g o t h e r c l a i m a n t s f r o m 

c o n s p i r i n g t o t a k e t h e t h r o n e was s i m p l y t o k i l l a l l members o f a n y 

r i v a l , r o y a l f a m i l y . I n s t e a d o f d o i n g t h i s D a v i d t r e a t s S a u l ' s 

g r a n d s o n ( a n d g r e a t - g r a n d s o n ) w i t h k i n d n e s s . D a v i d h a d p r o m i s e d S a u l 

t h a t he w o u l d n o t d e s t r o y h i s f a m i l y ( 1 Samue l 2 4 : 2 1 - 2 2 ) b u t w a y s w e r e 

s o m e t i m e s f o u n d t o n e g a t e t h e s e p r o m i s e s ( e . g . S h i m e i , 2 Samue l 1 9 : 2 3 

c f . 1 K i n g s 2 : 8 - 9 ; 4 4 - 4 6 ) . 

R e f l e c t i o n u p o n t h e s e s t o r i e s may w e l l e n c o u r a g e us t o f i n d 

s u p p o r t f o r C a l v i n ' s h a n d l i n g o f t h e s i x t h c o m m a n d m e n t . 

H o w e v e r , t h i s a p p r o a c h r a i s e s o t h e r p r o b l e m s . Many m o d e r n 

c o m m e n t a t o r s ' 8 s e e k t o d i s t i n g u i s h b e t w e e n t h e d i f f e r e n t t y p e s o f 

k i l l i n g i n s c r i p t u r e a n d c o n c l u d e t h a t t h e w o r d u s e d h e r e ( n ^ ~ } ) 

i s n e a r l y a l w a y s u s e d o f t h e k i l l i n g o f a p e r s o n a l enemy a n d 

o c c a s i o n a l l y o f a c c i d e n t a l k i l l i n g ( D e u t e r o n o m y 4 : 4 1 - 4 3 , 1 9 : 1 - 1 3 ) . 

T h i s d i s t i n c t i o n e n a b l e s t h e m t o s e p a r a t e t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f k i l l i n g , 

i n t h i s c o m m a n d m e n t , f r o m k i l l i n g i n w a r o r f r o m s t a t e e x e c u t i o n . 

T h u s t h e w a r s a n d t h e k i l l i n g s by G o d ' s p e o p l e i n t h e c o u r s e o f t h e i r 

h i s t o r y - o f t e n a t h i s command - become a c c e p t a b l e . I t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o e q u a t e t h e s e a c t i o n s w i t h s e e k i n g t h e g o o d o f o t h e r s a n d s u g g e s t s a 

c o n f l i c t b e t w e e n t h e way C a l v i n i n t e r p r e t s t h i s commandment a n d how i t 

was u n d e r s t o o d by t h e p e o p l e o f I s r a e l . H a r r e l s o n ' ? d i s c u s s e s t h i s 

p r o b l e m a n d s u g g e s t s t h a t t o s a y " l i f e b e l o n g s t o G o d " i s v e r y 

d i f f e r e n t f r o m s a y i n g " l i f e i s s a c r o s a n c t " a n d a l t h o u g h he b e l i e v e s 

t h i s commandment r u l e s o u t c a p i t a l p u n i s h m e n t he r e c o g n i s e s t h e 

I 8 e . g . J . P . H y a t t - E x o d u s p . 2 1 4 

i 9 W . H a r r e l s o n o p c i t p p . 1 0 7 - 1 2 2 . 
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p o s s i b i l i t y o f a r g u i n g thai t o e x e c u t e a m u r d e r e r i s i n f a c t 

p r o t e c t i n g s o c i e t y . I n w a r f a r e i t i s p r o b a b l y a q u e s t i o n o f r e l a t i v e 

v a l u e s - p r o s e c u t i n g a w a r w i t h m e r c y a n d r e s t r a i n t i s p r o b a b l y b e t t e r 

t h a n a w a r i n w h i c h no m e r c y o r r e s t r a i n t i s shown a n d i t may be l e s s 

c a r i n g t o a v o i d a w a r t h a n t o u s e v i o l e n c e t o p r o t e c t o t h e r s . 

C h i l d s 2 0 d r a w s a t t e n t i o n t o t h e s t o r y o f Moses k i l l i n g t h e 

E g y p t i a n ( E x o d u s 2 : 1 1 - 1 2 ) a n d t h e way i n w h i c h t h i s a c t was u n d e r s t o o d 

( o r m i s u n d e r s t o o d ) b y a t l e a s t o n e H e b r e w ( E x o d u s 2 : 1 4 - 1 5 ) . The t e x t 

m a k e s n o commen t o n t h e m o r a l i t y o f t h e a c t - i t i s n o t p r a i s e d a s a 

s e l f l e s s a c t i n t h e d e f e n c e o f t h e h e l p l e s s , n o r i s i t c o n d e m n e d a s an 

u n w a r r a n t e d d e s t r u c t i o n o f human l i f e - t h e r e a d e r i s s i m p l y l e f t t o 

p o n d e r t h e c o m p l e x i t i e s o f t h e i s s u e s i n v o l v e d . 

So o n c e a g a i n we c a n o n l y g i v e a c a u t i o u s a p p r o v a l o f C a l v i n ' s 

a p p r o a c h . I t w o u l d seem r e a s o n a b l e , c e r t a i n l y o n t h e l e v e l o f 

p e r s o n a l c o n d u c t b e t w e e n i n d i v i d u a l s , t o a c c e p t t h a t t h e s i x t h 

commandmen t n o t o n l y p r o h i b i t s m u r d e r b u t a l s o s u g g e s t s a p o s i t i v e 

a t t i t u d e t o w a r d s t h e w e l l - b e i n g o f o t h e r s . H o w e v e r i n t h e w o r l d o f 

t o d a y , a n d t h e w o r l d o f t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t , c h o i c e s a r e n e v e r t h a t 

s i m p l e ; we f i n d o u r s e l v e s c o n d o n i n g t h e " l e a s t b a d " c o u r s e o f a c t i o n 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e " a b s o l u t e g o o d " . We h a v e u n a n s w e r e d q u e s t i o n s 

e s p e c i a l l y w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e k i l l i n g s t h a t t o o k p l a c e d u r i n g I s r a e l ' s 

c o n q u e s t o f C a n a a n u n d e r J o s h u a - d i d t h e p e o p l e m i s u n d e r s t a n d G o d ' s 

w i s h e s a n d i n d u l g e i n k i l l i n g f o r m i s t a k e n r e a s o n s ? Has t h e m o r a l i t y 

o f k i l l i n g c h a n g e d w i t h t i m e ? Was i t a n e c e s s a r y o n e - o f f e v i l f o r t h e 

g r e a t e r g o o d o f G o d ' s c h o s e n p e o p l e ? The O l d T e s t a m e n t h a s a 

d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e on l i f e a n d d e a t h f r o m t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y W e s t e r n 

c i v i l i s a t i o n a n d c e n t r a l t o a n y u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s commandment i s 

t h e f a c t t h a t l i f e i s c r e a t e d by God ( G e n e s i s 2 : 7 ) , i t i s i n G o d ' s 

2 0 B . S . C h i I d s - O l d T e s t a m e n t t h e o l o g y i n a c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t . p 7 6 
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h a n d s ( 1 S a m u e l 2 : 6 ) a n d man m u s t r e c o g n i s e t h i s d i v i n e p r e r o g a t i v e a s 

was e x p r e s s e d b y t h e k i n g i n h i s moment o f a n g u i s h when a s k e d t o 

h e a l Naaman ( 2 K i n g s 5 : 7 ) . 

Does a c l e a r e r p i c t u r e e m e r g e i f we e x a m i n e C a l v i n ' s t r e a t m e n t o f 

t h e p o s i t i v e a s p e c t o f t h e e i g h t h commandment? He s a y s , " t h e p u r p o r t 

i s t h a t i n j u s t i c e b e i n g a n a b o m i n a t i o n t o God we m u s t r e n d e r t o e v e r y 

man h i s d u e . " 2 1 We h a v e p r e v i o u s l y n o t e d A l t ' s 2 2 s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h i s 

commandment o r i g i n a l l y h a d i n v i e w t h e k i d n a p p i n g o f a f r e e I s r a e l i t e 

m a n , b u t i f t h i s d o e s f o r m p a r t o f t h e b a c k g r o u n d i t h a s b e e n l o s t 

s i g h t o f i n t h e r e c e i v e d t e x t , w h e r e t h e f o r m i s a g a i n s t a l l " a c t s o f 

m i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n " . 2 3 C a l v i n s e e s m i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n n o t j u s t a s 

s t e a l i n g p r o p e r t y b u t a s a n y a c t i o n t h a t s t e a l s f r o m a n o t h e r human 

b e i n g h i s r i g h t s . T h i s a f f e c t s e v e r y human r e l a t i o n s h i p - r u l e r s a n d 

r u l e d , m i n i s t e r s a n d c o n g r e g a t i o n s , p a r e n t s a n d c h i l d r e n - a l l m u s t 

f u l f i l t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s o n e t o t h e o t h e r a n d f a i l u r e t o do s o i s a 

k i n d o f t h e f t . C o u r t s o f l a w c a n " s t e a l " f r o m s o c i e t y by f a v o u r i n g 

t h e r i c h , o r t h e p o o r , r a t h e r t h a n j u d g i n g i m p a r t i a l l y . 

T h i s w o u l d a l l seem t o be i n l i n e w i t h t h e s t a n d a r d s t a u g h t , a n d 

e x p e c t e d , i n t h e S c r i p t u r e s . Amos condemns G o d ' s p e o p l e f o r g r e e d a n d 

t h e l a c k o f j u s t i c e w h i c h d e g r a d e s t h e p o o r ( e . g . Amos 2 : 6 , 4 : 1 ) , t h e 

p r o s p e r o u s f a r m e r s w e r e t o s h a r e t h e b o u n t y God had g i v e n t h e m w i t h 

t h e p o o r ( L e v i t i c u s 1 9 : 9 - 1 0 ) , p r o p e r t y a n d f r e e d o m w e r e p r o t e c t e d by 

t h e y e a r o f J u b i l e e ( L e v i t i c u s 2 5 : 1 0 ) . One o f t h e c l e a r e s t 

i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t t h i s commandment c a n r e f e r t o mo re t h a n m a t e r i a l 

p o s s e s s i o n s comes i n J e r e m i a h 2 3 : 3 0 w h e r e r e f e r e n c e i s made t o 

p r o p h e t s who s t e a l G o d ' s w o r d ; c l e a r l y t h e y a r e d e n y i n g p e o p l e t h e 

2 i C a l v i n op c i t , p . 4 7 5 

2 2 A . A I t - D a s V e r b o t d e s D i e b s t a h l s im D e k a l o g p p . 3 3 3 - 3 4 0 . 

2 3 B . S . C h i I d s op c i t p . 8 1 
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r i g h t t o h e a r w h a t God i s r e a l l y s a y i n g a n d s o a r e t h i e v e s . 

We a r e f u r t h e r e n c o u r a g e d t o r e f l e c t u p o n t h e s e r i o u s n e s s o f 

d e n y i n g o r d i n a r y human r i g h t s t o o t h e r s t h r o u g h t h e h o r r i f i c a n d 

h e a r t - r e n d i n g s t o r y o f t h e unnamed c o n c u b i n e t o l d i n J u d g e s 1 9 - 2 0 b u t 

e s p e c i a l l y c h a p t e r 1 9 . T h r o u g h o u t t h e s t o r y t h e woman i s t r e a t e d w i t h 

c o n t e m p t . She f l e e s f r o m t h e L e v i t e i n a n g e r b u t t h a t i s t h e l a s t 

f r e e a c t s h e d o e s ; we a r e n o t t o l d how h e r f a t h e r r e c e i v e d h e r , b u t we 

a r e t o l d t h a t he g a v e t h e L e v i t e a t r e m e n d o u s w e l c o m e when he came 

l o o k i n g f o r h e r ; we a r e n o t t o l d w h e t h e r s h e w e n t b a c k w i t h h i m 

w i l l i n g l y , b u t we a r e t o l d how he w i l l i n g l y s a c r i f i c e d h e r t o s a v e 

h i m s e l f ; we a r e n o t t o l d w h e t h e r s h e was d e a d a f t e r t h e n i g h t o f 

a b u s e , b u t we a r e t o l d t h a t h e r b o d y was d i s m e m b e r e d s o t h a t he c o u l d 

g a i n r e v e n g e . I t i s t h e s t o r y o f a human b e i n g who i s d e n i e d a n y 

h u m a n i t y o r c o n s i d e r a t i o n f r o m t h o s e u p o n whom s h e d e p e n d e d - l o v e , 

p r o t e c t i o n , r e s p e c t , c o n s i d e r a t i o n a r e s t o l e n f r o m h e r a s s h e i s 

u t t e r l y d e g r a d e d by G o d ' s p e o p l e . 

A l t h o u g h t h e s e r e f l e c t i o n s e n c o u r a g e us t o g i v e v a l i d i t y t o 

C a l v i n ' s p r i n c i p l e we h a v e r e s e r v a t i o n s a b o u t t h e way i t i s a p p l i e d . 

Once a g a i n he seems t o u s e i t t o s u p p o r t t h e status quo, he s a y s , 

" T h i s c o m m a n d m e n t , t h e r e f o r e , we s h a l l d u l y o b e y , i f , c o n t e n t e d w i t h 

o u r own l o t , we s t u d y t o a c q u i r e n o t h i n g b u t h o n e s t a n d l a w f u l g a i n . 

. . . . On t h e o t h e r h a n d l e t i t be o u r c o n s t a n t a i m f a i t h f u l l y t o 

l e n d o u r c o u n s e l a n d a i d t o a l l s o a s t o a s s i s t t h e m i n r e t a i n i n g 

t h e i r p r o p e r t y " 2 4 ( c f . 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 7 : 2 0 - 2 2 , P h i l i p p i a n s 4 : 1 1 ) . I t 

i s , h o w e v e r , w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t t h i s c r i t i c i s m i s made f r o m t h e 

p e r s p e c t i v e o f t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y B r i t i s h d e m o c r a c y a n d e x p o s u r e t o a l l 

t h e p r e s e n t - d a y p r e s s u r e g r o u p s f o r e q u a l i t y - C a l v i n l i v e d a n d w r o t e 

i n t h e v e r y d i f f e r e n t w o r l d o f t h e s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y . I t i s p e r h a p s 

2 4 C a l v i n op c i t p . 4 7 6 f 
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u n f a i r t o e x p e c t h i m t o h a v e t h e i n s i g h t s i t h a s t a k e n us s o l o n g t o 

l e a r n a n d we e a s i l y f o r g e t t h a t women w e r e o n l y g i v e n e q u a l i t y w i t h 

men i n o u r e l e c t o r a l s y s t e m i n 1 9 2 8 , t h a t t h e C a t h o l i c e m a n c i p a t i o n 

a c t w a s n o t p a s s e d u n t i l 1 8 2 9 , women a n d c h i l d r e n w e r e e x p l o i t e d by 

i n d u s t r y u n t i l t h e m i n e s a n d f a c t o r y a c t s o f 1842 a n d 1 8 4 7 , a n d 

s l a v e r y w a s n o t a b o l i s h e d u n t i l 1 8 3 4 . C h i I d s p o i n t s o u t , " t h e f a c t 

t h a t e v e r y i n t e r p r e t a t i o n r e f l e c t s a l a r g e a m o u n t o f c u l t u r a l 

c o n d i t i o n i n g s h o u l d n o t be m i s u n d e r s t o o d " . 2 5 

W r i t i n g f r o m a modern p e r s p e c t i v e H a r r e l s o n 2 6 s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s 

c o n m a n d m e n t s h o u l d a c t u a l l y be u s e d a g a i n s t t h o s e who amass w e a l t h a t 

t h e e x p e n s e o f o t h e r s , o f t e n c o n f i d e n t t h a t t h e y w i l l be p r o t e c t e d by 

t h e l a w . G o d ' s p e o p l e c a n n o t s u p p o r t t h e m a i n t e n a n c e o f an u n j u s t 

s o c i e t y n o r w o r k f o r t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f p r o p e r t y t h a t h a s b e e n 

o b t a i n e d u n j u s t l y ; t h e r i g h t o f a l l p e o p l e t o s h a r e i n G o d ' s b o u n t y 

m u s t be p r o t e c t e d . 

P e r h a p s , a s b e f o r e , we s h o u l d p u t t h e e m p h a s i s upon p e r s o n a l 

r e s p o n s i b i I i t y 2 7 . W h i l s t b e i n g c o n t e n t w i t h o u r l o t we s h o u l d s e e k t o 

i m p r o v e t h e l o t o f o t h e r s , a t t h e same t i m e o t h e r s w i l l w o r k t o e n s u r e 

o u r w e l l - b e i n g a n d t o e n s u r e j u s t i c e f o r u s . The e i g h t h commandment 

i s a b o u t o u r p e r s o n a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o e n s u r e t h a t we do n o t t a k e 

a n y t h i n g t h a t r i g h t l y b e l o n g s t o a n o t h e r , a n d i t f o l l o w s t h a t i f 

e v e r y b o d y was a b l e t o a c c e p t t h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t h e w o r l d w o u l d be 

f a i r a n d j u s t ; no p e r s o n w o u l d h a v e t h e i r " d u e " s t o l e n e i t h e r by an 

i n d i v i d u a l o r s o c i e t y . 

2 5 B . S . C h i I d s - E x o d u s p . 4 3 8 

2 < 5 W . H a r r e l s o n op c i t , p p . 1 3 8 f . 

2 7 T h e v e r b u s e d i s i n t h e s e c o n d p e r s o n s i n g u l a r . N o t h ( E x o d u s 
p . 1 6 2 ) d e s c r i b e s t h i s a s " t h e c o l l e c t i v e s e c o n d p e r s o n " a n d 
t a k e s i t t o mean t h e n a t i o n a s a w h o l e . H y a t t ( E x o d u s p . 2 0 9 ) s a y s , 
" t h e y a r e a d d r e s s e d t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l w i t h i n t h e I s r a e l i t e 
commun i t y . " 
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c . The commandmen ts a r e c o n c e r n e d w i t h m o t i v e s a s w e l l a s w i t h 

a c t i o n s . 

C a l v i n d e c l a r e s t h a t " i n t h e Law human l i f e i s i n s t r u c t e d n o t m e r e l y 

i n o u t w a r d d e c e n c y b u t i n i n w a r d s p i r i t u a l r i g h t e o u s n e s s . " 2 8 T h i s i s 

b a s e d o n t h e f a c t t h a t God i s n o t o n l y c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e o u t w a r d 

a p p e a r a n c e b u t w i t h p u r i t y o f h e a r t ( 1 Samue l 1 6 : 7 ) a n d C a l v i n i s 

a b l e t o make t h e t r a n s i t i o n f r o m t h e " o u t w a r d " t o t h e " i n w a r d " by 

c o n s i d e r i n g t h e n a t u r e o f t h e l a w g i v e r . God i s s p i r i t u a l , t h e r e f o r e 

" h e s p e a k s t o t h e s o u l n o t l e s s t h a n t h e b o d y " . 2 ? . The v e r y n a t u r e o f 

God m e a n s i t i s n o t s u f f i c i e n t t o o b e y t h e o u t w a r d f o r m s a n d 

r e q u i r e m e n t s o f t h e l a w b e c a u s e r e a l o b e d i e n c e demands t h a t i t s h o u l d 

be k e p t i n a n d w i t h t h e m i n d a s w e l l . T h i s i s w h a t J e s u s t e a c h e s i n 

t h e a n t i t h e s e s o f S t . M a t t h e w ' s G o s p e l w h e r e t h e commandments a g a i n s t 

m u r d e r , a d u l t e r y a n d t h e f t i n c l u d e t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f w r a t h , l u s t a n d 

c o v e t o u s n e s s . F o r C a l v i n G o d ' s n a t u r e m a k e s t h i s n o t j u s t a v a l i d 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s b u t a s e l f - e v i d e n t t r u t h . 

T h i s h i g h l i g h t s t h e p r o b l e m s e n c o u n t e r e d by c o m m e n t a t o r s i n 

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g b e t w e e n t h e e i g h t h a n d t e n t h commandmen ts a n d w h i c h l e d 

t o A l t ' s h y p o t h e s i s , m e n t i o n e d e a r l i e r , i n w h i c h he s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e 

e i g h t h commandment p r o h i b i t e d k i d n a p p i n g a n d a l l o t h e r c a t e g o r i e s o f 

t h e f t a r e p r o h i b i t e d by t h e t e n t h . F o r A l t t h e l a s t f i v e commandments 

a r e c o n c e r n e d w i t h p r o t e c t i n g t h e f u n d a m e n t a l r i g h t s o f t h e f r e e 

I s r a e l i t e - h i s l i f e , h i s m a r r i a g e , h i s f r e e d o m , h i s r e p u t a t i o n a n d 

h i s p r o p e r t y . M o s t do n o t a c c e p t A l t ' s s u g g e s t i o n b u t , a s we saw 

e a r l i e r , t h e r e i s d i s a g r e e m e n t o n w h e t h e r o r n o t " c o v e t " i n c l u d e s " t h e 

i n t e n t i o n t o p o s s e s s " . H o w e v e r we r e s o l v e t h a t p r o b l e m i t i s c l e a r 

t h a t t h e t e n t h commandment h a s some c o n c e r n w i t h m o t i v e , o r i n t e n t i o n , 

2 8 C a l v i n op c i t , p . 4 3 4 . 

2 9 C a l v i n op c i t , p . 4 3 5 
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r a t h e r t h a n j u s t o b j e c t i v e a c t i o n . C a l v i n s u g g e s t s t h a t a l l t h e 

c o m m a n d m e n t s h a v e t h i s same c o n c e r n a n d w h e n we l o o k a t t h i s i n t h e 

c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t t h e r e d o e s seem t o be a n a b u n d a n c e o f p a s s a g e s 

w h i c h s u g g e s t t h a t God i s p r i m a r i l y i n t e r e s t e d i n a t t i t u d e o f m i n d a n d 

a l s o t h a t r i g h t m o t i v a t i o n i n e v i t a b l y l e a d s t o r i g h t a c t i o n . We g i v e 

a f e w e x a m p l e s . I n D e u t e r o n o m y 5 , a f t e r t h e commandmen ts h a v e been 

r e c o r d e d , o u r a t t e n t i o n i s d r a w n t o t h e f e a r f u l r e a c t i o n o f t h e p e o p l e 

t o t h e t h e o p h a n y , f o l l o w e d b y t h e i r r e q u e s t f o r M o s e s t o a c t a s 

m e d i a t o r . We t h e n g e t J a h w e h ' s r e s p o n s e , v e r s e 2 9 , "Oh t h a t t h e y had 

s u c h a m i n d a s t h i s a l w a y s , t o f e a r me a n d k e e p a l l my c o m m a n d m e n t s " -

t h e r i g h t m e n t a l a t t i t u d e l e a d s t o t h e r i g h t a c t i o n . I n t h e s t o r y o f 

how D a v i d w a s a n o i n t e d k i n g ( 1 Samue l 1 6 : 1 - 1 3 ) E l i a b was r e j e c t e d by 

God w h o s a i d t o S a m u e l , "man l o o k s a t t h e o u t w a r d a p p e a r a n c e b u t t h e 

L o r d l o o k s a t t h e h e a r t " ( v e r s e 7 ) . I n D e u t e r o n o m y 1 3 : 3 - 4 we a g a i n 

h a v e t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t l o v e o f God r e s u l t s i n o b e y i n g h i s 

c o m m a n d m e n t s . F u r t h e r m o r e D a v i d s p e a k s o f t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f 

m o t i v a t i o n ( 1 C h r o n i c l e s 2 9 : 1 7 ) ; S o l o m o n i s commended f o r a s k i n g f o r 

an " u n d e r s t a n d i n g m i n d " ( 1 K i n g s 3 : 9 ) ; J e r e m i a h c o n d e m n s t h e p e o p l e 

f o r h a v i n g a " s t u b b o r n h e a r t " w h i c h means t h a t t h e y h a v e t u r n e d a s i d e 

f r o m G o d ' s way ( J e r e m i a h 5 : 2 3 ) . The m e s s a g e i s t h a t r i g h t a t t i t u d e s 

l e a d t o r i g h t a c t i o n a n d r i g h t a c t i o n c a n n o t be d o n e w i t h o u t r i g h t 

a t t i t u d e . T h i s t h e m e i s c o n t i n u e d i n t h e New T e s t a m e n t . S t . 

M a t t h e w ' s g o s p e l m a k e s a v e r y c l e a r l i n k b e t w e e n m o t i v e a n d a c t i o n 

( e . g . 5 : 2 8 , 1 5 : 1 8 ) . J e s u s i s r e c o r d e d a s s a y i n g t h a t a p e r s o n ' s 

n a t u r e i s k n o w n b y t h e i r a c t i o n s ( 7 : 1 6 ) w h i c h a p p l i e s n o t o n l y t o g o o d 

p e o p l e b u t a l s o t o t h e u n g o d l y ( 1 2 : 3 3 - 3 5 ) . 

When we c o n s i d e r i n d i v i d u a l commandmen ts l i t t l e n e e d s t o be s a i d 

a b o u t t h e t e n t h . E v e n i f t h e v e r b u s e d h a s w i t h i n i t t h e i n t e n t i o n t o 

a c q u i r e i l l e g a l l y w h a t b e l o n g s t o a n o t h e r , i t c e r t a i n l y a l s o h a s t o do 
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w i t h t h e m e n t a l a t t i t u d e t h a t l e a d s t o t h e a c t i o n - B . S . C h i I d s s a y s , 

" i t s e e m s t o d e n o t e s u b j e c t i v e r a t h e r t h a n o b j e c t i v e e m o t i o n . " 3 0 . 

T h e n i n t h commandment r e q u i r e s s l i g h t l y l o n g e r t r e a t m e n t . " F a l s e 

w i t n e s s " a p p l i e s p r i m a r i l y t o p u b l i c d e c l a r a t i o n a n d t h e r e a r e t h o s e S t 

who d o n o t b e l i e v e i t c a n b e e x t e n d e d f r o m t h e l e g a l r e a l m t o i n c l u d e 

l y i n g . H o w e v e r o u r c o n c e r n h e r e i s w h e t h e r o r n o t we c a n e s t a b l i s h 

some l i n k b e t w e e n a n a t t i t u d e o f h e a r t a n d m i n d a n d t h e b r e a k i n g o f 

t h i s c o m m a n d m e n t . I n t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t t h e c o n c e p t o f t r u t h d o e s 

a p p l y t o f a c t s ( D e u t e r o n o m y 1 7 : 4 , 1 K i n g s 1 0 : 6 ) b u t i t i s a l s o u s e d t o 

d e s c r i b e a m o r a l a t t r i b u t e - c o m m e n t i n g u p o n o r a s s e s s i n g t h e 

d e p e n d a b i l i t y , a n d r e l i a b i l i t y o f a p e r s o n o r a g r o u p o f p e o p l e ( e . g . 

G e n e s i s 4 2 : 1 6 ) . H e z e k i a h d i d " w h a t was g o o d a n d r i g h t a n d f a i t h f u l 

( riOK ) b e f o r e t h e L o r d h i s G o d " ( 2 C h r o n i c l e s 3 1 : 2 0 ) a n d i n c o m p l e t e 

c o n t r a s t t h o s e who w e r e f a l s e - w i t n e s s e s a g a i n s t N a b o t h a r e d e s c r i b e d 

a s " s o n s o f w o r t h I e s s n e s s " ( i^2^P~~^-!-? K i n g s 2 1 : 1 3 ) , 

s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e i r w i l l i n g n e s s t o t e l l l i e s i n a l e g a l c o n t e x t was 

s i m p l y a r e f l e c t i o n o f t h e i r n o r m a l p a t t e r n o f b e h a v i o u r ( c f . P r o v e r b s 

6 : 1 2 ) . C e r t a i n l y G o d ' s l o v e o f t r u t h f u l n e s s i s p r o c l a i m e d i n t h e 

P s a l m s ( e . g . 1 5 : 2 ) a n d P r o v e r b s ( e . g 1 2 : 2 2 ) w h e r e a s t h o s e who a c t as 

f a l s e w i t n e s s e s a r e m a r k e d o u t a s l i a r s ( P r o v e r b s 1 2 : 1 7 ) a n d 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h i n g s t h a t t h e L o r d h a t e s ( P r o v e r b s 6 : 1 6 - 1 9 ) . I n 

I s a i a h 4 4 : 2 0 a s p e c i f i c l i n k i s made b e t w e e n a " d e l u d e d m i n d " a n d t h e 

i n a b i l i t y t o d i s c e r n t r u t h a n d I s a i a h 5 9 : 1 3 r e f e r s t o t h e f a c t t h a t 

l i e s o r i g i n a t e i n t h e h e a r t . The b i b l i c a l v i e w o f a f a l s e w i t n e s s 

w o u l d s e e m t o be t h a t s u c h a p e r s o n i s o n e who r e g a r d s f a i t h f u l n e s s , 

h o n e s t y a n d i n t e g r i t y t o w a r d s h i s n e i g h b o u r a s u n i m p o r t a n t . T h o s e who 

g i v e f a l s e t e s t i m o n y i n c o u r t , o r who I i e t o t h e i r f e I low m e n , do so 

3 0 8 . S . C h i I d s - " E x o d u s " p . 4 2 5 

3 1 e . g . A . D . H . M a y e s - D e u t e r o n o m y p . 1 7 1 . 
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b e c a u s e t h e y l a c k m o r a l i n t e g r i t y ; t h e i r h e a r t , t h e i r m i n d , t h e i r 

m o t i v a t i o n s a r e n o t s u b j e c t t o t h e w i l l o f G o d . Hence s i n c e " f a l s e -

w i t n e s s " o r i g i n a t e s f r o m a " f a l s e h e a r t " we c a n , i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e 

w i d e r c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t , i n t e r p r e t t h i s commandment a s g i v i n g s u p p o r t 

t o C a l v i n ' s b e l i e f t h a t t h e d e c a l o g u e i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h m o t i v e s a s 

w e l l a s w i t h a c t i o n s . 

2 . T H E NATURE OF HUMAN RESPONSE 

Some o f t h e t h i n g s t h a t we a r e i n c l u d i n g i n t h i s c a t e g o r y c o u l d 

e q u a l l y w e l l h a v e b e e n p l a c e d i n c a t e g o r y 1 a b o v e . The r e a s o n f o r 

p u t t i n g t h e m u n d e r t h i s h e a d i n g i s t h a t t h e y r e q u i r e t h e r e s p o n s e o f 

f a i t h ; t h e y a r e a b o u t how t h e p e o p l e o f God s h o u l d r e s p o n d t o t h i s 

u n i q u e c o l l e c t i o n o f r u l e s r a t h e r t h a n a b o u t s p e c i f i c i n t e r p r e t i v e 

t o o I s . 

a . R i g h t r e s p o n s e r e c o g n i s e s t h e L a w g i v e r . 

The t e n c o m m a n d m e n t s c l a i m t o be G o d ' s m e s s a g e t o h i s p e o p l e , t h e y a r e 

s p o k e n b y h i m ( E x o d u s 2 0 : 1 , D e u t e r o n o m y 5 : 4 , 2 2 ) ; f a i l u r e t o k e e p t h e m 

b r i n g s f o r t h h i s a n g e r ( D e u t e r o n o m y 1 1 : 2 6 - 2 8 ) . T h i s i s c r u c i a l t o 

C a l v i n ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e c o n m a n d m e n t s . He i s n o t c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

t h e i s s u e s o f o r i g i n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t t h a t o f t e n d o m i n a t e m o d e r n w o r k 

on t h e D e c a l o g u e b u t o n l y w i t h t h e r e c e i v e d t e x t b e i n g f r o m G o d . I n 

h i s e x p o s i t i o n o f a number o f t h e commandments he r e l a t e s w h a t i s s a i d 

t o " t h e l a w g i v e r " , f o r e x a m p l e when c o n s i d e r i n g t h e s e v e n t h 

commandment he s a y s , " . . - . . . l e t us c o n s i d e r who t h e l a w g i v e r i s 

t h a t t h u s c o n d e m n s f o r n i c a t i o n . "32 I n t h e g e n e r a l c o n c l u s i o n t o h i s 

e x e g e s i s he s a y s , w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e w h o l e D e c a l o g u e , " F o r t h e r e i n God 

h a s s o d e l i n e a t e d h i s own c h a r a c t e r t h a t a n y o n e e x h i b i t i n g i n a c t i o n 

3 2 C a l v i n o p c i t , p . 4 7 4 . 
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w h a t i s commanded w o u l d i n some m e a s u r e e x h i b i t a l i v i n g image o f 

G o d . " 3 3 

T h i s i s p e r h a p s m o s t c l e a r l y e x p r e s s e d i n h i s c o m m e n t a r y on t h e 

f i r s t commandment . 34 He makes i t c l e a r t h a t f o r h i m i t i s 

c o m p a r a t i v e l y u n i m p o r t a n t w h e t h e r , " I am t h e L o r d t h y G o d , w h i c h 

b r o u g h t t h e e o u t o f t h e l a n d o f E g y p t , o u t o f t h e h o u s e o f b o n d a g e . " 

i s i n c l u d e d a s p a r t o f t h e f i r s t commandment o r t r e a t e d a s a s e p a r a t e 

p r e f a c e . I t i s , h o w e v e r , i m p o r t a n t t o s e e i t a s i n t r o d u c i n g t h e w h o l e 

D e c a l o g u e . By t h e u s e o f t h e w o r d " L o r d " a n d by r e m i n d i n g t h e m o f h i s 

k i n d n e s s God s t a t e s h i s r i g h t t o command ; t h i s i n t u r n s h o u l d b r i n g 

f r o m t h e m t h e r e s p o n s e o f g r a t i t u d e . 

M o r e c o n t r o v e r s i a l l y C a l v i n a l s o s e e s i n t h i s s e n t e n c e t h e c l a i m 

t h a t God i s " t h e God o f t h e C h u r c h " . When he d e l i v e r e d t h e m f r o m E g y p t 

he made t h e m h i s c h o s e n p e o p l e ( c f . J e r e m i a h 3 1 : 3 3 ) w h i c h i s t h e same 

r e l a t i o n s h i p g i v e n t o t h e c h u r c h , a s i n h e r i t o r s o f t h e p r o m i s e s o f 

G o d , t h r o u g h t h e w o r k o f C h r i s t . T h i s , h o w e v e r , i s i n k e e p i n g w i t h a 

c a n o n i c a l r e a d i n g o f s c r i p t u r e ; o n e a p p r o a c h i s t o s e e t h e c o m m u n i t y 

o f f a i t h o f t h e New T e s t a m e n t ( t h e C h r i s t i a n c h u r c h ) i n some way 

s t a n d i n g i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h t h e c o r m i u n i t y o f f a i t h o f t h e O l d 

T e s t a m e n t ( t h e p e o p l e o f I s r a e l ) , s o t h e God o f I s r a e l i s t h e God o f 

t h e c h u r c h . O u r p a r t i c u l a r c o n c e r n a t t h i s j u n c t u r e i s t o i l l u s t r a t e , 

a n d e x a m i n e , t h e i m p o r t a n c e C a l v i n a t t a c h e s t o " u n d e r s t a n d i n g G o d " a s 

an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f " u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s " . 

The f i r s t commandment s e t s b e f o r e t h e c h o s e n p e o p l e t h e a b s o l u t e 

a n d b a s i c r e q u i r e m e n t o f t h e A l m i g h t y . B e c a u s e he h a s c h o s e n t h e m 

t h e y a r e t o h a v e no o t h e r g o d s b e f o r e h i m ; t h e y a r e t o a b s t a i n f r o m 

a n y a c t i v i t y o r t h o u g h t t h a t w o u l d d i m i n i s h t h e g l o r y o f H i s d i v i n i t y . 

3 3 C a l v i n op c i t p . 4 8 3 . 

3 4 C a l v i n op c i t p g s . 4 4 2 - 4 4 7 . 
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They a r e t o a p p r o a c h H i m w i t h a d o r a t i o n ( r e n d e r i n g homage t o h i s 

m a j e s t y ) , t r u s t ( s e c u r e r e s t i n g ) , i n v o c a t i o n ( b e t a k i n g o u r s e l v e s t o 

h i m a s t h e o n l y s o u r c e o f a i d ) a n d t h a n k s g i v i n g ( g r a t i t u d e t h a t 

a s c r i b e s t o h i m p r a i s e f o r a l l b l e s s i n g s ) . F o r C a l v i n t h i s i s t h e 

r i g h t r e s p o n s e o f t h e c h o s e n p e o p l e t o t h e A l m i g h t y God who h a s 

d e I i v e r e d t h e m . 

T h i s r a i s e s t h e o l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n s a b o u t how we know G o d . An 

o b v i o u s a n s w e r i s t h r o u g h h i s own s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n , b u t do t h e 

commandmen ts a c t u a l l y g i v e u s a c o m p l e t e a n d c l e a r l y d i s c e r n i b l e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f God? W . Z i m m e r l i 3 5 s e e s a t e n s i o n w i t h i n G o d ' s s e l f -

r e v e l a t i o n a s we h a v e i t i n t h e S i n a i n a r r a t i v e . I n t h e p r o l o g u e we 

h a v e a l o v i n g God who d e l i v e r s H i s p e o p l e , i n t h e s e c o n d commandment 

we h a v e a j e a l o u s God who p u n i s h e s c h i l d r e n f o r t h e s i n s o f t h e i r 

f a t h e r s up t o f o u r g e n e r a t i o n s . T h i s d o e s n ' t p r e s e n t C a l v i n w i t h a 

p r o b l e m : b e c a u s e o f t h e s i n f u l n a t u r e o f a I I h u m a n i t y t h o s e " c h i l d r e n " 

w i l l be p u n i s h e d f o r t h e i r own s i n a n d n o t by u n j u s t h a t r e d on t h e 

p a r t o f G o d . A j e a l o u s G o d , who w i l l b r o o k no r i v a l s , a n d a l o v i n g 

G o d , who d e l i v e r s h i s p e o p l e f r o m b o n d a g e , a r e j u s t t w o f a c e t s o f t h e 

t o t a l p i c t u r e o f God g i v e n t h r o u g h h i s l a w . Y e t t h e q u e s t i o n s 

Z i m m e r i i r a i s e s , by p o i n t i n g o u t t h e s e t e n s i o n s , a r e i m p o r t a n t a n d a r e 

r a i s e d t i m e a n d t i m e a g a i n i n t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t . The b o o k o f Hosea 

e n c o u r a g e s us t o r e f l e c t u p o n G o d ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o h i s p e o p l e , 

c o n s i s t i n g o f l o v e a n d j e a l o u s y , t h r o u g h t h e s t o r y o f Gomer . The 

s t o r y o f K o r a h , D a t h a n a n d A b i r a m ( N u m b e r s 1 6 ) , t h e s t o r y o f A c h a n 

( J o s h u a 7 ) , t h e s t o r y o f D a v i d a n d B a t h s h e b a ( 2 Samuel 1 1 - 1 2 ) a r e 

e x a m p l e s o f s t o r i e s t h a t g i v e r i s e t o r e f l e c t i o n u p o n G o d ' s 

j u d g e m e n t a n d f o r g i v e n e s s . P e r h a p s t h e y d o n ' t a d d a n y t h i n g new t o o u r 

k n o w l e d g e o f God b u t t h e y do seem t o h i g h l i g h t m a t t e r s i n a d i f f e r e n t 

3 5 W . Z i m m e r I i - O l d T e s t a m e n t t h e o l o g y i n o u t l i n e p . 1 0 9 f 
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w a y . 

C . J . H . W r i g h t d r a w s a t t e n t i o n t o a d i f f e r e n t n u a n c e when he s a y s 

" W h a t God i s l i k e i s t o b e s e e n i n w h a t he d o e s o r h a s d o n e . " 3 6 T h i s 

i s p a r t o f t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e p r o l o g u e w h i c h c l e a r l y r e m i n d s t h e 

p e o p l e o f I s r a e l t h a t t h e commandmen ts a r e f r o m J a h w e h , t h e God o f 

t h e i r h i s t o r y a n d t h e God o f t h e i r s a l v a t i o n . 

I t may w e l l be t r u e t h a t i n t h e D e c a l o g u e G o d ' s c h a r a c t e r i s 

" d e l i n e a t e d " a n d a p e r f e c t u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f i t w o u l d l e a d t o a p e r f e c t 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f h i m . I n p r a c t i c a l t e r m s , h o w e v e r , we n e e d h e l p f r o m 

o t h e r s o u r c e s t o g r a s p t h e f u l l n e s s o f G o d . The B i b l e d e s c r i b e s t h e 

way he a c t s a s w e l l a s t h e commands he g i v e s ; t h e way he e n t e r s i n t o 

d i a l o g u e w i t h h i s p e o p l e ( e . g Moses a t t h e b u r n i n g b u s h . E x o d u s 3 - 4 , 

A b r a h a m a n d t h e c i t y o f S o d o m , G e n e s i s 1 8 : 1 6 - 3 3 ) , t h e q u e s t i o n i n g s 

t h a t o c c u r i n t h e P s a l m s f r o m a p o s i t i o n o f f a i t h . T h e s e a l l 

c o n t r i b u t e t o o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f God a n d t h e r e s p o n s e t h a t he 

r e q u i r e s f r o m h i s p e o p l e . 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t t h e commandments a r e f r o m God 

a n d a l t h o u g h we c a n t a b u l a t e a w h o l e l i s t o f d i v i n e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s i t 

i s n o t a l w a y s a s s i m p l e , a s C a l v i n seems t o s u g g e s t , t o r e c o n c i l e 

t h e s e d i f f e r e n t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a n d r e l a t e t h e i n d i v i d u a l commandments 

t o t h e m . 

b . R i g h t r e s p o n s e r e c o g n i s e s human u n w o r t h i n e s s . 

C a l v i n s a y s , " b y p r o m u l g a t i n g t h e r u l e o f h i s j u s t i c e , he c h a r g e s us 

b o t h w i t h i m p o t e n c e a n d u n r i g h t e o u s n e s s . " a n d , " c o n t r a s t i n g o u r 

c o n d u c t w i t h t h e r i g h t e o u s n e s s o f t h e l a w , we s e e how v e r y f a r i t i s 

f r o m b e i n g i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t h e w i l l o f G o d , a n d , t h e r e f o r e , how 

u n w o r t h y we a r e o f h o l d i n g o u r p l a c e among h i s c r e a t u r e s , f a r l e s s o f 

3 6 C . J . H . W r i g h t - L i v i n g a s t h e p e o p l e o f God p . 2 6 f . 
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b e i n g a c c o u n t e d h i s s o n s " 3 7 . T h i s i s an i d e a t h a t i s f o u n d i n t h e New 

T e s t a m e n t , J e s u s p o i n t e d o u t human s i n f u l n e s s ( M a t t h e w 7 : 1 1 , 1 9 : 7 ) a s 

d i d P a u l ( R o m a n s 3 : 2 3 , 7 : 1 8 - 2 0 ) b u t t h e same i d e a i s f o u n d f r e q u e n t l y 

w i t h i n t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t ; f o r e x a m p l e I s a i a h s a y s , " a l l o u r r i g h t e o u s 

d e e d s a r e l i k e a p o l l u t e d g a r m e n t " ( 6 4 : 6 ) , o r t h e P s a l m i s t s a y s , 

" t h e r e i s n o n e t h a t d o e s g o o d " ( 1 4 : 1 ) . A g e n e r a l d e c l a r a t i o n o f t h e 

s i n f u l n e s s o f h u m a n i t y i s n o t t h e same a s s a y i n g t h a t t h e commandments 

show u s human s i n f u l n e s s . T h i s i s s t a t e d i n P a u l i n e l i t e r a t u r e 

(Romans 3 : 2 0 , 7 : 7 e t c . ) b u t , a s s t a t e d i n t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n , P a u l a n d 

t h e l a w i s b e y o n d t h e s c o p e o f t h i s s t u d y . We d o , h o w e v e r r e c o g n i s e a 

m e a s u r e o f c o n f l i c t a n d d i s c o n t i n u i t y b e t w e e n t h e a p p r o a c h e s o f P a u l 

a n d M a t t h e w - M a t t h e w w r i t e s a s a Jew f o r J e w i s h C h r i s t i a n s who n e e d 

t o i n t e r p r e t t h e i r own h i s t o r y a n d t r a d i t i o n s t h r o u g h t h e p e r s o n o f 

J e s u s C h r i s t : P a u l , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , w r i t e s a s t h e " A p o s t l e t o t h e 

G e n t i l e s " a n d i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h how much ( o r l i t t l e ) J e w i s h p r a c t i c e s , 

t r a d i t i o n s a n d a t t i t u d e s a r e o b l i g a t o r y f o r n o n - J e w s e m b r a c i n g 

C h r i s t i a n i t y f r o m p a g a n i s m . The i s s u e f o r u s , h o w e v e r , i s w h e t h e r o r 

n o t C a l v i n h a s h e r e a d o p t e d a P a u l i n e p o s i t i o n t h a t l a c k s c o n t i n u i t y 

w i t h t h e r e s t o f t h e c a n o n . 

A l t h o u g h t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t t h e Ten c o n m a n d m e n t s i l l u s t r a t e 

human u n w o r t h i n e s s i s n o t e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d o u t s i d e S t . P a u l , t h e 

i n g r e d i e n t s f o r t h i s c o n c l u s i o n a r e f o u n d e l s e w h e r e i n t h e s c r i p t u r e s . 

We h a v e a l r e a d y l o o k e d a t C a l v i n ' s c l a i m t h a t t h e D e c a l o g u e r e v e a l s 

G o d ' s n a t u r e a n d h o l i n e s s a n d a l t h o u g h we h a v e some r e s e r v a t i o n s a b o u t 

t h e i d e a o f a c o m p l e t e r e v e l a t i o n j u s t w i t h i n t h e commandments , we 

h a v e no h e s i t a t i o n i n a c c e p t i n g t h a t t h e y do d e m o n s t r a t e many o f t h e 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f God a n d a r e a p r o c l a m a t i o n o f t h e b e h a v i o u r God 

e x p e c t s f r o m h i s p e o p l e . As s u c h t h e y p r e s e n t a c r i t e r i o n f o r 

3 7 C a l v i n op c i t , p g s . 4 3 1 f 
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j u d g m e n t - f a i t h f u l p e o p l e k e e p t h e m , t h e u n f a i t h f u l d o n ' t . H a r r e l s o n 

d r a w s a t t e n t i o n t o t h i s w h e n he s a y s , " . . t h e s e w o r d s m a r k t h e p a t h s 

t h a t l e a d , r e s p e c t i v e l y , t o d e a t h a n d t o l i f e . T h e y c l e a r l y l a y o u t 

t h e way o f d e a t h , t h e way o n w h i c h a l l who d o w h a t i s h e r e p r o h i b i t e d 

a r e e m b a r k e d " . 3 8 C h i I d s e x p r e s s e s a s i m i l a r i d e a ; he s a y s , 

" C o m m a n d m e n t s w h i c h s e r v e t h e f a i t h f u l a s g u i d e s t o l i f e s i m i l a r l y 

w o r k d e a t h t o t h e d i s o b e d i e n t . T h i s d u a l s i d e o f t h e l aw i s 

h i g h l i g h t e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e P e n t a t e u c h , b o t h i n t h e c e r e m o n y w h i c h 

s e a l e d t h e c o v e n a n t ( E x o d u s 2 4 ) a n d i n t h e r i t u a l o f b l e s s i n g and 

c u r s i n g . T h e e x e c u t i o n o f j u d g m e n t a n n o u n c e d b y t h e p r o p h e t s was 

c o n t a i n e d w i t h i n t h e l a w i t s e l f f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g " . 3 9 

C e r t a i n l y t h e p r o p h e t s w o u l d seem t o u s e t h e p r i n c i p l e s o f t h e 

D e c a l o g u e a s a s t a n d a r d f o r r i g h t c o n d u c t b o t h i n p r o c l a i m i n g w h a t 

s h o u l d be d o n e a n d i n c o n d e m n i n g t h e c o v e n a n t p e o p l e f o r t h e i r f a i l u r e 

o f J a h w e h (Amos 8 : 4 f f , Hosea 4 : 1 - 3 , 1 3 : 2 , M i c a h 6 : 6 - 8 ) . S i m i l a r l y we 

h a v e s e e n h o w , i n S t . M a t t h e w ' s g o s p e l , t h e e v a n g e l i s t p r e s e n t s J e s u s 

a s s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e commandmen ts a r e a p r o p e r c r i t e r i o n f o r 

d e c i d i n g who i s w o r t h y o f e t e r n a l l i f e ( 1 9 : 1 6 - 1 7 ) . T h u s i t i s 

p o s s i b l e t o s u g g e s t t h a t o n e o f t h e w a y s t h e commandments f u n c t i o n 

w i t h i n t h e c a n o n i s t o k e e p b e f o r e t h e c o m m u n i t y o f f a i t h G o d ' s 

r e q u i r e m e n t s a n d t h e r e f o r e t o i n v i t e G o d ' s p e o p l e t o m e a s u r e t h e i r 

c o n d u c t b y t h e m . 

T h e s e c o n d i n g r e d i e n t i s t h e c a n o n i c a l r e c o g n i t i o n o f human 

s i n f u l n e s s , c i t e d e a r l i e r ( P s a l m 1 4 : 1 , I s a i a h 6 4 : 6 , M a t t h e w 7 : 1 1 c f . 

1 9 : 1 7 ) t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f u n w o r t h i n e s s t h a t comes when 

p e o p l e a r e c o n f r o n t e d by t h e h o l i n e s s o f God ( I s a i a h 6 : 5 , J o b 4 2 : 5 - 6 , 

c f . Romans 3 : 2 3 , 7 : 1 8 - 2 0 ) . God i s h o l y . The H o l y God has s e t h i s way 

3 8 W . H a r r e l s o n op c i t p . 1 6 0 

3 ? C h i l d s - OT i n Canon i c a I c o n t e x t . p p . 5 6 - 5 7 
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b e f o r e h u m a n i t y b u t t h e y h a v e n o t k e p t i t . When human c o n d u c t i s 

m e a s u r e d b y G o d ' s l a w t h e n i t i s f o u n d w a n t i n g a n d s o G o d ' s l aw 

d e m o n s t r a t e s human u n w o r t h i n e s s t o t h o s e who a r e w i l l i n g t o m e a s u r e 

t h e i r c o n d u c t by i t . 

O f c o u r s e i t d i d n o t , a n d d o e s n o t a l w a y s h a v e t h i s e f f e c t . The 

c o m m a n d m e n t s h a v e o f t e n b e e n b r o k e n b y t h o s e who know t h e m b e s t , a n d 

t h a t w i t h o u t a t w i n g e o f c o n s c i e n c e . I n 1 K i n g s 2 2 we h a v e t h e s t o r y 

o f a b o u t 4 0 0 p r o p h e t s t e l l i n g t h e k i n g w h a t he w a n t e d t o h e a r a n d 

a t t r i b u t i n g t h e m e s s a g e t o God ( v e r s e 6 ) - s u r e l y a b r e a c h o f t h e 

t h i r d c o m m a n d m e n t ! When t h e p r o p h e t M i c a i a h comes w i t h t h e r e a l 

m e s s a g e o f God t h e r e i s no r e p e n t a n c e o n l y a b u s e f o r G o d ' s s e r v a n t 

( v e r s e 2 4 ) . Or t h e r e i s t h e s t o r y o f E l i j a h f l e e i n g f r o m t h e w r a t h o f 

J e z e b e l ( 1 K i n g s 1 9 ) a n d m a k i n g h i s c o m p l a i n t b e f o r e God t h a t t h e 

p e o p l e h a v e k i l l e d t h e p r o p h e t s , t h r o w n down G o d ' s a l t a r s a n d f o r s a k e n 

t h e c o v e n a n t w i t h i t s o b l i g a t i o n t o k e e p t h e commandmen ts ( v e r s e 1 0 ) -

s e e m i n g l y a c a s e o f t h e l a w o f God b e i n g t r e a t e d w i t h c o n t e m p t r a t h e r 

t h a n b r i n g i n g a b o u t r e p e n t a n c e a n d a s e n s e o f u n w o r t h i n e s s . I t i s n o t 

o n l y t h o s e whom t h e s c r i p t u r e p o r t r a y s a s w i c k e d t h a t f a i l t o r e p e n t , 

s o m e t i m e s g o o d p e o p l e a r e shown t o h a v e " b l i n d - s p o t s " ; o n e s u c h 

e x a m p l e w o u l d be k i n g J o t h a m who i s s a i d t o h a v e d o n e w h a t was " r i g h t 

i n t h e e y e s o f t h e L o r d " b u t i s c r i t i c i s e d b e c a u s e he d i d n o t r emove 

t h e " h i g h p l a c e s " ( 2 k i n g s 1 5 : 3 4 - 3 5 ) w h i c h , i n t h e t o t a l c a n o n i c a l 

c o n t e x t , i m p l i e s a b r e a k i n g o f t h e s e c o n d c o m m a n d m e n t . 

T h i s o p e n s up a w h o l e a r e a o f t h e o l o g i c a l d i s c u s s i o n a b o u t human 

r e s p o n s e t o G o d ' s r e v e l a t i o n w h i c h i s o u t s i d e t h e s c o p e o f t h i s s t u d y . 

We s i m p l y n o t e a t t h i s p o i n t t h a t a l t h o u g h G o d ' s d y n a m i c a c t i o n i n 

c h o o s i n g I s r a e l t o be h i s p e o p l e ( a n d i n C h r i s t i a n t e r m s t h e g i f t o f 

S a l v a t i o n t h r o u g h J e s u s ) m u s t n e v e r be u n d e r v a l u e d , n e i t h e r m u s t we 

u n d e r v a l u e t h e r e s p o n s e t h a t he r e q u i r e s - J o s h u a c h a l l e n g e s t h e 
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p e o p l e t o c h o o s e ( J o s h u a 2 4 : 1 5 ) . The commandmen ts r e q u i r e t h e same 

r e s p o n s e - i f t h e y a r e a p p r o a c h e d t h r o u g h f a i t h t h e y e n a b l e us t o s e e 

God a s he i s a n d o u r s e l v e s a s we a r e . C a l v i n s a y s , "We c a n n o t be 

p e r m i t t e d t o m e a s u r e t h e g l o r y o f God by o u r own a b i l i t y ; w h a t e v e r we 

may b e , he e v e r r e m a i n s l i k e H i m s e l f . " 4 0 

c . R i g h t r e s p o n s e i s o b e d i e n c e 

T h i s f o l l o w s n a t u r a l l y f r o m w h a t we h a v e s a i d a b o u t r e c o g n i t i o n o f 

u n w o r t h i n e s s . B e c a u s e God i s o u r c r e a t o r , s a y s C a l v i n , he s h o u l d be 

r e g a r d e d a s f a t h e r a n d m a s t e r a n d s h o u l d r e c e i v e f r o m us f e a r , 

r e v e r e n c e a n d g l o r y . We a r e n o t f r e e t o do a s we p l e a s e , " b u t a r e 

b o u n d t o o b e y h i m i m p l i c i t l y , a n d t o a c q u i e s c e e n t i r e l y i n h i s g o o d 

p l e a s u r e . " 4 1 L a t e r he h a s some h a r d t h i n g s t o s a y a b o u t t h e S c h o o l m e n 

whom he i n t e r p r e t s a s i m p l y i n g t h a t t h e Law i s s o m e t h i n g t o be k e p t by 

monks b u t i s " o p t i o n a l " f o r o r d i n a r y p e o p l e . He f i r m l y b e l i e v e s t h a t 

i t i s f o r a l l C h r i s t i a n s a t a l l t i m e s , t o t h i s e n d he q u o t e s 

A u g u s t i n e , "When t h e L o r d f o r b i d s a d u l t e r y he f o r b i d s i t i n r e g a r d t o 

t h e w i f e o f a f o e no l e s s t h a n t o t h e w i f e o f a f r i e n d ; when he 

f o r b i d s t h e f t h e d o e s n o t a l l o w s t e a l i n g o f a n y d e s c r i p t i o n w h e t h e r 

f r o m a f r i e n d o r a n e n e m y . " 4 2 

R e s p o n s e t o God i s a c o m p l e x i s s u e a n d much h a s b e e n w r i t t e n on 

t h e s u b j e c t . A f u l l s t u d y w o u l d n e e d t o c o n s i d e r t h e u s e o f " h e a r " 

( .V /3«J ) " k e e p " ( O J ) a n d " d o " ( ,1^^ ) a I I o f wh i c h a r e 

c o n n e c t e d w i t h o b e d i e n c e 4 3 . We a l s o n o t e t h a t t h i s s u b j e c t h a s b e e n 

d i s c u s s e d b o t h f r o m w i t h i n t h e h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t a n d f r o m t h e 

v i e w p o i n t o f i n d i v i d u a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y e m e r g i n g f r o m c o r p o r a t e 

4 0 C a l v i n o p c i t p p . 4 3 1 

41 C a l v i n o p c i t p . 4 3 1 

4 2 C a l v i n op c i t p . 4 8 8 

4 3 e . g . W . Z i m m e r l i op c i t p . 1 4 2 
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i d e n t i t y . T h i s p r o v i d e s a d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e f r o m those who seek 

t o examine Old Testament t h e o l o g y w i t h i n t h e c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t ; i t 

i s t h i s l a t t e r p o s i t i o n t h a t i s most i n accord w i t h C a l v i n ' s approach 

t o s c r i p t u r e . Chi i d s d i s c u s s e s these d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e s 4 4 and 

s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e Old Testament canon i t s e l f g i v e s h e r m e n e u t i c a I 

g u i d e l i n e s f o r a proper t h e o l o g i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f I s r a e l ' s 

response; t h e key i s God's a c t i v i t y . He says, "God i s t h e source o f 

a i l j u s t i c e and he seeks t o evoke f r o m I s r a e l a response commensurate 

w i t h h i s h o l i n e s s . " 4 5 - a s e n t i m e n t t h a t would r e c e i v e w h o l e h e a r t e d 

a p p r o v a l f r o m C a l v i n ! 

When we look a t t h i s w i t h s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o the ten 

commandments one o f t h e most i n t e r e s t i n g areas o f c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s the 

Sabbath commandment which , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Deuteronomy, uses the 

language o f obedience. Conmandments 6-10 have a s e l f - e v i d e n t v a l u e as 

r u l e s f o r o r d e r i n g the l i f e o f any community; g i v i n g s o l e a l l e g i a n c e 

t o a god and o n l y u s i n g h i s name i n the r i g h t way, a r e u n d e r s t a n d a b l e 

demands o f almost any c u l t . The p r o h i b i t i o n o f images and the keeping 

o f t h e sabbath a r e harder t o understand. W i t h i n the r e c e i v e d t e x t the 

Sabbath commandment i s j u s t i f i e d on h u m a n i t a r i a n grounds ( g e n e r a l l y 

a c c e p t e d as l a t e r a d d i t i o n s ) , but t h e r e i s evidence w i t h i n the Old 

Testament (and c e r t a i n l y i n s o c i e t y t o d a y ) t h a t these h u m a n i t a r i a n 

reasons were fo u n d irksome but obedience was s t i l l demanded and g i v e n 

(Amos 8:5). F a i l u r e t o obey the Sabbath law was seen as a reason 

why I s r a e l knew God's w r a t h and e x i l e (Nehemiah 13:17-18). There i s 

o p p o r t u n i t y f o r f u r t h e r r e f l e c t i o n on obedience t o Jahweh's Sabbath 

r e q u i r e m e n t s i n t h e s t o r y o f the manna (Exodus 16) whic h we s h a l l 

44B.S.Chi Ids - Old Testament t h e o l o g y i n a c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t 
pp.204-221 

45B.S.Chi Ids - op c i t p.220. 

94 -



d i s c u s s more f u l l y i n t h e next c h a p t e r . The people were moaning 

because o f l a c k o f f o o d . A l t h o u g h Moses and Aaron are the d i r e c t 

o b j e c t s o f t h e i r c o m p l a i n t the n a r r a t i v e makes i t c l e a r t h a t they a r e 

r e a l l y c o m p l a i n i n g about the way God has t r e a t e d them ( v e r s e 8 ) . God 

meets t h e i r need t h r o u g h the p r o v i s i o n o f the manna and c a l l s them t o 

a new obedience - they have shown i n g r a t i t u d e d e s p i t e h i s mighty a c t 

o f d e l i v e r a n c e and they need t o r e - a f f i r m t h e i r commitment t o him 

th r o u g h o b e d i e n c e . The s t o r y i s s t r u c t u r e d around the importance o f 

the Sabbath, and t h e way the sabbath i s kept by obeying the command 

not t o do any work on t h i s one s p e c i a l day i n every seven ( v e r s e s 22-

30 ) . The s t o r y emphasises t h a t obedience i s something God m e r i t s a t 

a l l t i m e s ; i f t h e y t r y t o ga t h e r manna on the Sabbath then they go 

hungry, i f t h e y d i s o b e y and ga t h e r too much on o t h e r days then i t 

r o t s . The manna was a mig h t y a c t t h a t r e q u i r e d (and e n f o r c e d ) the 

response o f o b e d i e n c e . 

In t h i s s t u d y we have seen how C a l v i n extends the a p p l i c a t i o n o f the 

commandments t o areas beyond t h e i r immediate, obvious meaning through 

h i s e l l i p t i c a l p r i n c i p l e , h i s r e c o g n i t i o n o f the c o u n t e r b a l a n c i n g 

p r o h i b i t i o n or e x h o r t a t i o n , and the concern w i t h m o t i v e s as w e l l as 

a c t i o n . We have sought t o show t h a t t h i s i s a f a i r r e a d i n g o f both 

Old and New Testaments i f one adopts the canon as the a p p r o p r i a t e 

c o n t e x t o f meaning. We have a l s o seen how many n a r r a t i v e s encourage 

r e f l e c t i o n upon a s p e c t s o f the decalogue. I n c o n s i d e r i n g human 

response t o t h e conwandments we have seen how C a l v i n s e t s b e f o r e us 

areas w i t h enormous t h e o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s - the need t o r e c o g n i s e 

the one who g i v e s the law, the f a c t t h a t they i l l u s t r a t e human 

un w o r t h i n e s s and t h e need f o r the response o f obedience - and aga i n we 

have looked a t these i n the c o n t e x t o f the canon. In the l i g h t o f 
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C a l v i n ' s acceptance o f t h e B i b l e as a u n i f i e d whole, i t i s not 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t h i s work shows a marked s i m i l a r i t y t o t h e " t h e o l o g i c a l 

p r i n c i p l e s " t h a t emerged f r o m our study o f Matthew's a t t i t u d e t o the 

Decalogue, i n c h a p t e r 2. There may be some r e s e r v a t i o n s about, f o r 

example, h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the t h e Old Testament covenant 

community w i t h t h e New Testament church - i n h i s e x p o s i t i o n o f the 

f i r s t commandment he l i n k s t o g e t h e r the d e c l a r a t i o n , "1 am t h e Lord 

t h y God . . " w i t h Jeremiah 31:33 and Matthew 22:32 and thus d e c l a r e s , 

"he i s t h e God o f t h e c h u r c h " ^ * and lays upon C h r i s t i a n s the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o keep t h e p r i n c i p l e s o f t h i s (and a l l the 

commandments) - y e t i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o r e j e c t h i s p o s i t i o n i f one 

a c c e p t s t h a t the New Testament community o f f a i t h i n some way stands 

i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the Old Testament community o f f a i t h . As we s h a l l 

see, i n t h e next c h a p t e r (on t h e sabbath) C a l v i n does a l s o r e c o g n i s e a 

degree o f d i s c o n t i n u i t y between the two testaments when i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

and a p p l i c a t i o n a r e a f f e c t e d by the coming o f C h r i s t . 

I t w ould a l s o seem a p p r o p r i a t e t o express some concern about the 

i m p r e s s i o n C a l v i n g i v e s o f a b s o l u t e c e r t a i n t y i n h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

b o t h God's s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n and God's w i l l . There seems l i t t l e room in 

h i s t h e o l o g y f o r q u e s t i o n i n g God, and t h e r e are few grey areas i n h i s 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f God's law. Yet q u e s t i o n i n g seems t o be a l e g i t i m a t e 

a c t i v i t y f o r t h e community o f f a i t h . C h i I d s draws a t t e n t i o n t o the 

c a n o n i c a l " r e - o r d e r i n g " o f t h e P s a l t e r so t h a t Psalm 1 stands as an 

i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e whole c o l l e c t i o n , he says, "As an i n t r o d u c t i o n i t 

d e s i g n a t e s those p r a y e r s w h i c h f o l l o w as the medium t h r o u g h which 

I s r a e l now responds t o the d i v i n e word"47. The Psalms a r e f u l l o f 

laments and q u e s t i o n i n g s . One o f the ways the people o f God respond 

4 6 C a l v i n op c i t , p.443 
47B.S.Chi Ids - op c i t p.207 
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t o him i s by p o u r i n g o u t t h e i r puzzlement over h i s a c t i o n s in h i s 

w o r l d and i n t h e i r l i v e s . I t i s s u r e l y t h i s v e r y process o f 

q u e s t i o n i n g by t h e community o f f a i t h t h a t makes f o r a l i v i n g 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e c r e a t o r God and enables the decalogue t o be 

a p p l i e d t o the problems o f each g e n e r a t i o n . 

Because C a l v i n was "a man o f h i s t i m e " t h e r e i s an i n h e r e n t 

l i m i t a t i o n i n h i s approach, t h a t l e f t c e r t a i n h i s t o r i c a l issues 

untouched. He d i d n o t have b e f o r e him t h e f i n d i n g s o f f o r m , t e x t u a l 

and t r a d i t i o - h i s t o r i c a I s c h o l a r s and so n e i t h e r the c o n t r o v e r s i e s nor 

t h e i n s i g h t s t h a t have come f r o m s e e k i n g t h e o r i g i n s o f the 

commandments were a v a i l a b l e t o him. The r e s u l t i s t h a t he has n o t h i n g 

t o say about t h i n g s such as t h e process o f t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n , 

w i t h i n the community o f I s r a e l , t h a t led t o our f i n a l f orm o f the 

f o u r t h commandment. Nor does he g i v e any e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the 

d i f f e r e n c e s between Exodus and Deuteronomy. 

For the same reason we must expect the c o n t r o v e r s i e s o f h i s day t o 

have a p l a c e i n what he w r i t e s - h i s concern w i t h the t h e o l o g y o f the 

Schoolmen must be seen i n the l i g h t o f the c o n f l i c t between Roman 

C a t h o l i c i s m and t h e newly emerging P r o t e s t a n t i s m . I t i s f o r these 

reasons t h a t we have been more concerned w i t h the p r i n c i p l e s behind 

what he says than w i t h the d e t a i l s o f h i s e x e g e s i s . 

D e s p i t e t h e se r e s e r v a t i o n s C a l v i n ' s p r i n c i p l e s o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 

and h i s t h e o l o g i c a l i n s i g h t s i n t o t h e ways people s h o u l d respond t o 

the commandments, can make a s i g n i f i c a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n as we t r y t o 

f i n d s o l u t i o n s t o modern problems. When we study h i s exegesis we see 

the way the commandments a r e r e l a t e d t o each o t h e r - they are not j u s t 

i n d i v i d u a l commandments, a p p l y i n g t o s e p a r a t e areas o f l i f e , but are 

God's r u l e s c o v e r i n g a l l a s p e c t s o f l i f e . I t may be t h a t the t e a c h i n g 

o f more than one commandment can a p p l y t o any g i v e n s i t u a t i o n . For 
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example when we c o n s i d e r t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the f o u r t h commandment 

in t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y B r i t a i n , we may need t o take account o f C a l v i n ' s 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f the t h e t h i r d , e i g h t h and t e n t h commandments as w e l l . 

I f C a l v i n were a l i v e today he would have p e r t i n e n t t h i n g s t o say about 

human r i g h t s , women's i s s u e s , democracy, emerging n a t i o n s , green 

i s s u e s , f a m i l y l i f e , human sexua l i t y , economic s t r u c t u r e s and every 

p a r t o f our b e i n g where one person's l i f e touches t h a t o f anot h e r . 

In a l l t h i s he would never lose s i g h t o f " t h e l a w g i v e r " who c r e a t e d 

humanity t o e n j o y l i f e w i t h him and who gave h i s law t o s e t the bounds 

o f l e g i t i m a t e a c t i v i t y . 
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Chapter 4 

THE SABBATH AND THE DECALOGUE 

When s e e k i n g t o d i s c o v e r t he t h e o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the decalogue 

th e f o u r t h commandment i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y r i c h source f o r 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n . Not o n l y i s i t t h e l o n g e s t o f the commandments, 

s u g g e s t i n g t h a t i t has been more w i d e l y e d i t e d than t h e o t h e r s , but 

t h e r e a r e a l s o the g r e a t e s t number o f d i f f e r e n c e s between the two 

v e r s i o n s o f Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15. 

T h i s p a r t i c u l a r commandment b r i n g s i n t o sharp focus the 

d i f f e r e n c e s between Jewish and C h r i s t i a n approaches. A C h r i s t i a n 

Commentator such as G.Wenham says, " w i t h t he c r e a t i o n o f man the 

c r e a t i o n account reaches i t s c l i m a x " ' , whereas i n Judaism t h e r e i s a 

tendency t o see the Sabbath as " t h e c r o w n i n g f e a t u r e o f c r e a t i o n " 2 . 

C h r i s t i a n s ( e s p e c i a l l y P r o t e s t a n t s ) tend t o f i n d t he gov e r n i n g o f 

r e l i g i o u s l i f e by a whole s e r i e s o f d e t a i l e d r e g u l a t i o n s irksome; i n 

c o n t r a s t t h e Jew, or a t l e a s t t h e R a b b i n i c s c h o o l s , d e l i g h t i n the 

law; Rabbi Me i r Z I o t o w i t z says, "Each conrmandment, law and i n s i g h t 

i l l u m i n a t e s and warms Jewish minds and h e a r t s no less than rays o f the 

sun i l l u m i n a t e and warm the e a r t h . " 3 . 

We draw a t t e n t i o n t o t h i s c o n t r a s t i n g approach as a reminder o f 

the need f o r c a u t i o n i n l o o k i n g a t t h e sabbath i n the Hebrew 

s c r i p t u r e s . I t i s a l l too easy t o assess t h e m a t e r i a l i n the l i g h t 

o f a New Testament, C h r i s t i a n , t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

- and thus u n d e r v a l u e those processes t h a t l e d t o the development o f 

the sabbath i n the Old Testament. 

iG.Wenham, Genesis 1-15 p.27 
2Rabbi Meir Z I o t o w i t z - Beresh i s v o l I p . x x v i i i 
3Rabbi Meir Z I o t o w i t z i b i d p . x l i i i . 
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THE ORIGIN OF THE SABBATH. 

I t i s not t h e purpose o f t h i s s t u d y t o s o l v e the p r o b l e m o f the o r i g i n 

o f t h e sabbath (even i f t h a t were p o s s i b l e ) . N e v e r t h e l e s s the work 

t h a t has been done by many eminent s c h o l a r s i n s e e k i n g t o f i n d an 

e x t r a - b i b l i c a l o r i g i n f o r the f o u r t h commandment - b o t h i n terms o f 

t h e etymology o f t h e word "sabbath", and w i t h r e g a r d t o the t r a d i t i o n s 

and laws g o v e r n i n g t h e s e v e n t h day o f t h e week - i s i m p o r t a n t . I f i t 

can be shown t h a t t h e sabbath has e v o l v e d f r o m an a l r e a d y e x i s t e n t 

i n s t i t u t i o n i t m i g h t have a c o n s i d e r a b l e b e a r i n g upon our t h e o l o g i c a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s Hebrew i n s t i t u t i o n . I n g e n e r a l terms the o r i g i n 

has been sought e i t h e r i n a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e p l a n e t s , and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h the moon or S a t u r n , or as a development o f s o c i a l 

customs and i n s t i t u t i o n s . 

A t t e m p t s have been made t o p l a c e the o r i g i n i n a n c i e n t Babylon. 

J.Meinhold4, f o r example, saw a c l o s e l i n k between the Babylonian 

" s a p a t t u " and Hebrew r o o t IODLU . F o l l o w i n g the work o f T.G.PinchesS 

i t i s now g e n e r a l l y accepted t h a t " s a p a t t u " s h o u l d be i d e n t i f i e d w i t h 

the f i f t e e n t h day o f the month - the day o f t h e f u l l moon.6 Another 

s i g n i f i c a n t d i s c o v e r y was o r i g i n a l l y made by G.Smith who w r i t e s , 

" I n t h e year 1869 I d i s c o v e r e d among o t h e r t h i n g s a c u r i o u s 

r e l i g i o u s c a l e n d a r o f the A s s y r i a n s , i n which every month i s d i v i d e d 

i n t o f o u r weeks, and the seventh days, or 'sabbaths', are marked out 

as days on w h i c h no work s h o u l d be under taken".7 

Much work has been done on these ideas s i n c e t h a t t i m e . Many 

4J. M e i n h o l d - "Zur S a b b a t h f r a g e " , ZAW 48 (1930) pp.121-128. 
ST.G.Pinches - " S a p a t t u , t h e B a b y l o n i a n Sabbath." PSBA 26, (1904) 
pp.51-56) 

6But N.H.Snaith, The Jewish New Year F e s t i v a l p . l 0 3 f , b e l i e v e s t h a t 
s a p a t t u r e f e r s t o the "new- moon day" and not the " f u l l - m o o n day". 

7 G.Sm i t h - A s s y r i a n d i s c o v e r i e s : an account o f E x p l o r a t i o n s and 
D i s c o v e r i e s on the s i t e o f Ninevah d u r i n g 1873 and 1874 p.12 
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b e l i e v e t h a t t h e o r i g i n o f the sabbath i s t o found i n t h i s a n c i e n t 

c a l e n d a r and i n t h e l i n k w i t h t h e moon's phases; a view t h a t i s 

perhaps r e - e n f o r c e d by B i b l i c a l r e f e r e n c e s t o "new moon and sabbath" 

( e . g . 2 K i n g s 4:23, Amos 8:5). A n a t u r a l outcome o f Meinhold's l u n a r -

l i n k i s h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e sabbath was o r i g i n a l l y a monthly 

f e s t i v a l and t h e "weekly sabbath" o r i g i n a t e d w i t h Nehemiah d u r i n g t h e 

t ime o f t h e e x i l e . 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s an ob v i o u s s i m i l a r i t y between t h e words 

" s a p a t t u " and "sabbath" the l i n k between the Hebrew sabbath and these 

days o f taboo, o r i l l - o m e n , i s somewhat tenuous and u n c o n v i n c i n g . For 

example t h e Old Testament sees t h e sabbath as a day o f j o y not o f e v i l 

omen; a day f o r God's people t o c e l e b r a t e t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p t o him, 

not t o go i n f e a r o f r e p r i s a l . We a l s o note t h a t t h e Sabbath occurs 

e v e r y seven days r e g a r d l e s s o f t h e phases o f t h e moon, n o t in 

dependence upon them. The s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t he weekly sabbath was an 

e x i l i c i n s t i t u t i o n i s d e a l t w i t h v e r y c o n v i n c i n g l y by W.W.CanonS who 

demon s t r a t e s t h a t t he f o u r s o urces, Deuteronomy, J, H, E, t h r e e o f 

which a r e most l i k e l y p r e - e x i l i c , a l l agree t h a t t he sabbath i s a 

weekly event and i n Nehemiah t h e r e i s no i n d i c a t i o n o f something new 

but r a t h e r t h e e n f o r c i n g o f an o l d e r law. 

An a l t e r n a t i v e t h e o r y i s l i n k e d t o the K e n i t e s and a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

the w o r s h i p or v e n e r a t i o n o f the p l a n e t S a t u r n . The sabbath as a day 

governed by S a t u r n was advocated as long ago as 1874 by A.Kuenen;5* i t 

was so u n f a v o u r a b l e f o r work t h a t labour was o m i t t e d . Over 50 years 

l a t e r i t was r e v i v e d by B.D.Eerdmanns' 0 who f u r t h e r c l a i m e d t h a t i t 

8W.W.Canon - "The weekly Sabbath" ZAW 49 (1931) pp.325-327) 
9A.Kuenen - The R e l i g i o n o f I s r a e l p.276 
lOB.D.Eerdmanns - "Der Sabbath" ZAW 41 (1925) pp.79-83 
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was the S a t u r n day o f the K e n i t e s . T h i s " K e n i t e h y p o t h e s i s " has a 

c o n s i d e r a b l e number o f advocates amongst whom a r e K.Budde'<, 

H.H.Rowleyl2 and E.Nielsen<3. The K e n i t e s a r e assumed t o have been a 

t r i b e o f i t i n e r a n t s m i t h s f o r whom f i r e was a b s o l u t e l y e s s e n t i a l 

( S a t u r n i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t he God o f f i r e as w e l l as havi n g t h e 

seventh day named a f t e r i t ) . The I s r a e l i t e s e n c o u n t e r e d them as they 

s e t t l e d i n t h e promised land but Moses had a l r e a d y l e a r n t h i s Jahwism 

f r o m J e t h r o who i s s a i d t o have had a K e n i t e c o n n e c t i o n (Judges 1:16). 

I t i s suggested t h a t Exodus 35:3, w i t h i t s p r o h i b i t i o n o f l i g h t i n g 

f i r e s on t h e s a b b a t h , r e f l e c t s t h i s c o n n e c t i o n , as perhaps does the 

event r e c o r d e d i n Numbers 15 verse 3 2 f f . Amos 5 verse 26, w i t h i t s 

r e f e r e n c e t o "Sakkuth" and "Kaiwan" names o f A s s y r i a n d e i t i e s ( o r a 

s i n g l e d e i t y ) a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the p l a n e t S a t u r n , i s c i t e d as evidence 

o f I s r a e l h a v i n g absorbed a l i e n forms o f w o r s h i p f r o m the K e n i t e s i n 

the Mosaic e r a . 

E a r l i e r we i n d i c a t e d t h a t the evidence f o r t h i s t h e o r y i s f l i m s y . 

E.G.Kraeling says t h e assumption t h a t Exodus 35:3 and Numbers 15:32 

r e p r e s e n t K e n i t e t r a d i t i o n , " i s a very l a r g e one due t o the l a t e n e s s 

o f t h e documents" 14 (we might w e l l want t o say t h a t i t i s a " l a r g e 

assumption" even i f the documents a re e a r l y ! ) . Furthermore he 

suggests t h a t t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f f i r e making p o i n t s more t o a 

comparison w i t h p r i m i t i v e f i r e taboos r a t h e r than t o the s m i t h s . But 

h i s s t r o n g e s t o b j e c t i o n i s t h a t , " t h e whole h y p o t h e s i s r e s t s on the 

assumption t h a t t h e K e n i t e s had a seven-day week, and, what i s even 

more d u b i o u s , a week i n which the r e s p e c t i v e days were d e d i c a t e d t o 

llK.Budde -"The sabbath and the week" JTS 30 (1929) pp.1-15 
12H.H.Rowley - "Moses and the decalogue" i n Men o f God pp.1-36) 
'3E.Nielsen - The Ten Commandments i n new p e r s p e c t i v e p p . l 0 2 f 

1 4 E . G . K r a e I i n g - "The p r e s e n t s t a t u s o f the sabbath q u e s t i o n " AJSL, 
49 (1932-33) p.219 
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t h e p l a n e t a r y gods. That i s something t h a t one can never expect t o 

see p r o v e d " . M e i n h o l d a l s o a t t a c k s the idea' s . He den i e s t h a t t he 

K e n i t e s were s m i t h s and doubts t h a t the Kewan o f Amos 5:26 was Saturn 

or t h a t S i c c u t i s i d e n t i c a l w i t h Sakkut. We sh o u l d a l s o p o i n t out 

t h a t t h e i n c i d e n t i n Numbers i s d i r e c t l y concerned w i t h g a t h e r i n g 

s t i c k s n o t w i t h making a f i r e . 

A n other p o s s i b l e o r i g i n i s t h a t the sabbath developed f r o m market 

days. An a g r i c u l t u r a l cotmiunity might need t o s t o p i t s normal work i n 

o r d e r t o s e l l i t s produce. One advocate o f t h i s i s M.Weber'6 who 

a c c e p t s t h a t " sabbath" and " s a p a t t u " p r o b a b l y have a common h e r i t a g e 

and says t h a t t h e sevent h day i n I s r a e l was a joyou s day o f c e s s a t i o n 

f r o m labour - an idea t h a t f i t s i n w e l l w i t h a market day. Another i s 

E.Meyer'7 who agrees t h e sabbath has t h i s e c o n o m i c - s o c i a l o r i g i n but 

r e j e c t s any c o n n e c t i o n w i t h B a b y l o n i a n " s a p a t t u " . The problem w i t h 

t h i s s u g g e s t i o n i s t h a t t h e r e i s no b i b l i c a l evidence t o s u p p o r t i t 

and i n f a c t t r a d i n g on the sabbath i s p r o h i b i t e d . Amos, f o r example, 

complains about t h e a t t i t u d e o f people who long f o r t h e sabbath t o be 

over so t h a t t h e y may r e t u r n t o t h e i r c o r r u p t t r a d i n g p r a c t i c e s which 

have been t e m p o r a r i l y i n t e r r u p t e d by the need t o observe t h i s day 

(Amos 8 : 5 ) . We a l s o have Nehemiah going t o c o n s i d e r a b l e l e n g t h s t o 

p r e v e n t t h e sabbath b e i n g p r o f a n e d by t r a d e (Nehemiah 13:15-21). I t 

i s d i f f i c u l t t o account f o r t h i s i f the day had o r i g i n a t e d as a market 

day. 

Some have sought the o r i g i n o f the sabbath i n the etymology o f the 

verb rJl-^^jJ and noun D^Q) . We have a l r e a d y seen one s u g g e s t i o n , 

i . e . t h a t t h e word i s e i t h e r d e r i v e d from the Accadian " s a p a t t u " or a t 

156.Meinhold - op c i t pp.121-128. 
16W.Weber - A u f s a t z e zur r e I i g i o n s s o z i o I g i e v o I . I I I p . 1 5 9 f f 
<7E.Meyer - G e s c h i c t e des A l t e r t u m e v o l . H" pp.318f 
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l e a s t has a common o r i g i n . Others'S are a t t r a c t e d t o the importance 

o f t h e number seven i n Hebrew thought and suggest t h a t j u s t as iJ^ij 

( t o swear) i s denominated f r o m i t so t h e r e c o u l d be a l i n k w i t h J)^<J 

( t h o u g h i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how ^-^U became -no-iJ ). 

G.Robinson has produced a d e t a i l e d and c a r e f u l study'? o f the 

Hebrew r o o t s t h a t a r e o f t e n t r a n s l a t e d as e x p r e s s i n g the idea o f 

" r e s t " , namely ^ l"? , / 7 ) J , and ^siUJ . His o b j e c t i s t o show 

t h a t t h e idea o f " r e s t f r o m labo u r " i s not b a s i c t o any o f these r o o t s 

and concludes t h a t I t i s i m p o s s i b l e f o r •<n^<J t o be t h e denominative 

o f t h e noun »in_r> W , nor c o u l d have been d e r i v e d f r o m the 

v e r b a l r o o t V T J K J . He a l s o suggests t h a t perhaps the Hebrew verb 

and noun, t o g e t h e r w i t h t he Accadian " s a p a t t u " have a common 

l i n g u i s t i c h e r i t a g e i n the a n c i e n t o r i e n t - perhaps t h e r e i s some l i n k 

w i t h SHJ (making a t u r n ) . I n e v i t a b l y t h i s work i s somewhat 

s p e c u l a t i v e and I would p r e f e r t o go a l o n g w i t h those who accept t h a t 

b o t h t h e v e r b " t o r e s t " and the noun "sabbath" are d e r i v e d f r o m the 

r o o t J~l ̂  <J - and i t i s w o r t h a t l e a s t n o t i n g t h a t t h i s i s the 

etymology suggested by Genesis 2:2-3.20 

T h i s survey i l l u s t r a t e s the i n c o n c l u s i v e n a t u r e o f a t t e m p t s t o 

f i n d t he o r i g i n o f t h e Hebrew sabbath o u t s i d e I s r a e l i t e t r a d i t i o n and 

r e l i g i o u s w r i t i n g s . Other communities may w e l l have had sacred 

days, days o f r e s t and s p e c i a l days o f c e l e b r a t i o n but the Old 

Testament sabbath seems independent o f a l l known rhythms o f n a t u r e and 

u n l i k e a n y t h i n g t h a t e x i s t e d elsewhere; i t i s pre s e n t e d t o the reader 

I 8 e . g . W.Weber, op c i t . 
'9G.Robinson - "The idea o f r e s t i n the Old Testament and the search 

f o r t he b a s i c c h a r a c t e r o f the sabbath". ZAW 92 (1980) pp.32-42) 

20e.g. N.E.A.Andreasen - The Old Testament sabbath, a t r a d i t i o n -
h i s t o r i c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n p.9, R.De Vaux - A n c i e n t I s r a e l , i t s l i f e 
and i n s t i t u t i o n s p.475 
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as e n t i r e l y God-centred t h u s making h i s t o r i c comparisons w i t h the 

s p e c i a l days o f o t h e r n a t i o n s d i f f i c u l t t o e x p l o r e . The o n l y r e a l and 

c e r t a i n s o u rce o f i n f o r m a t i o n about the n a t u r e o f the sabbath i s the 

Hebrew s c r i p t u r e s and i t i s t o these we now t u r n . 

THE DECALOGUE. 

As i n d i c a t e d e a r l i e r t h e sabbath commandment i s pres e n t e d d i f f e r e n t l y 

i n t h e two v e r s i o n s o f t h e Decalogue. Elsewhere we have di s c u s s e d 

something o f t h e h i s t o r y and development o f the commandments and the 

f a c t t h a t b e h i n d them t h e r e was an o l d e r t r a d i t i o n . Whether t h i s 

t r a d i t i o n was o r a l or w r i t t e n i s t o a l a r g e e x t e n t i m m a t e r i a l f o r our 

purposes. The o r i g i n a l f o u r t h commandment would perhaps have been 

someth i n g I i ke :-

"REMEMBER THE SABBATH DAY TO KEEP IT HOLY", 

and I see no p a r t i c u l a r need t o g i v e t h i s a n e g a t i v e s t r u c t u r e . 

However t h i s i s not t h e f o r m o f t h e commandment i n the t e x t ; we have 

the expanded forms o f Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15 and i t 

these we need t o look a t f i r s t . 

I f t h e o r i g i n a l p r e c e p t was a b r i e f conmand t o keep the sabbath 

h o l y , then we now have not j u s t the commandment but a l s o an 

e x p l a n a t i o n and j u s t i f i c a t i o n . I t t e l l s us something o f what i t means 

t o keep t h e day h o l y and why t h i s s hould be done. I t i s easy t o 

under s t a n d how t h i s process c o u l d take p l a c e as an i n t e r a c t i o n between 

the concern o f " t e a c h e r s " t o ensure t h a t the law was p r o p e r l y 

f u l f i l l e d and people's d e s i r e t o know how they should behave. By some 

such process t h e commandment c o u l d have been expanded t o i n c l u d e the 

"model answers". I t seems c l e a r t h a t t h i s i s not j u s t the commandment 

but r e f l e c t i o n upon t h a t commandment. T h i s r e f l e c t i o n i s o f 

c o n s i d e r a b l e s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r us and l a t e r we s h a l l look i n g r e a t e r 

d e t a i l a t some o f t h e t h e o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the sabbath as a 
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h o l y day, a day o f r e s t , a day o f r e s t f o r a l l , and the l i n k t h a t b o t h 

v e r s i o n s make w i t h God's a c t i v i t y . 

Because t h e most e x p l i c i t r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e sabbath as h o l y occur 

i n l a t e r l i t e r a t u r e ( e . g . I s a i a h 58:13, Nehemiah 13:22, E z e k i e l 44:24 

e t c . ) we cannot a v o i d t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h i s i s a product o f a 

process o f r e f l e c t i o n t h a t may have developed around the time o f the 

e x i l i c or p o s t - e x i l i c p e r i o d . J.Pedersen, however, argues t h a t the 

evidence f o r t h e h o l i n e s s o f t h e sabbath i n e a r l y I s r a e l i s so 

overwhelming t h a t i t cannot be doubted.21 I t was a day t o v i s i t a 

h o l y man ( 2 Kings 4:23), a day t o v i s i t t h e temple (2 Kings 11:4-12), 

a day which even the f r a u d u l e n t would cease t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s , however 

u n w i l l i n g l y (Amos 8 : 5 ) . 

In Deuteronomy t h e f o r m o f the commandment i s s i m i l a r t o Exodus, 

though t h e r e i s perhaps a g r e a t e r h u m a n i t a r i a n concern i n t h a t the 

need f o r s e r v a n t s t o r e s t as w e l l as masters i s emphasised and the 

l i s t o f those who share i n t h e r e s t i s extended t o i n c l u d e "ox and 

ass" as w e l l as c a t t l e . These a d d i t i o n s g i v e added emphasis t o the 

f a c t t h a t p l o u g h i n g and t r a v e l a r e a c t i v i t i e s t h a t s p e c i f i c a l l y 

i n t e r f e r e w i t h proper r e s t , and thus d e s e c r a t e the sabbath. 

Of g r e a t e r s i g n i f i c a n c e i s t h e d i f f e r e n t reasons g i v e n f o r sabbath 

observance. I n Exodus i t i s a remembrance and r e c o g n i t i o n 

o f God's c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y , b u t i n Deuteronomy the people a re c a l l e d 

upon t o remember t h e i r c a p t i v i t y and s l a v e r y i n Egypt. V a r i o u s 

s u g g e s t i o n s a r e o f f e r e d t o e x p l a i n these d i f f e r e n t m o t i v a t i n g c l a u s e s . 

De Vaux, f o r example, sees b o t h m o t i v e s as b e i n g connected w i t h the 

covenant and suggests t h a t Exodus p l a c e s the emphasis on the "god o f 

the covenant" whereas Deuteronomy has " i n view the people o f the 

2iJ.Pe d e r s e n - I s r a e l , i t s I i f e and c u I t u r e 11 I-1V pp.288-289. 
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covenant".22 B.S.Chi I d s , w h i l s t r e c o g n i s i n g t h a t d i f f e r e n t motives 

a r e g i v e n , sees l i t t l e p o i n t i n d i s c u s s i n g which has p r i o r i t y s i n c e 

they a r e "two s i d e s o f t h e same c o i n " . He says, " w i t h i n the c o n t e x t 

o f t h e canon t h e two m o t i v a t i o n s i n t e r p r e t each o t h e r , God's c r e a t i v e 

a c t i v i t y i s l i b e r a t i n g and God's a c t i v i t y as l i b e r a t o r i s c r e a t i v e . " 2 3 

( t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f t h i s i s quoted f r o m J . S i k e i — G i e s l e r 2 4 ) 

An a l t e r n a t i v e approach would suggest t h a t the r e f e r e n c e i n 

Deuteronomy 5:15 t o s e r v i t u d e i n Egypt i s p r i m a r i l y a reason f o r 

a l l o w i n g s e r v a n t s t o share i n the sabbath - t h e i r own s a l v a t i o n 

h i s t o r y p r e s e n t s God's people w i t h a c h a l l e n g e t o deal humanely w i t h 

a l l p e o p l e . T h i s o c c u r s elsewhere i n t h e Old Testament; Deuteronomy 

24:18,22 Exodus 22:21, 23:9 and L e v i t i c u s 19:34 are o t h e r examples o f 

where t h e i r c a p t i v i t y i n Egypt i s used t o remind the people o f the 

need f o r humane a c t i o n . I n essence t h i s i s the view o f Andreasen who 

examines the s t r u c t u r e o f Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15 in 

d e t a i l 2 S and, amongst o t h e r t h i n g s , notes t h a t Exodus 20 verse l i b 

corresponds s t y l i s t i c a l l y t o verse 8 and i s a l s o i n t r o d u c e d by • 

S i m i l a r l y , Deuteronomy 5 verse 15b i s s t r i k i n g l y s i m i l a r t o verse 12a 

and i s a l s o i n t r o d u c e d by 'j<>~''^ • a n a l y s i s encourages him 

t o suggest t h a t 15a i s not a reason f o r sabbath observance but r a t h e r 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e De u t e r o n o m i s t s i n t e r e s t i n s a l v a t i o n h i s t o r y and 

i m p l i e s t h a t on the sabbath day I s r a e l i s t o remember her Exodus 

d e l i v e r a n c e . I f t h i s i s accepted then i t g i v e s these verses a wider 

concern; the prime concern i s obedience t o God and f r o m t h a t obedience 

f l o w s h u m a n i t a r i a n concern. T h i s s u g g e s t i o n , however, does not t e l l 

22R.De Vaux - op c i t p.481 
23B.S.Chi Ids - Old Testament t h e o l o g y i n a c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t p.70 
2 4 J . S i k e r - G i e s e l e r - "The t h e o l o g y o f the sabbath i n the Old 

Testament: a Canonical approach" StB i b 2 (1981) p.16 
25N.E.A.Andreasen op c i t pp.131-134 & 170-171 
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us why God's a u t h o r i t y i s s p e c i f i c a l l y emphasised i n t h i s one 

commandment. The decalogue as a whole i s p e r c e i v e d as coming 

d i r e c t l y f r o m God and thus a l r e a d y has a unique c l a i m upon the 

obedience o f t h e covenant people (Exodus 20:1-2, Deuteronomy 5:6). 

The absence o f such an e x p l a n a t i o n encourages us t o t h i n k , w i t h 

Chi I d s , t h a t t h e community were ex p e c t e d t o keep the sabbath, and i n 

t h e i r s abbath keeping t o show concern f o r o t h e r s , as a response t o the 

c r e a t i v e and l i b e r a t i n g a c t i v i t y o f God. Thus r e f l e c t i o n upon the 

a n c i e n t sabbath command has l e d , i t would seem, t o the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 

t h e i r s a l v a t i o n - h i s t o r y p u t s God's covenant people under o b l i g a t i o n t o 

a c t humanely. Indeed one o f the unique f e a t u r e s o f the decalogue as a 

whole i s t h a t i t p u t s d u t y t o o t h e r s i n t o the c o n t e x t o f d u t y t o God. 

To "remember t h e sabbath day" became a c e n t r a l e x p r e s s i o n o f the 

covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p and i n a unique way i t demonstrated both 

dependence upon Jahweh and t h e e s s e n t i a l f a c t t h a t t h e r e i s a 

s p i r i t u a l dimension t o the l i f e o f man. God i s the c r e a t o r o f a l l 

t h i n g s and one who, f r o m the b e g i n n i n g o f t i m e , had planned a p a t t e r n 

o f work and r e s t i d e a l l y s u i t e d t o t h e needs o f h i s c r e a t i o n , 

t h e r e f o r e c e s s a t i o n o f labour i s i n t e g r a l t o a proper keeping o f 

sabbath. 

THE CANONICAL APPROACH 

An a l t e r n a t i v e t o t r y i n g t o t r a c e the developmental h i s t o r y of the 

sabbath i s t o i n t e r p r e t I s r a e l ' s s t o r y as i t stands w i t h i n the 

Pentateuch and o t h e r b i b l i c a l l i t e r a t u r e . The e d i t i n g o f the 

i n d i v i d u a l books and the arrangement o f t h e canon as a whole can be 

seen as a d e l i b e r a t e , conscious process t h r o u g h which we are presented 

w i t h a s e t o f t h e o l o g i c a l ideas and u n d e r s t a n d i n g s . T h i s i s discussed 

f u l l y by, f o r example, Chi Ids who says, " I t i s a b a s i c t e n e t o f the 

c a n o n i c a l approach t h a t one r e f l e c t s t h e o l o g i c a l l y on the t e x t as i t 
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has been r e c e i v e d and shaped. "26 T h i s enables us t o look a t the 

sabbath m a t e r i a l i n a d i f f e r e n t way. H i s t o r i c a l s t u d i e s approach the 

m a t e r i a l d i a c h r o n i c a I I y but t h e " c a n o n i c a l approach takes the 

development o f t r a d i t i o n s as a whole and views i t s y n c h r o n i c a I I y , 

s e n s i n g when t h e s e t r a d i t i o n s h i g h l i g h t c e r t a i n a s p e c t s or nuances 

and de-emphasize or ignore o t h e r s . The t a s k o f the c a n o n i c a l 

approach i s t o d i s c e r n these peaks and v a l l e y s i n o r d e r t o understand 

t h e t h e o l o g i c a l shape o f these t e x t s . " 2 7 L a t e r we s h a l l d i s c u s s some 

o f t h e t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s t h a t t h e t e x t h i g h l i g h t s i n t h i s way. 

I n i t s c a n o n i c a l s e t t i n g t he c r e a t i o n s t o r y o f Genesis 1:1-2:3 

tak e s on a new importance w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e sab b a t h . Now i t i s not 

w r i t t e n t o s u p p o r t the e x i l i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e sabbath but r a t h e r 

t h a t t he weekly s t r u c t u r e o f s i x w o r k i n g days f o l l o w e d by a day o f 

r e s t stems f r o m t h e c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y o f God. The w r i t e r o f Genesis, 

a c c o r d i n g t o D r i v e r 2 8 j seems t o have i n h i s mind t h e idea t h a t God's 

sabbath i n t e r v e n e d between the c l o s e o f h i s work o f c r e a t i o n and the 

commencement o f what we would term h i s s u s t a i n i n g p r o v i d e n c e . Since, 

t h e r e f o r e , i t comes between two types o f "work" i t i s a p r o t o t y p e o f 

the weekly r e c u r r i n g sabbath o f the l a t e r I s r a e l i t e s . A l t h o u g h the 

sev e n t h day i s not c a l l e d the sabbath i n Genesis 2:3 the d i v i n e 

example i s c l e a r and fr o m the v e r y b e g i n n i n g o f a l l t h i n g s the weekly 

p a t t e r n o f l i f e i s e s t a b l i s h e d - s i x days o f work f o l l o w e d by a 

sev e n t h day o f r e s t . The seventh day i s h a l l o w e d by the f a c t o f God's 

r e s t and, a c c o r d i n g t o Rabbi Rav Saadich, " t h e b l e s s i n g and 

s a n c t i f i c a t i o n p r o p h e t i c a l l y r e f e r t o those who observe the s a n c t i t y 

26 B.S.Chi Ids op c i t , see e s p e c i a l l y c h a p t e r 1 pp.1-17 

2 7 j . S i k e r - G i e s e l e r op c i t p.14 
28S.R.Driver - The book o f Genesis p.18 
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o f t h e sabbath f o r they w i l l be b l e s s e d and s a n c t i f i e d . " 2 9 C e r t a i n l y 

i n Exodus 20:11, l i k e Genesis 2:3, God's r e s t i n g , b l e s s i n g and 

h a l l o w i n g a r e a l l i n s e p a r a b l y l i n k e d t o g e t h e r , l e a d i n g S i k e r - G i e s e i e r 

t o say, "God's r e s t i n g on t h e sevent h day c a l l s f o r t h h i s b l e s s i n g o f 

the s a b b a t h ; t h e b l e s s i n g o f the sabbath i s God's h a l l o w i n g i t as as a 

solemn day o f h o l y r e s t , s e t a p a r t f r o m o t h e r r e s t . God a l s o f r e e l y 

g i v e s t h e sabbath t o I s r a e l not as a possession , but as a h o l y g i f t 

I s r a e l i s t o observe. God's s h a r i n g the sabbath w i t h I s r a e l i m p l i e s 

t h a t I s r a e l shares a l l o f t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s t h a t go w i t h keeping 

the sabbath.".30 So i n t h e c a n o n i c a l s e t t i n g o f Genesis 2:3, the 

s e v e n t h day i s e s t a b l i s h e d as a b l e s s i n g t o be e n j o y e d by a l l people; 

a day t h a t i s , and has always been, "Holy t o the L o r d " . 

There i s no mention o f t h e sabbath i n t h e p a t r i a r c h a l m a t e r i a l -

though perhaps t h e r e i s a h i n t o f a seven day week i n the i n t e r v a l s 

between Noah sendi n g o u t t h e b i r d s (Genesis 8:10,12) and t h e seven 

year s e r v i c e o f Jacob f o r Leah and Rachel d e s c r i b e d as a week (Genesis 

29:27-28). The f a c t t h a t t he P a t r i a r c h a l s t o r i e s a r e i n b o t h a 

h i s t o r i c a l and c a n o n i c a l s e t t i n g p r i o r t o the S i n a i covenant, through 

which the I s r a e l i t e s were c o n f i r m e d as Jahweh's s p e c i a l p e o p l e , may 

e x p l a i n t h i s s i l e n c e . 

The g i f t o f manna (Exodus 16:13-30) i s a s t o r y o f God p r o v i d i n g 

f o r t h e needs o f h i s wandering people. I t i s a l s o a s t o r y o f the 

people d i s c o v e r i n g , by e x p e r i e n c e , the importance o f sabbath obedience 

and how Jahweh i n s i s t e d t h a t they r e s t f r o m t h e i r work. God t e l l s 

Moses what he i s about t o do (Exodus 16:4-5). When t h e manna comes 

the p e o ple a r e p u z z l e d and Moses t e l l s them p a r t o f the s t o r y , namely 

t h a t they a r e t o ga t h e r a day's s u p p l y . Some t r y t o g a t h e r more, o n l y 

2 9 B e r e i s h i s Vol 1 p.84 
3 0 j . S i k e r - G i e s l e r , op c i t , p.12 
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t o f i n d i t r o t s ( v e r s e 2 0 ) . On t h e s i x t h day t h e r e i s t w i c e as much 

manna. Chi Ids p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h i s was not an " a f t e r t h o u g h t , but 

b u i l t i n t o t h e e s s e n t i a l s t r u c t u r e o f the g i f t f r o m t h e s t a r t ( v 5 ) . " 3 l 

Verse 22 g i v e s t h e impression t h a t they g a t h e r e d t w i c e as much almost 

w i t h o u t t h i n k i n g and then came t o Moses t o ask what t o do. He now 

t e l l s them t h e r e s t o f the s t o r y ; i t i s a l l about t h e sabbath. The 

seventh day " i s a day o f solemn r e s t , a h o l y sabbath t o the l o r d " 

( v 2 3 ) . Thus God a c t s i n accordance w i t h h i s c r e a t i o n p r i n c i p l e s . On 

the sabbath day God does not work by p r o v i d i n g manna and the people 

cannot work g a t h e r i n g i t : h i s people a re t o h a l l o w t h e sabbath by 

c e s s a t i o n o f lab o u r b u t p r o v i s i o n w i l l s t i l l be made f o r t h e i r need 

and on t h a t day t h e y w i l l know s p e c i a l b l e s s i n g s . 

The g i v i n g o f t h e decalogue r e p r e s e n t s a h i g h p o i n t i n the h i s t o r y 

o f God's d e a l i n g s w i t h h i s people. I n i t s c o n t e x t i t i s p r e s e n t e d as 

a complete, u n i f i e d whole. T h i s f i n a l f o r m i s not concerned w i t h a 

h i s t o r y o f t h i n k i n g about the sabbath nor w i t h t he f a c t t h a t the 

commandment may have been g r a d u a l l y e v o l v e d and r e f i n e d over a long 

p e r i o d o f t i m e . I t i s concerned w i t h a d i r e c t conrmand t o keep the 

seventh day h o l y , w h i c h i s achieved when the whole cotmiunity r e f r a i n s 

f r o m work and r e s t s . T h i s , says the f o u r t h commandment, i s God's way 

o f d o i n g t h i n g s - i t i s the p o l i c y he adopted a t c r e a t i o n and i t i s 

the p o l i c y he adopted when he f e d them i n the w i l d e r n e s s . The f i r s t 

t h r e e commandments bear w i t n e s s t o the uniqueness o f Jahweh. The l a s t 

s i x r e g u l a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h i n the conmunity and would be an 

a c c e p t a b l e o u t l i n e o f law i n any s o c i e t y . The weekly sabbath i s 

unique b u t i t s j u s t i f i c a t i o n i s t h a t Jahweh has commanded i t and t h a t 

i t r e f l e c t s h i s a c t i v i t y s i n c e the b e g i n n i n g o f t i m e . 

The f o u r t h commandment forms a b r i d g e or l i n k ; i t looks back t o 

3 IB.S.Chi I d s , Exodus p.290 
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t h e commandments about d u t y t o God and f o r w a r d t o those concerned w i t h 

d u t y t o o t h e r s . I n t h i s way i t becomes a symbol o f t h e whole o f the 

decalogue - j u s t as t h e decalogue stands a t the h e a r t o f Torah so i n 

some ways t h e sabbath commandment stands a t the h e a r t o f the 

decalogue. T h i s idea can perhaps h e l p us t o und e r s t a n d more c l e a r l y 

t h e i m p o r t a n t p l a c e i t i s g i v e n i n the e x i l i c and p o s t - e x i l i c p e r i o d ; 

the temple had been d e s t r o y e d and the law i s now s y m b o l i s e d by the 

sabb a t h . Hence t h e c a l a m i t i e s t h a t f e l l upon I s r a e l , i n c l u d i n g the 

e x i l e , a r e seen as t h e r e s u l t o f f a i l u r e t o keep sabbath (Nehemiah 

13:17-18), and t h e sabbath i s an ever p r e s e n t s i g n o f the covenant 

( E z e k i e l 20:12,20). But the sabbath i s a l s o a s i g n o f t h e f i c k l e n e s s 

o f God's p e o p l e . They have t o be persuaded and t h r e a t e n e d and f o r c e d 

t o observe t h e sabbath (Nehemiah 13:15-22). T h i s i s the p i c t u r e i n 

E z e k i e l and Nehemiah where t h e prophets c o n t i n u a l l y c a l l upon the 

people t o t u r n back t o God and h i s way, t o be f a i t h f u l t o t h e S i n a i 

covenant as s y m b o l i s e d by t h e sabbath ( e . g . Nehemiah 9:14, E z e k i e l 

20:16, 2 0 - 2 1 ) . I n t h e i r c o n t e x t u a l s e t t i n g the e x i l i c and p o s t - e x i l i c 

w r i t i n g s add n o t h i n g new t o t h e sabbath commandment but are t r y i n g t o 

ensure t h a t t he people know the b e n e f i t s t h a t come f r o m l i v i n g i n 

harmony w i t h t h e i r c r e a t o r . 

THE SABBATH IN ST. MATTHEW'S GOSPEL. 

When we looked a t the use o f the Decalogue i n S t . Matthew's Gospel we 

i n e v i t a b l y spent some time c o n s i d e r i n g the Sabbath. Matthew i s not 

concerned w i t h e i t h e r t he o r i g i n a l form o f the f o u r t h commandment, or 

w i t h the way i t e v o l v e d , b u t r a t h e r w i t h how i t i s p e r c e i v e d i n 

r e l a t i o n t o t h e person o f Jesus. I t s d i v i n e i n s t i t u t i o n and a u t h o r i t y 

a r e not q u e s t i o n e d b u t they a r e r e l a t e d t o Matthew's c h r i s t o l o g y -

Jesus i s "Lord o f t h e sabbath" ( 1 2 : 8 ) . We have a l s o n o t e d , w i t h 
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S a n d e r s 3 2 , t h a t t h e m a j o r i t y o f the d i s p u t e s J e s u s had, w i t h t h o s e who 

r e p r e s e n t e d t h e v a r i o u s r e l i g i o u s g r o u p i n g s o f h i s day, f e l l w i t h i n 

t h e p a r a m e t e r s o f c o n t e m p o r a r y d e b a t e s about how the law s h o u l d be 

a p p l i e d ; t h i s would seem to be t r u e o f t h e s a b b a t h c o n t r o v e r s i e s 

r e c o r d e d i n c h a p t e r 12 o f t h e G o s p e l . 

THE SABBATH IN CALVIN'S WORK. 

I n g e n e r a l C a l v i n makes no d i s t i n c t i o n between t h e Old and New 

T e s t a m e n t s and i s , t h e r e f o r e , c o n c e r n e d w i t h how t h e Sa b b a t h 

commandment r e l a t e s t o t h e canon a s a whole. He does, however, 

r e c o g n i s e a m e a s u r e o f d i s c o n t i n u i t y between the two T e s t a m e n t s 

r e g a r d i n g t h e s a b b a t h and s e e k s t o come to terms w i t h t h e problem 

c r e a t e d by, " t h e e x t e r n a l o b s e r v a n c e o f a day w h i c h was a b o l i s h e d w i t h 

t h e o t h e r t y p e s by t h e a d v e n t o f C h r i s t . " 3 3 T h i s l e a d s him to s a y , 

" t h e mode o f e x p o s i t i o n must be somewhat d i f f e r e n t " and, "we must look 

d e e p e r f o r our e x p o s i t i o n " . 3 4 

The e x p o s i t i o n he g i v e s c o n t a i n s t h r e e major e l e m e n t s . F i r s t , i n the 

s a b b a t h t h e p e o p l e were g i v e n a ty p e o f s p i r i t u a l r e s t t h a t a l l o w e d 

God t o work i n them. Second, t h e r e s h o u l d be a s t a t e d day s e t a s i d e 

f o r t h e p e o p l e t o a s s e m b l e t o g e t h e r , hear the law, p e r f o r m r e l i g i o u s 

r i t e s , g i v e t i m e t o m e d i t a t i o n and t h u s t o be t r a i n e d i n p i e t y . 

T h i r d , a l l who l i v e under a u t h o r i t y s h o u l d s h a r e the day of r e s t . 

E a c h o f t h e s e e l e m e n t s r a i s e q u e s t i o n s as to whether or not they a r e 

an a p p r o p r i a t e way f o r C h r i s t i a n s t o r e a d the b i b l i c a l m a t e r i a l . I s 

the r e s t o f t h e s a b b a t h day i n t e n d e d t o be "a type o f s p i r i t u a l r e s t 

t h a t a l l o w e d God t o work in them"? How i m p o r t a n t i s the s e v e n t h day? 

How u n i v e r s a l i s t h e commandment? 

32E.P.Sanders - J e w i s h law from J e s u s to Mishnah pp.94-5 

3 3 C a l v i n - I n s t i t u t e s o f t h e c h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n p.460 

3 4 C a l v i n - op c i t p.460 
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To s u p p o r t h i s c o n t e n t i o n , t h a t a s y m b o l i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 

s p i r i t u a l r e s t h e l d a p r i m a r y p l a c e i n t h e sabbath, C a l v i n r e f e r s t o 

t h e f a c t t h a t when t h e p r o p h e t s wanted t o condemn f a l s e r e l i g i o n they 

spoke i n terms o f the sabbath not b e i n g honoured ( E z e k i e l 22:8, 23:38 

Amos 8:5). He p a r t i c u l a r l y draws a t t e n t i o n t o Exodus 31:31-37 and 

passages i n E z e k i e l 3 5 where t h e sabbath i s d e s c r i b e d as h o l y , as a 

s i g n between God and h i s p e o p l e , as something t h a t b r i n g s b l e s s i n g s 

when kept b u t d i s a s t e r when p r o f a n e d . Thus i n the Old Testament the 

sabbath i s not j u s t a m a t t e r o f obedience t o God's law but i t i s seen 

as something p o s i t i v e t h a t has a s p i r i t u a l dimension, e n a b l i n g the 

people t o be God's p e o p l e , b o t h by r e s t i n g i n him and a l l o w i n g him t o 

work i n them ( C a l v i n r e f e r s h i s readers t o Hebrews 3:13, 4:3,9)36. 

When he d i s c u s s e s t h e importance o f the seventh day C a l v i n says, 

" t h e r e can be no doubt, t h a t , on the the advent o f our Lord Jesus 

C h r i s t , the c e r e m o n i a l p a r t o f the commandment was aboIished"37. He 

then quotes Romans 6:4 and C o l o s s i a n s 2:16-17 t o draw out the t r u t h 

t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y i s not concerned w i t h g i v i n g o n l y one day t o God but 

w i t h changing our whole l i v e s . A l t h o u g h he advances s e v e r a l p o s s i b l e 

e x p l a n a t i o n s f o r the c h o i c e o f the seventh day a s the sabbath - i . e 

p e r p e t u i t y (a l o o k i n g f o r w a r d t o t h a t t i m e when God s h a l l be " a l l i n 

a l l " , 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 15:28) or the s t i m u l u s o f i m i t a t i n g the Creator -

he p u t s i t i n p e r s p e c t i v e when he says, " I t i s o f l i t t l e consequence 

which o f these be adopted, p r o v i d e d we lose not s i g h t o f the p r i n c i p a l 

t h i n g d e l i n e a t e d . , the mystery o f p e r p e t u a l r e s t i n g from our 

works."38. Again t h i s r e s t i n g f r o m normal work i s not a n e g a t i v e 

t h i n g b u t p r o v i d e s o p p o r t u n i t y f o r C h r i s t i a n s t o meet t o g e t h e r , t o 

35see e s p e c i a l l y E z e k i e l 20:12-26 
3 6 C a l v i n op c i t p.461 

3 7 C a l v i n op c i t p.462 
3 8 C a l v i n op c i t p.462 

-1 14-



share i n communion and p u b l i c p r a y e r s as w e l l as f o r p r i v a t e 

m e d i t a t i o n upon God's word. A s p e c i a l day s h o u l d not d e t r a c t from the 

d a i l y o b l i g a t i o n t h a t e v e ry C h r i s t i a n has w i t h r e g a r d t o prayer and 

w o r s h i p , b u t i s e s s e n t i a l f o r t h e l i f e o f t h e church and the s p i r i t u a l 

g r o w t h o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l . C a l v i n i s u n f a i r i n h i s c r i t i c i s m o f the 

way t h e Old Testament community o f f a i t h observed the sabbath. He 

r e g a r d s t h e i r c e s s a t i o n o f l a b o u r , on t h i s one day o f each week, as 

m e r e l y a r e l i g i o u s r i t e r a t h e r than a genuine d e s i r e t o grow in the 

knowledge o f God; he c a l l s i t , " t h i s p r e p o s t e r o u s observance 

ofdays"39. T h i s i s not how the I s r a e l i t e s saw i t - f o r them i t was a 

day g i v e n t o God which commemorated b o t h c r e a t i o n and d e l i v e r a n c e 

(Exodus 20:11, Deuteronomy 5:15). However, t o a v o i d what he sees as 

the s u p e r s t i t i o u s observance o f t h e Jewish Holy day, and a t the same 

ti m e t o commemorate the R e s u r r e c t i o n , he says i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t , 

" a nother day was a p p o i n t e d f o r t h a t purpose".40 i n t h i s way C a l v i n i s 

a b l e t o move, f a i r l y c o m f o r t a b l y , f r o m t h e seventh day sabbath t o the 

C h r i s t i a n Sunday. He honours t h e Old Testament p r i n c i p l e o f a weekly 

day o f r e s t but a l s o , l i k e t h e New Testament community o f f a i t h , g i v e s 

a s p e c i a l p l a c e t o the day o f r e s u r r e c t i o n . 41 

The u n i v e r s a l i t y o f the r e s t t h a t i s commanded i s something t h a t 

we s h a l l need t o look a t when we c o n s i d e r p o s s i b l e a p p l i c a t i o n s o f 

t h i s cormiandment i n the modern w o r l d . What i s c l e a r , from any r e a d i n g 

o f t h e f o u r t h commandment, i s t h a t i n a Hebrew s o c i e t y a l l were t o 

r e s t ; the h u m a n i t a r i a n n a t u r e o f the r u l e embraces a l l l e v e l s o f 

w o r k e r s t o g e t h e r w i t h the a n i m a l s . C a l v i n c e r t a i n l y sees i t as a 

3 ? C a l v i n op c i t p.465 
4 0 C a l v i n op c i t p.465 
4 l F o r a f u l l d i s c u s s i o n o f modern views on the m e r i t s o f the seventh 

day or Sunday see W.M.Swartley - S l a v e r y , Sabbath, war and women, 
cha p t e r 2 
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C h r i s t i a n r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o ensure t h a t dependants were not oppressed 

but a l l o w e d t o share i n sabbath r e s t . 

A l t h o u g h C a l v i n ' s e x p o s i t i o n o f t h i s commandment r e f l e c t s 

a t t i t u d e s and ideas t h a t a r e a p p r o p r i a t e f o r C h r i s t i a n behaviour, i n 

the l i g h t o f t h e canon, we do have t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t s c r i p t u r e does 

not s p e c i f i c a l l y command t h i s conduct - t h e f i f t h commandment o n l y 

t e l l s us what s h o u l d n o t be done on the sabbath. 

THEOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES AND MODERN PROBLEMS. 

Throughout t h i s c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h e sabbath we have seen how the 

t e x t , b o t h as i t e v o l v e d t o i t s f i n a l f o r m i n t h e decalogue and as i t 

stan d s i n i t s c a n o n i c a l s e t t i n g , p r e s e n t s us w i t h a number o f 

t h e o l o g i c a l i d e a s . We have a l s o seen how these concepts are handled 

i n S t . Matthew's gospel and C a l v i n ' s t h o u g h t . We now atte m p t t o draw 

these ideas t o g e t h e r and b r i e f l y mention some o f t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s 

f o r C h r i s t i a n l i v i n g today. 

F i r s t i s t h e a s s o c i a t i o n o f " h o l y " w i t h t h e sabbath. The b a s i c 

meaning o f U ~T/? i s " s e t a p a r t " and i t i s p r i m a r i l y seen as an 

a t t r i b u t e o f God - God i s Holy. People and t h i n g s a r e c a l l e d h o l y 

because o f t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p t o him. Andreasen says, "The h o l y , 

however, invades human e x p e r i e n c e and a t t a c h e s i t s e l f t o places and 

ti m e . . .".42 The seventh day i s c a l l e d a " h o l y sabbath" (Exodus 

16:22, 31:14-15, 35:2 I s a i a h 58:13) and i n the Decalogue God's 

people a r e commanded t o keep i t h o l y ( c f . Jeremiah 17:22, 24, 27 

E z e k i e l 20:20, 44:24 Nehemiah 13:22) 

There i s not a g r e a t deal o f d e t a i l about what I s r a e l s hould do on 

the sabbath b u t i t i s g e n e r a l l y assumed t h a t i t i s kept h o l y by 

r e f r a i n i n g f r o m work (Nehemiah 13:15-22, Jeremiah 17:19-27) and 

c o n v e r s e l y t h a t I s r a e l r e f r a i n s f r o m work t o keep t h i s day h o l y . T h i s 

42N.E.A.Andreasen op c i t p.204 
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c e s s a t i o n o f work s e t s i t a p a r t f r o m o t h e r days. 

C l o s e l y l i n k e d w i t h the h o l i n e s s o f the day i s the idea t h a t i t i s 

" t o Jahweh" (/7//7'^ ) . G.Von Rad suggests t h a t i n the c u l t I s r a e l was 

c a l l e d upon t o r e c o g n i s e t h e r i g h t s and c l a i m s o f Jahweh, he says 

"no c u l t i c c e l e b r a t i o n was solemnized f o r I s r a e l , they were a l l f o r 

Jahweh."43. Our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s i s h elped by Exodus 23:10-13 

where t h e sabbath i s l i n k e d w i t h t h e s a b b a t i c a l year. L e a v i n g the 

e a r t h f a l l o w e v e ry seventh year was a d e c l a r a t i o n t h a t i t belonged t o 

Jahweh ( n o t e a l s o the h u m a n i t a r i a n i m p l i c a t i o n s o f v e r s e l i b ) ; 

s i m i l a r l y on one day i n seven God's people stopped t h e i r normal 

a c t i v i t i e s and gave the day t o him, a s y m b o l i c g e s t u r e o f h i s l o r d s h i p 

over t h e i r whole l i f e . J u s t as God " b l e s s e d " and " h a l l o w e d " the 

s e v e n t h day by h i s own r e s t (Genesis 2:3, Exodus 20:11) so the people 

a r e b l e s s e d and s a n c t i f i e d when they keep t h e sabbath. The sabbath 

day was n o t i n t e n d e d t o be a day o f e n f o r c e d r e s t , g r u d g i n g l y 

acknowledged ( Y">-^ when a p p l i e d t o man has t h e sense o f " h a p p i n e s s " ) , 

b u t an e x p r e s s i o n o f the l i v i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p the community o f f a i t h 

has t o t h e c r e a t o r . The h o l i n e s s o f the sabbath b r i n g s b e f o r e the 

people o f I s r a e l t h e i r unique r e l a t i o n s h i p t o Jahweh. The c e s s a t i o n 

o f normal a c t i v i t y makes t h i s day d i f f e r e n t f r o m a l l o t h e r s ; time i s 

a v a i l a b l e f o r c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f the p r i v i l e g e s and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s o f 

t h e i r s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p and hence the sabbath becomes the s i g n o f 

t h e covenant between God and h i s people (Exodus 31:13,16,17 E z e k i e l 

20:12,20). 

T h i s r a i s e s the issue o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the C h r i s t i a n 

c hurch and I s r a e l ; t h i s i s a complex m a t t e r d e s e r v i n g o f s e r i o u s 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n i t s own r i g h t so a l t h o u g h we cannot f u l l y e x p l o r e i t 

here we do need t o make some b r i e f comments. In c h a p t e r 3 we 

43G.Von Rad - Old Testament Theology V o l . 1 p.242 
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suggested t h a t t h e New Testament community o f f a i t h i n some way stands 

i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the Old Testament corranunity o f f a i t h . A c a n o n i c a l 

r e a d i n g o f s c r i p t u r e makes i t p o s s i b l e t o suggest t h a t C h r i s t i a n s 

s t a n d i n a s i m i l a r r e l a t i o n s h i p t o God as t h e covenant community o f 

th e Old Testament - i . e . Jesus i n t r o d u c e d a new covenant, Hebrews 8, 

12:24; t h r o u g h Jesus people are s a n c t i f i e d and saved, Matthew 1:21, 

Hebrews 10:10, 1 Peter 1:17-21; t h r o u g h Jesus C h r i s t i a n s become a 

s p e c i a l and h o l y p e o p l e , Romans 9:25-26, 2 C o r i n t h i a n s 6:14-18, 1 

Peter 2:9-10. I f C h r i s t i a n s share i n the p r i v i l e g e s they must a l s o 

share i n t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s - Matthew p r e s e n t s Jesus as t e l l i n g h i s 

f o l l o w e r s t o be p e r f e c t (Matthew 5:48). D e s p i t e t h i s i t does not seem 

t h a t a s t r i c t observance o f the Jewish sabbath was ever imposed upon 

g e n t i l e C h r i s t i a n s (e.g A c t s 15) b u t meeting t o g e t h e r f o r w o r s h i p and 

s t u d y i n g the s c r i p t u r e s were regarded as i m p o r t a n t p a r t s o f C h r i s t i a n 

conduct (Hebrews 10:25, 2 Timothy 3:16-17). T h i s accords w e l l w i t h 

C a l v i n ' s p e r c e p t i o n t h a t t h e r e s h o u l d be a s p e c i a l day each week f r e e d 

f r o m the burdens o f normal l i f e t o a l l o w t i m e f o r r e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t y 

and m e d i t a t i o n . C h r i s t i a n s need t o r e c o g n i s e the need f o r such a 

day - a h o l y day g i v e n t o God - and when such a day i s observed they, 

l i k e t he Old Testament community o f f a i t h , w i l l be b l e s s e d and 

san c t i f i ed. 

Secondly, t h e sabbath i s a day o f r e s t . We saw e a r l i e r how 

Robinson has t r i e d t o show t h a t " r e s t f r o m l a b o u r " i s not a c e n t r a l 

i ssue i n the Old Testament. D e s p i t e h i s e f f o r t s , however i t seems 

c l e a r t h a t r e s t f r o m normal work was an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f sabbath 

keep i n g and i t i s r e s t t h a t c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h e h o l i n e s s o f the day. 

Work i s e s s e n t i a l f o r s u r v i v a l and has been so t h r o u g h o u t the h i s t o r y 

o f mankind. N e v e r t h e l e s s t h i s commandment says t h a t on one day in 

every seven man i s t o r e s t . Rest h i g h l i g h t s the f a c t t h a t man i s a 
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" s p i r i t u a l b e i n g " ; he i s made i n t h e image o f God and c r e a t e d f o r more 

than an unending round o f l a b o u r . He needs t o a f f i r m s y m b o l i c a l l y h i s 

dependence upon Him. H a r r e l s o n expresses t h i s w e l l when he says, 

"Every s e v e n t h day the community i s t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t i t i s God who 

sees t o t h e communities needs, t h a t i t i s not a b l e f u l l y t o care f o r 

i t s e l f . No m a t t e r how s u c c e s s f u l l y the community might be a b l e t o t i l l 

t h e s o i l or c a r e f o r the f l o c k s or r e g u l a t e t r a d e . . . . i t must bear 

i n mind t h a t i t i s Jahweh who sees t o t h e o r g a n i s a t i o n o f the 

community's l i f e " . 4 4 

R.De Vaux45 suggests a n o t h e r l i n e o f t h o u g h t , namely t h a t " r e s t " 

s p e c i f i c a l l y commemorates t h e e n t r y i n t o the promised l a n d ( c f . 

Hebrews 3 - 4 ) . The people o f I s r a e l underwent t r i a l s and t r i b u l a t i o n s , 

b o t h as c a p t i v e s i n Egypt and a l s o d u r i n g the w i l d e r n e s s wanderings. 

The promised land r e p r e s e n t e d r e s t a f t e r t r i a l - a r e s t commemorated 

on t h e s a b b a t h . Ceasing work reminded I s r a e l o f the d e l i v e r a n c e 

Jahweh had p r o v i d e d , a f a c t t h a t i s r e f e r r e d t o i n the p r o l o g u e t o the 

decalogue as a whole. 

T h i s r e s t i s t o be e n j o y e d by everybody, i n c l u d i n g c a t t l e and 

s o j o u r n e r s . The h u m a n i t a r i a n aspect o f the f o r m o f t h i s commandment, 

as we have i t i n Deuteronomy, i s o f t e n emphasised, and i t must be 

a d m i t t e d t h a t the l i s t o f those who are t o share i n the r e s t i s 

longer i n t h a t v e r s i o n . However the b a s i c i n t e n t seems t o be t h e same 

i n b o t h v e r s i o n s . The sabbath i s not j u s t a day o f r e s t f o r the 

w e a l t h y or the f r e e I s r a e l i t e but f o r a l l p e o p l e . Budde, r e f e r r i n g t o 

the 7 days o f c r e a t i o n as a l a t e P r i e s t l y a d d i t i o n i n Genesis and the 

l i n k w i t h c r e a t i o n i n the f o u r t h commandment, says t h a t i f we were t o 

t a k e t h i s s e r i o u s l y then " t h e sabbath would b i n d not j u s t I s r a e l but 

44W.Harre I son - The ten commandments and human r i g h t p.82 

45R.De Vaux op c i t p.481 
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a l l h u manity. "46 I n a sense t h a t i s e x a c t l y what i s happening. 

Jahweh i s t h e c r e a t o r o f the w o r l d and e v e r y t h i n g i n i t . The 

i n j u n c t i o n f o r people and animals t o r e s t on h i s day p o i n t s t o h i s 

s o v e r e i g n t y over a l l c r e a t i o n . 

T h i r d l y , t h e sabbath i s a memorial o f God's a c t i v i t y . We have 

a l r e a d y looked a t t h e f a c t t h a t Exodus g i v e s c r e a t i o n as t h e reason 

f o r t h e s a b b a t h ; God completed c r e a t i o n i n s i x days and r e s t e d on the 

s e v e n t h , he b l e s s e d and hallowed the seventh day, making i t s p e c i a l , 

t h e r e f o r e h i s p e o p l e a r e t o remember i t and keep i t h o l y . I n t h i s way 

the sabbath i s made a d i v i n e i n s t i t u t i o n o r i g i n a t i n g f r o m the dawn o f 

t i m e . Deuteronomy l i n k s the sabbath w i t h d e l i v e r a n c e f r o m Egypt 

r a t h e r t han c r e a t i o n and we have n o t e d how these a r e seen (by Chi Ids 

and S i k e r - G i e s e I e r ) as complimentary ideas: by c r e a t i n g the sabbath as 

a day o f r e s t God l i b e r a t e s a l l c r e a t i o n t o share i n t h a t r e s t . 4 7 

M e d i t a t i n g on God's work o f c r e a t i o n and l i b e r a t i o n t r a n s f o r m s the 

sabbath f r o m a s t e r i l e day o f n o n - a c t i v i t y t o a s p e c i a l day, s e t a s i d e 

f r o m normal a c t i v i t y , t o c o n s i d e r the wonder o f a l l t h a t God has 

done. T h i s a g a i n a c c o r d s w e l l w i t h C a l v i n ' s advocacy o f a s p e c i a l day 

f o r s p i r i t u a l r e f l e c t i o n . 

F i n a l l y we need t o g i v e some i n d i c a t i o n o f how these t h e o l o g i c a l 

p r i n c i p l e s can be a p p r o p r i a t e d today. Modern, i n d u s t r i a l i s e d . Western 

s o c i e t y has a v e r y d i f f e r e n t s t r u c t u r e from the w o r l d o f the Old 

Testament and something o f the c o n f l i c t s c r e a t e d by e n f o r c e d r e s t 

t h r o u g h r e t i r e m e n t or unemployment are worked t h r o u g h by Harrelson.48 

I n broad t e r m s , however, i t would seem t h a t the f o u r t h convnandment has 

d i r e c t r e l e v a n c e i n encouraging the community o f f a i t h t o s e t a s i d e 

46K.Budde op c i t p.3 
4 7 J . S i k e r - G i e s e I e r op c i t p.16 
48W.Harrelson op c i t , pp.85-89 
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one day i n seven f r o m normal a c t i v i t i e s so t h a t they may have time t o 

meet t o g e t h e r , t i m e t o r e f l e c t upon a l l t h a t God has done and time t o 

grow s p i r i t u a l l y . T h i s needs c o n s t a n t emphasis i n an age when t i m e -

o f f f r o m work becomes b u s i l y f i l l e d w i t h l e i s u r e a c t i v i t i e s , o f t e n 

l e a v i n g l i t t l e t i m e f o r God. In B r i t a i n today the uniqueness o f 

Sunday i s b e i n g g r a d u a l l y eroded by a m u l t i p l i c i t y o f a c t i v i t i e s , 

i n c l u d i n g t r a d i n g , u n l i k e modern I s r a e l , where r e l i g i o u s p a r t i e s 

have had c o n s i d e r a b l e success i n e n s u r i n g c e s s a t i o n f r o m everyday work 

on the s a b b a t h . 

More complex i s how t h i s commandment r e l a t e s t o the w o r l d o u t s i d e 

the church - does i t have i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r those who do not belong t o 

the community o f f a i t h ? A g a i n , i n general terms, the commandments are 

int e n d e d f o r God's people and as they are f a i t h f u l l y kept so they bear 

w i t n e s s t o t h e v a l u e o f a God-centred l i f e . Our study o f the f o u r t h 

commandment s u g g e s t s ( a t l e a s t i n i t s c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t ) t h a t i t i s 

not j u s t a covenant law b u t a c r e a t i o n p r i n c i p l e r e l e v a n t t o a l l 

humanity. T h i s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e o f the h u m a n i t a r i a n concept t h a t 

a l l s h o u l d s h a r e i n sabbath r e s t . I n t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y England Sunday 

as a s p e c i a l day i s b e i n g g r a d u a l l y eroded; w h i l s t t h i s enables some 

t o choose f r o m a wide v a r i e t y o f l e i s u r e a c t i v i t i e s i t means t h a t 

o t h e r s a r e l e s s a b l e t o r e s t w i t h t h e i r f a m i l i e s and spend tim e i n 

" h o l y m e d i t a t i o n " . These may w e l l be the most v u l n e r a b l e members 

o f s o c i e t y - t h o s e whom the f o u r t h commandment i n s i s t s s h o u l d share i n 

the sabbath. C u r r e n t l y some who do not wis h t o work on a Sunday are 

in danger o f l o s i n g t h e i r j o b s i n the r e t a i l i n d u s t r y and c e r t a i n l y 

lose o p p o r t u n i t i e s o f p r o m o t i o n . The f o u r t h commandment i s designed 

t o g i v e everybody the o p p o r t u n i t y o f deepening t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 

God, the c r e a t o r and redeemer. T h i s cannot be e n f o r c e d by law but i s 

a m a t t e r o f p e r s o n a l c h o i c e . We should be concerned t h a t t he a b i l i t y 
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t o e x e r c i s e t h i s c h o i c e i s be i n g removed f r o m many f o r commercial 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ( c f . Amos 8:5, Nehemiah 13:15-22) and so t h e r e i s a 

case (on h u m a n i t a r i a n grounds i f not on r e l i g i o u s grounds) f o r keeping 

b e f o r e s o c i e t y t h e importance o f a day when a l l can cease t h e i r normal 

a c t i v i t i e s . Such a c t i o n would seem t o be i n the s p i r i t o f the f o u r t h 

commandment. 
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Chapter 5 

KILLING AND THE DECALOGUE 

The s i x t h commandment makes t h e b a l d , and s u p e r f i c i a l l y s t r a i g h t ­

f o r w a r d , s t a t e m e n t , "You s h a l l n o t k i l l " ' . I n f a c t t h i s i s f a r fr o m 

s t r a i g h t - f o r w a r d n o t l e a s t because the commandment, as i t stands i n 

the r e c e i v e d t e x t , makes no r e f e r e n c e t o the d i f f e r e n t s o r t s o f 

k i l l i n g p o s s i b l e w i t h i n human a c t i v i t y . T h e r e f o r e we s h a l l need t o 

examine whether or not t h i s p r o h i b i t i o n a p p l i e s t o a l l k i l l i n g or j u s t 

some k i I I i ng. 

I t i s f u r t h e r c o m p l i c a t e d by the v i o l e n c e o f t h e Old Testament. 

I s r a e l ' s h i s t o r y c o n t a i n s many a c t s o f v i o l e n c e ; these a c t s were o f t e n 

done i n obedience t o God and sometimes t h r o u g h h i s d i r e c t a c t i v i t y . 

The E g y p t i a n s were s l a u g h t e r e d a t the Red Sea through D i v i n e 

i n t e r v e n t i o n (Exodus 14:21-29). To take possession o f the Promised 

Land i t was necessary t o wage wars a g a i n s t those who a l r e a d y d w e l t 

t h e r e and t h i s was done w i t h g r e a t v i o l e n c e (Joshua 6:21 e t c . ) . 

C a p i t a l punishment was p r e s c r i b e d by the s t a t e , under d i v i n e guidance, 

f o r c e r t a i n c r i m e s ( e . g . Exodus 21:12-17). In personal r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

k i l l i n g s happened - sometimes t h r o u g h d e l i b e r a t e , p r e m e d i t a t e d a c t i o n , 

a t o t h e r t i m e s t h r o u g h u n p r e m e d i t a t e d , spontaneous v i o l e n c e and a l s o 

t h r o u g h pure a c c i d e n t - does t h e s i x t h commandment apply t o a l I or 

j u s t some o f these i n s t a n c e s ? 

For the C h r i s t i a n t h e r e i s the f u r t h e r problem o f e q u a t i n g the 

Jesus who d e c l a r e d t h a t h a t e f u l t h o u g h t s were as s e r i o u s as v i o l e n t 

a c t i o n s (Matthew 5:22) and who urged h i s f o l l o w e r s t o t u r n the 

o t h e r cheek (Matthew 5:39) w i t h the Old Testament d e s c r i p t i o n o f God 

as ^ 7 x a ^ mn'' 2. 

U h e meaning of n w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s paper. 
2P.C.Craigie - The problem o f war i n the Old Testament p.36 says 
"Lord o f h o s t s " i s used over 100 times and means "God o f armies" 
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These a r e areas t h a t need s e r i o u s c o n s i d e r a t i o n . I n l o o k i n g a t 

them we s h a l l seek t o d i s c o v e r t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s t h a t shed l i g h t 

on modern war-making as w e l l as issues such as a b o r t i o n , euthanasia 

and even f a m i l y - p l a n n i n g and thus seek t o demonstrate t h a t t h i s 

commandment ( a l o n g w i t h t h e o t h e r n i n e ) has a v i t a l r o l e i n d e v e l o p i n g 

C h r i s t i a n a t t i t u d e s t o many as p e c t s o f contemporary l i f e . 

A t t h e o u t s e t i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o t a k e note o f the I s r a e l i t e 

p e r s p e c t i v e o f " l i f e " , as we have i t i n t h e s c r i p t u r e s , because t h i s 

has an i m p o r t a n t b e a r i n g upon u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e t a k i n g o f t h a t l i f e , 

e i t h e r t h r o u g h the a c t i o n o f an i n d i v i d u a l or a n a t i o n . 

That l i f e i s the g i f t o f God i s c l e a r l y i m p l i e d i n the c r e a t i o n 

s t o r i e s ( e s p e c i a l l y Genesis 2:7) and the same theme c o n s t a n t l y r e c u r s 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e Old Testament ( e . g . Job 10:8, 31:15, 33:4, Psalm 

119:73, I s a i a h 44:2, Jeremiah 38:16). However, God i s not o n l y seen 

as t h e one who c r e a t e s l i f e b u t a l s o as one who r e t a i n s h i s c o n t r o l 

over i t . For example, i n the s t o r y o f the F l o o d , God i s p o r t r a y e d as 

one who has t h e r i g h t t o d e s t r o y h i s c r e a t i o n (Genesis 6 : 7 ) ; i n 2 

Samuel 14 we have the s t o r y o f the woman o f Tekoa p l e a d i n g f o r the 

r e t u r n o f Absalom and speaking o f the c e r t a i n t y o f death w i t h God's 

r i g h t t o take away l i f e ( v e r s e 14); Job and Jeremiah both p o i n t t o 

God's c o n t r o l over l i f e (Job 10:12, 12:10, Jeremiah 2 1 : 8 ) . I n 

t h i s c o n n e c t i o n i t i s w o r t h r e f l e c t i n g upon Solomon's prayer (1 Kings 

3:10-14), where God's r i g h t t o p r o l o n g the l i f e o f man i s c l e a r l y 

s t a t e d , and the s t o r y o f Naaman the l e p e r , who b r i n g s h i s demand f o r a 

cure t o t h e K i n g o f I s r a e l , o n l y f o r t h e k i n g t o d e c l a r e t h a t God 

al o n e has t h e r i g h t t o k i l l or make a l i v e (2 Kings 5:7). 

T h i s leads us t o a b r i e f c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the l i n k between " l i f e " 

and " b l o o d " . L e v i t i c u s 17:11 says, " f o r the l i f e (.ODJ ) o f the f l e s h 

i s i n the b l o o d " , o b v i o u s l y r e c o g n i s i n g the c l o s e c o n n e c t i o n between 
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l i f e and b l o o d . W.EichrodtS, amongst o t h e r s , would g i v e t h i s a deeper 

s i g n i f i c a n c e by t r a n s l a t i n g <if t o mean " l i f e - f o r c e " ; hence, 

t h r o u g h t h e s a c r i f i c i a l system, o b j e c t s a r e g i v e n a s p e c i a l power by 

the s p r i n k l i n g o f b l o o d . A. P h i l l i p s 4 uses t h i s idea i n h i s 

e x p l a n a t i o n o f murder. Somehow t h e murderer t a k e s possession o f 

something t h a t r e a l l y belongs t o God, namely t h e " l i f e - f o r c e " o f the 

s l a i n , and t h i s " l i f e - f o r c e " can o n l y be rescued by t h e e x e c u t i o n o f 

the murderer o r , i f the murderer i s unknown, t h r o u g h an a p p r o p r i a t e 

s a c r i f i c e (Deuteronomy 21:1-4). T h i s concept t h a t t h e l i f e i s in the 

b l o o d r a t h e r t h a n t h e f l e s h e x p l a i n s t h e a b s o l u t e p r o h i b i t i o n on 

e a t i n g f l e s h w i t h t h e b l o o d (Genesis 9:4, L e v i t i c u s 1 7 : 1 0 f f e t c . ) and 

why Jahweh i s c a l l e d the "seeker" a f t e r b l o o d (Genesis 9:5, 42:22, 

E z e k i e l 3:18 e t c . ) - the b l o o d , which belongs t o him, has been taken 

o u t o f h i s c o n t r o l . I t a l s o h e l p s e x p l a i n a passage such as 2 Samuel 

23:17, where D a v i d r e f u s e s t o " d r i n k t h e b l o o d o f t h e men who went a t 

the r i s k o f t h e i r I i v e s " . 

G i v i n g b l o o d a type o f m y s t i c a l l i f e , a p a r t f r o m t h e f l e s h , would 

seem b o t h u n n e c e s s a r i l y c o m p l i c a t e d and c o n t r a r y t o the normal 

Hebrew emphasis on the c o n n e c t i o n between l i f e and body. L.Mo r r i s 

d e m o n s t r a t e s t h a t " b l o o d " i s used i n a " v a r i e t y o f m e t a p h o r i c a l 

senses"5 and suggests t h a t D J i s o f t e n used i n a c o n t e x t where 

the i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t o f death r a t h e r than l i f e ( L e v i t i c u s 19:28, 2 

Samuel 14:7, Jonah 1:14 e t c ) ^ . I n the p a r t i c u l a r s e t t i n g o f L e v i t i c u s 

17:11 he would o f f e r the t r a n s l a t i o n o f " L i f e g i v e n up i n death"7. 

3W.Eichrodt - Theology o f the Old Testament V o l . 1 , p.163 f o o t n o t e 2 
4 A . P h i l l i p s - A n c i e n t I s r a e l ' s C r i m i n a l law pp.83-109 
5 L . M o r r i s - The A p o s t o l i c p r e a c h i n g o f t h e c r o s s pp.110-113 
6 L . M o r r i s op c i t , p.111. 
7 M o r r i s r e f e r s t o A.Lods' (The p r o p h e t s and the r i s e o f Judaism p.294) 
e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h i s v e r s e : "There i s a ransom, a r e d e m p t i o n , a death 
by p r o x y . " 
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Thus we a r e l e d t o concur w i t h A . S t i b b s when he says, "Blood shed 

s t a n d s , t h e r e f o r e , not f o r the r e l e a s e o f l i f e f r o m t h e burden o f the 

f l e s h , b u t f o r t h e b r i n g i n g t o an end l i f e i n the f l e s h . I t i s a 

w i t n e s s t o p h y s i c a l d e a t h , not an evidence o f s p i r i t u a l l i f e " . 8 

1. THE LINGUISTIC APPROACH. 

The a c t i o n p r o h i b i t e d i s r)£i~> and so t h e meaning o f t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

word i s c e n t r a l t o any r e a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the commandment. The 

f a c t t h a t i t i s a c o m p a r a t i v e l y r a r e word i s emphasised by J.J.Stamm 

and M.E.Andrew who say, "The word 77^7 , which i s i s used i n the 

Decalogue t o express k i l l i n g , i s a c t u a l l y a somewhat r a r e v e r b when 

one c o n s i d e r s i t s 46 o c c u r r e n c e s i n comparison w i t h 165 f o r 

and 201 f o r rfKiD ( h i p h i l o f ̂ ) O " t o d i e " ) " ? . I t i s never used o f 

k i l l i n g an animal nor o f k i l l i n g an enemy i n b a t t l e and so i t has long 

been suggested t h a t t h i s word i n d i c a t e s a s p e c i a l t y p e o f k i l l i n g . 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s no a b s o l u t e consensus as t o i t s p r e c i s e meaning we 

s h a l l see t h a t t h e m a j o r i t y o f s c h o l a r s tend t o i n t e r p r e t i t as 

"murder" i n some f o r m or o t h e r . 

As long ago as 1929 L.Kohler'O f e l t t h a t a p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n o f 

the word was no longer p o s s i b l e ! N e v e r t h e l e s s i n 1945 J.J.Stamml' 

un d e r t o o k a d e t a i l e d word study c o n c l u d i n g t h a t 1 ^ 1 has the 

p a r t i c u l a r meaning o f an i l l e g a l k i l l i n g t h a t i s ha r m f u l t o the 

community and, t h e r e f o r e , t h i s commandment i s designed t o p r o t e c t the 

l i f e o f t h e I s r a e l i t e f r o m i l l e g a l v i o l e n c e . Others have m o d i f i e d 

t h i s b o t h t o emphasise the Covenant s e t t i n g o f the Decalogue ( A . A l t ) 

SA.Stibbs - The meaning o f t h e word b l o o d i n s c r i p t u r e p.12 
9Stanrsn & Andrew - The Ten commandments i n r e c e n t r e s e a r c h p.98 
lOL.Kohler - "Der Dekalog" ThR 1 (1929) p.182. He concluded t h a t i t 

most l i k e l y s i m p l y f o r b a d e t a k i n g the law i n t o one's own hands. 

ItJ.J.Stamm - " D r e i s s i g Jahre DekaIogforschung", ThR 27 (1961) 
pp.189-239, 281-305. 
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and t o l i n k ff^il w i t h b l o o d vengeance (H.G.Revent l o w ) . These 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s a r e f u l l y worked i n t o P h i l l i p s ' 2 u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the 

word and t h e commandment; f o r him ^•^'7 i s e s s e n t i a l l y an o f f e n c e 

w i t h i n t h e Covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p . He suggests t h a t a l l those who 

share i n t h e Covenant a r e l i n k e d t o g e t h e r as one " f a m i l y " , the people 

o f God, and t h e r e f o r e blood-vengeance as such i s r u l e d o u t . The 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o e x e c u t e t h e murderer i s a community r a t h e r than 

f a m i l y r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and t h e i s not an "avenger-of-b I ood" but 

" a - r e d e e m e r - o f - b l o o d " l 3 ( c f . L e v i t i c u s 25:25,48, Numbers 5:8, Ruth 

3:13, Jeremiah 3 2 : 7 f f ) . The b l o o d , a c c o r d i n g t o P h i l l i p s , i s the 

p r o p e r t y o f God t o whom i t i s r e l e a s e d on t h e e x e c u t i o n o f the 

murderer and so t h e r e c o v e r y o f b l o o d i s not a m a t t e r f o r the 

r e l a t i v e s b u t f o r Jahweh who i s the "seeker o f b l o o d " and i t i s on h i s 

b e h a l f t h a t t h e ^>^l does h i s work. 

The l e g i s l a t i o n c o n c e r n i n g C i t i e s o f Refuge i n Numbers 35:9-34 ( c f . 

Joshua 20 & 21:13,21,27,32,38 1 C h r o n i c l e s 6:57.67) g i v e s f u r t h e r 

i n s i g h t i n t o , indeed i t i s i n t h i s l e g i s l a t i o n t h a t most o f 

i t s usages o c c u r . There i s a r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t t h e s i x t h commandment 

can be broken by a c c i d e n t ; a l i f e may have been taken but the 

i n t e n t i o n t o k i l l need not n e c e s s a r i l y have been t h e r e . The f a c t t h a t 

n i s used t o d e s c r i b e the o r i g i n a l a c t o f k i l l i n g , whether 

i n t e n t i o n a l or u n i n t e n t i o n a l , as w e l l as the a c t i o n taken by the I. 

( e . g . v e r s e 21) has l e d t o a m o d i f i c a t i o n o f the p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n 

o f f e r e d by Stamm. 

l 2 A . P h i l l i p s op c i t , pp.83-109 
i 3 T h i s view i s s u p p o r t e d by G.B.Gray i n the ICC commentary on Numbers 

p470-471, "His m i s s i o n was not vengeance, but e q u i t y . He was not 
an avenger, b u t a redeemer, a r e s t o r e r , a b a l a n c e r " ( C l a y T r u m b u l l , 
Blood Covenant p.260). 
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H.G.Reventlow>4 observed t h a t i n most i n s t a n c e s the word i s used 

o f a s i t u a t i o n t h a t would evoke t h e concept o f "blood-vengeance", and 

the c o n c o m i t a n t work o f t h e , which leads him t o suggest i t i s 

t h i s p a r t i c u l a r f o r m o f k i l l i n g t h a t i s understood. The meaning was 

o n l y r e f i n e d and m o d i f i e d by l a t e r usage. B.S.ChiIds'S adds h i s 

s u p p o r t t o t h i s p o s i t i o n and sees i n Numbers 35 two l a y e r s o f meaning. 

In v e r s e s 16, 17, 18, and 21 we have e a r l i e r VV/O-)"" "flj-O s a y i n g s 

w h i l s t a newer d e f i n i t i o n o f /?^i"7 i s found i n verse 20. Another 

l a y e r i s f o u n d i n v e r s e s 24 and 25; i n verse 25 the o l d e r meaning i s 

p r e s e r v e d i n t h a t the s l a y e r who slew u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y i n c a l l e d ^ ^ J ^ , 

whereas i n v e r s e 24 he i s r e f e r r e d t o as /IS/O/? w h i l s t the 

c o n g r e g a t i o n d e c i d e h i s f a t e . 

I n t he P r o p h e t i c and Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e the word i n v a r i a b l y has the 

meaning o f " i n t e n t i o n a l and e v i l v i o l e n c e " ' ^ ( I s a i a h 1:21, Hosea 6:9, 

Job 24:14, P r o v e r b s 22:13, Psalm 9 4 : 6 ) . 

We have no qualms i n a c c e p t i n g t h i s meaning i n the Wisdom 

l i t e r a t u r e and t h e Psalms b u t a r e le s s c e r t a i n t h a t t h e r e a r e two 

l a y e r s o f meaning i n Numbers 35 where the emphasis i s t o p r o v i d e a 

l e g a l escape f o r those who k i l l u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y . There i s no 

d i s p u t e t h a t i n each o f the cases d e s c r i b e d death has r e s u l t e d f r o m 

the v i o l e n t a c t i o n o f a n o t h e r : the debate concerns whether or not the 

k i l l i n g was done w i t h p r e m e d i t a t e d i n t e n t . The aim i s t o s e t out 

p r i n c i p l e s t o enable t h e community t o d i s t i n g u i s h between v a r i o u s 

a c t i o n s t h a t led t o another person's death on the b a s i s o f m o t i v e and 

t h u s , even though the w o r d i n g i s a l i t t l e p u z z l i n g , has a coherence as 

'4H.G.Reventlow - Gebot und p r e d i g t im Dekalog p p . 7 I f f 

ISB.S.Chi Ids - Exodus pp.419-421 

l6B.S.CHiIds - op c i t , p.421 
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i t s t a n d s w i t h o u t the n e c e s s i t y o f g i v i n g d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s o f meaning 

t o /7 45 7 . 

T h i s l i n g u i s t i c e v i d e n c e suggests t h a t o r i g i n a l l y /7^*7 had an 

o b j e c t i v e meaning and d e s c r i b e d a k i l l i n g t h a t r e q u i r e d the a c t i o n o f 

the f'Xl ( t h e f a c t o f escape b e i n g o f f e r e d t h r o u g h the c i t i e s o f 

r e f u g e f o r t h e " i n n o c e n t k i l l e r " does not a l t e r t h i s meaning). L a t e r 

(Chi Ids s u g g e s t s a t l e a s t b e f o r e the e i g h t h c e n t u r y ) the meaning c o u l d 

have been m o d i f i e d t o mean a c t s o f v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t another 

i n d i v i d u a l , m o t i v a t e d by p e r s o n a l h a t r e d and m a l i c e . The commandment, 

as i t s t a n d s , r e j e c t s such v i o l e n c e and a l s o f o r b i d s a person t o take 

the law i n t o t h e i r own hands. 

There seems l i t t l e d i f f i c u l t y i n a c c e p t i n g t h a t t he commandment 

p r o h i b i t s t h e d e l i b e r a t e t a k i n g o f another human l i f e f o r m o t i v e s o f 

pers o n a l h a t r e d , m a l i c e , g a i n or revenge, and a l s o t h a t a d i s t i n c t i o n 

was p r o b a b l y made between a d e l i b e r a t e a c t o f t h i s n a t u r e (murder) and 

the a c c i d e n t a l t a k i n g o f l i f e ( m a n s l a u g h t e r ) . I t i s , however, 

i m p o r t a n t t o not e t h a t not a l M 7 would be happy t o l i m i t t he scope o f 

the commandment i n t h i s way o r t o m a i n t a i n w i t h i n i t t h e d i s t i n c t i o n 

between "murder" and "manslaughter". I t s use i n Numbers 35:30 

p r e s e n t s something o f a problem i n m a i n t a i n i n g t h i s p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n 

and d i s t i n c t i o n . There i t i s used t o d e s c r i b e the o f f i c i a l 

e x e c u t i o n o f t h e g u i l t y w h i c h , a l t h o u g h a v i o l e n t a c t r e s u l t i n g i n 

de a t h , would not n o r m a l l y be r e f e r r e d t o as murder but as the 

cormiunity e x e r c i s i n g i t s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . 

P r o h i b i t i o n s a g a i n s t " k i l l i n g " h a v i n g the g r e a t e s t s i m i l a r i t y t o 

the Decalogue can be f o u n d i n Exodus 21:12, L e v i t i c u s 24:17 and in the 

" B l e s s i n g and curse r i t u a l " o f Deuteronomy 27:24. i n each o f these 

HD^ i s used r a t h e r than n^~? • T h i s may have no p a r t i c u l a r 

17e.g. M.Noth, Exodus p.165. A.D.H.Mayes, Deuteronomy p.170. 
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s i g n i f i c a n c e b u t i t does i l l u s t r a t e t h a t /74>"7 i s not the o n l y word 

used f o r "murder". 

A s i m i l a r comment c o u l d be made about the s t o r y o f Cain's murder 

o f Abel i n Genesis 4 : 8 f f where 2,~7f) i s used. S.H.Hooke suggests 

t h a t t h i s i s an i n s e r t i o n and t h a t , "What t h e J a h w i s t i s c o n c e n t r a t i n g 

on i s t h a t when t h e bond o f b r o t h e r h o o d i s broken, anger and v i o l e n c e 

break o u t , and death e n t e r s the w o r l d . The theme o f the broken 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God i s now developed i n i t s d i s a s t r o u s and d i v i s i v e 

consequences"! 8. I f t h i s i s so then i t suggests t h a t X'}/) , l i k e 

n,S*? , can be used o f " i l l e g a l k i l l i n g i n i m i c a l t o the community"' ?. 

O b v i o u s l y t h i s does not pre-empt e f f o r t s t o g i v e a s p e c i f i c and 

p r e c i s e meaning t o n^~? , b u t makes i t i m p o r t a n t t o understand t h a t 

o t h e r words can be used t o express t h e same idea: we n o t e t h a t 

i s used i n t h i s way ( e . g . Exodus 2:14, Jeremiah 4:31,), as a r e forms 

o f An;o ( e . g . 1 Samuel 19:1, 2 Samuel 13:28), and POJ ( e . g . 2 

Samuel 12:9, 2 Kings 15:25). We sympathise, t h e r e f o r e , w i t h K o h l e r ' s 

i n a b i l i t y t o g i v e a p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n o f /7^'~? f o r i t does not seem 

p o s s i b l e t o advocate a meaning t h a t s a t i s f i e s every use o f the word 

in the Old Testament. However s i n c e i t i s not used f o r the k i l l i n g o f 

an enemy i n b a t t l e , nor, g e n e r a l l y , the l e g a l e x e c u t i o n o f a law 

breaker b u t r a t h e r i t s normal use i s " i n the c o n t e x t o f one Hebrew 

k i l l i n g a n o t h e r Hebrew"20 j t i s reasonable t o propose t h a t i t means 

( o r came t o mean) a d e l i b e r a t e a c t o f k i l l i n g m o t i v a t e d by m a l i c e . 

Thus the l i n g u i s t i c evidence suggests t h a t the apparent b r e a d t h o f the 

s i x t h commandment's b l a n k e t p r o h i b i t i o n s h o u l d i n f a c t be r e s t r i c t e d 

t o something l i k e the modern e q u i v a l e n t o f "murder". 

iss.H.Hooke - "Genesis", Peake's commentary on The B i b l e (1962) p.183, 

l?Stamm's d e f i n i t i o n o f H a 7 as quoted by B.S.Chi I d s , Exodus p.420 

zop . C . C r a i g i e op c i t p.58 
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THE CONTEXTUAL APPROACH 

The above " l i n g u i s t i c approach" has not i g n o r e d the c o n t e x t s i n which 

n i s fo u n d but our concern now i s w i t h how the "i d e a " o f the 

s i x t h commandment f u n c t i o n s - w i t h i n t he r e c e i v e d t e x t o f the Old 

Testament r a t h e r than w i t h t h e p r e c i s e meaning o f words. K.Barth 

emphasises t h e importance o f c o n t e x t when he says, "The Ten 

Conmandments belong t o t h e whole corpus o f o r d i n a n c e s f o r the common 

l i f e , law, and c u l t u r e r e v e a l e d t o Moses and d e c l a r e d by him t o the 

people The f a c t o f the m a t t e r i s t h a t the Ten Commandments 

are f a i r l y e x h a u s t i v e l y i n t e r p r e t e d by t h e i r immediate context."21 

The "immediate c o n t e x t " he r e f e r s t o i s t h e "book o f the covenant" 

(Exodus 20:22-23:33)22, w h i c h , i n the r e c e i v e d t e x t o f Exodus, comes 

imm e d i a t e l y a f t e r t he Decalogue. Our concerns w i l l take us beyond the 

"immediate c o n t e x t " t o the w i d e r c o n t e x t o f the Hebrew S c r i p t u r e s . 

In t h e d e v e l o p i n g s t o r y o f the r e c e i v e d t e x t the f i r s t use 

of /7 r>i "7 i s i n the S i n a i covenant ( f o r example n e i t h e r Cain's 

murder o f Abel nor Moses' murder o f t h e E g y p t i a n use the word). 

F o l l o w i n g E a r t h ' s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t the book o f the Covenant g i v e s the 

g e n e r a l i s e d s t a t e m e n t s o f t h e Decalogue a " p r e c i s e content"23 i t would 

seem d i f f i c u l t t o use the s i x t h commandment as an argument a g a i n s t 

c a p i t a l punishment s i n c e d e a t h i s s p e c i f i e d as the r i g h t and l a w f u l 

response t o a wide range o f o f f e n c e s (21:12,14,15,16,17,29, 

22:18,19,20). I n many o t h e r p l a c e s i n the Old Testament i t i s 

accepted t h a t t h e community (under God) has the r i g h t t o take l i f e f o r 

o t h e r t y p e s o f a n t i - s o c i a l b e haviour as w e l l as f o r personal v i o l e n c e 

2 1 K . B a r t h - Church Dogmat i c s 2.2 p.684 
22For a d i s c u s s i o n o f the c r i t i c a l problems s u r r o u n d i n g the Book o f 

the Covenant and i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the Decalogue see B.S.Chi Ids -
Exodus pp.451-496 

23K.Barth - op c i t , p.684 
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a g a i n s t a n o t h e r i n d i v i d u a l ( e.g Genesis 9:6, Exodus 35:2, L e v i t i c u s 

20:1-5,24:21, Deuteronomy 13:5, 21:18-21, Joshua 1:18, Jeremiah 38:4, 

e t c ) . 

S u p p o r t i v e e v i d e n c e f o r the view t h a t t he p r o h i b i t i o n o f H-^"^ 

a p p l i e s o n l y t o those who a r e bound t o g e t h e r by the covenant 

r e l a t i o n s h i p - namely f r e e I s r a e l i t e s - can perhaps be found here. 

W i t h r e g a r d t o Exodus 21:20f. P h i l l i p s 2 4 makes t h e p o i n t t h a t 

t e c h n i c a l l y a master c o u l d not be executed f o r k i l l i n g h i s s l a v e 

because s l a v e s , whether I s r a e l i t e or o t h e r n a t i o n a l i t i e s , would not 

have been p r e s e n t a t S i n a i and t h e r e f o r e not i n c l u d e d i n the 

covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p . Thus i n s t e a d o f t h e expected V7/D /' J)}0 

we g e t O/PJ'' O/? J 2 5 . 

Childs2<4 a l s o draws a t t e n t i o n t o the way i n which s l a v e s are 

t r e a t e d d i f f e r e n t l y f r o m f r e e c i t i z e n s . Causing the death o f a s l a v e 

t h r o u g h b e a t i n g i s t r e a t e d d i f f e r e n t l y f r o m k i l l i n g o t h e r people 

because t h e s l a v e i s the p r o p e r t y o f the master (Exodus 21:21). I t 

i s p o s s i b l e , however, t h a t i n the l i g h t o f the general statement o f 

Exodus 21:12, Op J '' O/PJ c o u l d mean the death p e n a l t y - verse 13 

l i m i t s i t s a p p l i c a b i l i t y but i n terms o f the m o t i v e o f the s l a y e r 

r a t h e r than the s t a t u s o f the s l a i n . L e v i t i c u s 24:17 makes a 

s i m i l a r l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e statement f o l l o w e d by the d e c l a r a t i o n o f verse 

22 which would seem t o r u l e o u t v a r y i n g the law a c c o r d i n g t o the 

s t a t u s o f t h e pe r s o n . Thus the evidence f o r l i m i t i n g t h i s commandment 

t o t he Covenant community i s not so overwhelming as t o command 

u n i v e r s a l s u p p o r t and must be t r e a t e d w i t h c a u t i o n and i n v o l v e s some 

24A.Phi1 I i p s op c i t , p.88 
25B.S.Chi Ids - op c i t p.471 
26B.S.Chi Ids op c i t p.471, c i t e s Jewish i n t e r p r e t e r s who b e l i e v e the 

de a t h p e n a l t y i s i n t e n d e d , as w e l l as t h e Talmud which s p e c i f i e s 
beheading f o r b e a t i n g a s l a v e t o de a t h . 
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c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f what i s meant by " t h e p e o p l e o f God"27. 

As s u g g e s t e d above t h e Book o f t h e C o v e n a n t s e e k s t o make a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between t h o s e c r i m e s where t h e r e was a p r e m e d i t a t e d 

i n t e n t i o n t o k i l l and t h o s e s l a y i n g s i n w h i c h t h e r e was no 

p r e m e d i t a t i o n . Conmenting on t h e s t a t e m e n t o f Exodus 21:13 ("but God 

l e t him f a l l i n t o h i s hand") P h i l l i p s s u g g e s t s t h a t , s i n c e i t i s God 

who p r o v i d e s t h e p l a c e s o f r e f u g e , t h e n i t i s a s i f t h e community i s 

s a y i n g t h a t t h e k i l l i n g h a s been committed by Jahweh h i m s e l f 2 8 . 

However, i n v i e w o f o t h e r p a s s a g e s t h a t make a s i m i l a r d i s t i n c t i o n 

between d e l i b e r a t e , p r e m e d i t a t e d murder and a c c i d e n t a l k i l l i n g 

(Numbers 35:9-28. Deuteronomy 19:4-6) t h i s would seem t o be f a i r l y 

d i f f i c u l t t o m a i n t a i n and i t i s much more l i k e l y t h a t i t s h o u l d be 

r e a d a s a f f i r m i n g t h e b e l i e f t h a t Jahweh i s the g i v e r and s u s t a i n e r o f 

I i f e . 

What becomes c l e a r from t h e r e c e i v e d t e x t i s t h a t t h e p r o h i b i t i o n 

o f k i l l i n g i n t h e d e c a l o g u e , s e t a s i t i s i n t h e c o n t e x t o f the 

S i n a i C o v e n a n t and t h e Book o f t h e C o v e n a n t , i s not a t o t a l 

p r o h i b i t i o n o f a l l k i l l i n g but o f "murder". F u r t h e r m o r e s i n c e c i t i e s 

o f r e f u g e a r e an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f community 1 i f e t h e r e i s a l s o a 

r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t not a l l a c t s t h a t l e a d to the d e a t h o f a n o t h e r can be 

t r e a t e d in t h e same way - g u i l t or i n n o c e n c e i s l i n k e d w i t h m o t i v e . 

The community h a s t o d e c i d e who has d e l i b e r a t e l y b r oken the covenant 

law and who has not (Numbers 35:24-25, Deuteronomy 19:12). 

E x t e n d i n g t h e s c o p e o f our s t u d y from c o n s i d e r i n g the u s e of n^~~) 

t o t h e way i n w h i c h t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t s e e k s t o p r o t e c t l i f e deepens 

our u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e s i x t h conranandment. However one s t o r y , when 

r e a d i n i t s c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t , would seem t o l e a d n a t u r a l l y to 

2 7 e . g . C.J.H.Wright - L i v i n g a s t h e p e o p l e o f God 

2 8 A . P h i I I i p s op c i t p.99 
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t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t /7.S"? i s b e i n g used t o make a p a r t i c u l a r impact 

and draw a t t e n t i o n t o a breach o f t h e decalogue t h a t has taken p l a c e . 

The s t o r y o f "Naboth's V i n e y a r d " (1 Kings 21) i s a s t o r y o f t h e abuse 

o f power. Ahab wanted t h i s v i n e y a r d t o c r e a t e a new v e g e t a b l e garden 

c l o s e t o h i s p a l a c e . Naboth r e f u s e d t o p a r t w i t h t h e h i s f a m i l y 

h e r i t a g e . I n consequence t h e strong-minded and a u t o c r a t i c Jezebel 

took a hand ( v e r s e s 5 - 7 ) ; she arranged f o r f a l s e w i t n e s s e s t o make a 

charge a g a i n s t Naboth and f o r him t o be stoned t o d e a t h ( v e r s e s 8-14). 

A f t e r t h e deed was done she t o l d her husband t h a t the v i n e y a r d was now 

h i s and he c o u l d t a k e possession o f i t ( v e r s e s 15-16). At t h i s p o i n t 

E l i j a h , t h e p r o p h e t o f God appears on t h e scene and says, "have you 

k i l l e d (. j:} r)/6 ~7/? ) and a l s o taken possession?". Others were more 

d i r e c t l y r e s p o n s i b l e f o r Naboth's death than Ahab - those who c a s t the 

s t o n e s , t h e f a l s e w i t n e s s e s , Jezebel - but he i s accused o f the c r i m e . 

R e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r b r e a k i n g the s i x t h commandment i s a t t r i b u t e d t o him 

d e s p i t e h i s l a c k o f d i r e c t involvement i n the a c t o f k i l l i n g ; h i s 

g u i l t l a y i n t h e f a c t t h a t he had done n o t h i n g t o p r o t e c t t h e l i f e o f 

Naboth b u t a l l o w e d a s e r i e s o f events t o u n f o l d t h a t meant the death 

o f an i n n o c e n t person. As k i n g he c o u l d have i n t e r v e n e d (see 

J e z e b e l ' s comment i n verse 7) but i n s t e a d he t r i e d t o p r o f i t f r o m t h a t 

d e a t h . Thus we a r e encouraged t o r e f l e c t on the idea o f c u l p a b i l i t y 

f o r a l l o w i n g murder t o happen as w e l l as f o r a c t u a l l y c o m m i t t i n g 

murder. 

A s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n a r i s e s i n the s t o r y or David's a d u l t e r y w i t h 

Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11:2 - 12:15) - a l t h o u g h n£6V i s not used. 

A f t e r t h e a c t o f a d u l t e r y Bathsheba was found t o be pregnant and 

a l t h o u g h David schemed t o make i t appear t h a t U r i a h (Bathsheba's 

husband) had i n f a c t f a t h e r e d the unborn c h i l d U r i a h ' s d e v o t i o n and 

l o y a l t y made t h i s i m p o s s i b l e . David then a r r a n g e d f o r him t o be 
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k i l l e d i n b a t t l e . A f t e r h i s death was r e p o r t e d Nathan, t h e p r o p h e t , 

g e t s D a v i d t o acce p t h i s g u i l t and then uses t h e words (12 verse 9 ) , 

"you have s m i t t e n ( /70 J ) U r i a h t h e H i t t i t e w i t h t he sword 

and have s l a i n i LIP ) him w i t h t h e sword o f the Ammonites". Again 

o t h e r s had s t r u c k t he m o r t a l blow b u t David i s h e l d r e s p o n s i b l e - the 

murder has r e s u l t e d f r o m h i s a c t i o n , he has c o n s p i r e d t o take t h e l i f e 

o f a n o t h e r . Chi Ids suggests t h a t t h i s s t o r y goes " t o the h e a r t o f the 

c r i m e o f murder".29 Whatever the h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h i s 

s t o r y and t h e Decalogue, i n a c a n o n i c a l r e a d i n g o f the t e x t t h e s t o r y 

f u n c t i o n s as a k i n d o f commentary on the s i x t h commandment. 

These two s t o r i e s emphasise a very i m p o r t a n t p o i n t about the 

decalogue, namely the i n d i v i d u a l ' s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o keep i t and l i v e 

by i t . T h i s has p a r t i c u l a r importance t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the 

p r o h i b i t i o n o f k i l l i n g . E a r l i e r we suggested t h a t t h i s p r o h i b i t i o n 

i s n o t i n t e n d e d t o d e p r i v e " t h e s t a t e " o f i t s r i g h t t o use c a p i t a l 

punishment when i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e t o the c r i m e , nor does i t f o r b i d 

t h e p u r s u i t o f war which i n e v i t a b l y leads t o the t a k i n g o f human l i f e 

- indeed i n t h e c o n t e x t o f the Old Testament b o t h c a p i t a l punishment 

(see f o r example Genesis 9:6) and k i l l i n g i n war (see f o r example 

Deuteronomy 20:17) are commanded by God. T h i s commandment i s about 

the r e s p e c t and concern f o r the l i f e o f o t h e r s t h a t s h o u l d be adopted 

by those i n d i v i d u a l s who a r e l i v i n g i n Covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 

Jahweh. W.Harrelson p u t s the emphasis upon t h i s personal 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y when he r e c o n s t r u c t s the s i x t h cormandment t o read, 

"Thou S h a l t not k i l l ( o r take the l i f e o f ) t h y neighbour"30 and, o f 

cou r s e , i t ' s t h e b a s i c concept behind K o h l e r ' s c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 77-55*) 

29B.S.Childs - O l d Testament Theology i n a Canonical c o n t e x t p.64 

30W.HarreI son - The ten commandments and human r i g h t s pp.42 & 1 0 7 f f f . 
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most l i k e l y means "not t a k i n g the law i n t o ones own hands"31. We 

s h a l l r e t u r n t o t h i s theme o f personal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y when we c o n s i d e r 

some o f t h e a p p l i c a t i o n s o f "thou s h a l t not k i l l " t o modern problems. 

I f we a r e t o use t h e decalogue as a t h e o l o g i c a l r e s o u r c e f o r modern 

C h r i s t i a n l i v i n g then i t would seem e s s e n t i a l t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t the 

commandments a r e about what God expects f r o m h i s people. 

KILLING AND ST MATTHEW'S GOSPEL 

When we lo o k e d a t t h e use o f t h e Decalogue i n S t . Matthew's gospel 

( c h a p t e r 2) we d i s c o v e r e d a number o f t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s which 

broadened our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the commandments and t h e i r r e l e v a n c e t o 

many a s p e c t s o f d a i l y l i v i n g . We noted t h a t the Ten Commandments are 

r e c o g n i s e d as b e i n g f r o m Jahweh b u t a l s o t h a t Matthew's c h r i s t o l o g y 

emphasises t h a t they need t o be understood i n the l i g h t o f the person 

o f Jesus C h r i s t . I t i s t h e a u t h o r i t a t i v e C h r i s t who broadens the 

s i x t h commandment t o i n c l u d e m o t i v e s as w e l l as a c t i o n and urges t h a t 

b o t h t h e " s p i r i t " and " l e t t e r " o f t h e law s h o u l d be k e p t . I n Matthew 

5:21-22 murder i s p r o h i b i t e d but so too are the anger and h a t r e d which 

so e a s i l y lead t o murder. The general t e a c h i n g o f 5:38-48 would a l s o 

seem t o r u l e o u t v i o l e n t a c t i o n of any s o r t i n t h a t Jesus i s p o r t r a y e d 

as t e l l i n g h i s f o l l o w e r s t o r e f l e c t God's p e r f e c t love i n t h e i r 

d e a l i n g s w i t h o t h e r s - they a r e not t o r e s i s t or r e t a l i a t e when o t h e r s 

use f o r c e ; they a r e a l s o t o love t h e i r enemies as w e l l as f r i e n d s and 

ne i ghbours. 

T h i s seems t o s t a n d i n s t a r k c o n t r a s t t o the v i o l e n c e o f some 

p a r t s o f the Old Testament - p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h a passage such as 

Esther 9 where the Jews a r e d e p i c t e d as d e s t r o y i n g t h e i r enemies 

w i t h o u t any compassion ( 9 : 5 ) - and r a i s e s q u e s t i o n s about how 

C h r i s t i a n s s h o u l d view not Ju s t murder, but v i o l e n c e o f any s o r t , i n 

3 i L . K o h l e r op c i t p.182. 
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t h e l i g h t o f t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f Jesus. 

In t h e Gospel o f Matthew Jesus r e j e c t s v i o l e n c e as a way o f 

ad v a n c i n g h i s kingdom. At t h e t i m e o f h i s b e t r a y a l we a r e t o l d t h a t 

one o f the d i s c i p l e s (John t e l l s us i t was P e t e r , John 18:10) drew h i s 

sword t o defend Jesus b u t i s rebuked by h i s master because he needs no 

such p r o t e c t i o n - i f v i o l e n c e were needed the Father c o u l d s u p p l y 

" l e g i o n s o f a n g e l s " ( 2 6 : 5 1 - 5 3 ) . 

I n c o n t r a s t t o t h i s we do f i n d Jesus u s i n g a measure o f 

v i o l e n c e t o c l e a n s e t h e temple o f those who bought and s o l d (21:12-

13). The t e x t g i v e s l i t t l e c l u e as t o t h e purpose behind t h i s a c t i o n 

o t h e r than t h e s t a t e m e n t t h a t God's house o f prayer was be i n g t u r n e d 

i n t o a "den o f r o b b e r s " . Whether t h e a c t i o n was taken as a p r o t e s t 

a g a i n s t " t h e way i n which w o r s h i p p e r s f r o m abroad were b e i n g cheated 

by e x c e s s i v e r a t e s o f exchange and by the e x o r b i t a n t c o s t o f animals 

necessary f o r s a c r i f i c e " 3 2 , or a g a i n s t " the whole system o f 

s a c r i f i c i a l w o r s h i p which had developed i n t o b i g b u s i n e s s " 3 3 i s a 

m a t t e r o f c o n j e c t u r e . The importance, f r o m our p o i n t o f view, i s t h a t 

Jesus used v i o l e n c e and the c o n c l u s i o n can be drawn t h a t t h i s v i o l e n c e 

not o n l y demonstrated M e s s i a n i c a u t h o r i t y but was somehow f o r the 

b e n e f i t o f o t h e r s . 

There a re a few o t h e r passages t h a t use the language o f v i o l e n c e . 

A l t h o u g h these a re m a i n l y i n an e s c h a t o I o g i c a I c o n t e x t , and 

i l l u s t r a t i v e o f s p i r i t u a l punishment r a t h e r than a c t u a l p h y s i c a l 

v i o l e n c e , they a re p a r t o f t o the t o t a l p i c t u r e t o be drawn on t h i s 

s u b j e c t f r o m the g o s p e l . Jesus t o l d a s t o r y about a person who r e n t e d 

a v i n e y a r d o u t t o t e n a n t s who r e f u s e d t o f u l f i l t h e i r 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ; they m a l t r e a t e d and k i l l e d h i s messengers i n c l u d i n g 

32R.V.G.Tasker - The Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o S t . Matthew pp.199-200 

33R.T.France - M a t t h e ^ p.300 
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h i s son. Those who heard t h e s t o r y a f f i r m e d , as Jesus seems t o 

e x p e c t , t h a t t h e m i s c r e a n t s s h o u l d be executed (21:33-41). I n 22:1-14 

the s t o r y i s t o l d o f a k i n g g i v i n g a d i n n e r b u t a guest w i t h o u t a 

"wedding garment" i n punished. Our a t t e n t i o n i s a l s o drawn t o the 

d i v i s i o n s t h a t t h e coming o f Jesus i n e v i t a b l y c r e a t e s i n s o c i e t y 

(10:34-38) because he came "not t o b r i n g peace but a sword". 

When we seek t o draw c o n c l u s i o n s f r o m t h i s m a t e r i a l then i t i s 

c l e a r t h a t murder, a l o n g w i t h the a t t i t u d e s o f mind t h a t lead t o i t 

s h o u l d have no p l a c e i n t h e l i v e s o f those who would f o l l o w Jesus 

( 5 : 2 1 - 2 2 ) ; on t h e c o n t r a r y they a r e t o seek the w e l l - b e i n g o f a l l and 

t o show love t o a l l (5:38-48) and t o a v o i d d o i n g v i o l e n c e t o o t h e r s as 

Jesus h i m s e l f d i d (26:51-53). However, r e f l e c t i o n upon these passages 

in the l i g h t o f the " c l e a n s i n g o f the temple" (21:12-13) and the 

language o f v i o l e n c e i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h God's Judgment, might w e l l 

lead t o a m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h i s b l a n k e t condemnation o f v i o l e n t a c t i o n 

and open th e way f o r the use o f f o r c e , and even k i l l i n g , i n c e r t a i n 

c i rcumstances. 

E a r l i e r we suggested t h a t t h e prime f u n c t i o n o f the Decalogue was 

t o r e g u l a t e i n d i v i d u a l conduct ( a l t h o u g h s i n c e i n d i v i d u a l s l i v e i n 

communities i t a l s o a f f e c t s correnun i t y l i f e and a c t i o n ) and we would 

suggest t h a t t h e Sermon on the Mount f u n c t i o n s in the same way - i t 

i s about how i n d i v i d u a l C h r i s t i a n s s h o u l d behave, and the a t t i t u d e s 

they s h o u l d a d o p t , i n t h e i r d e a l i n g s w i t h o t h e r s . I t does not seem 

e n t i r e l y a p p r o p r i a t e t o t r a n s f e r i t f r o m t h i s r e a l m i n t o the realm o f 

n a t i o n a l and i n t e r n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s and then suggest t h a t Matthew's 

gospel r u l e s o u t f o r c e and the p o s s i b l e consequences o f f o r c e -

k i l l i n g - i n a l l c i r c u m s t a n c e s . V i e w i n g the Sermon on the Mount in 

t h i s way makes i t reasonable t o suggest t h a t Matthew i s not making any 

comment on p a s t wars or t h e use o f f o r c e by a u t h o r i t i e s t o m a i n t a i n 
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t h e r u l e o f law ( o t h e r than a s k i n g C h r i s t i a n s t o r e f l e c t upon these 

t h i n g s i n t h e l i g h t o f C h r i s t ' s t e a c h i n g ) . He p u t s b e f o r e C h r i s t i a n s 

t h e p e r f e c t s t a n d a r d (5:48) b u t might a l s o be s y m p a t h e t i c t o the use 

o f f o r c e i n the s e r v i c e o f r i g h t causes on b e h a l f o f o t h e r s . 

KILLING AND THE WORK OF CALVIN. 

As we have seen C a l v i n , l i k e S t . Matthew's g o s p e l , a c c e p t s the Old 

Testament as i t stands and a p p l i e s the Decalogue t o a wide range o f 

i s s u e s . He spoke o f the " e l l i p t i c a l " n a t u r e o f the commandments; by 

t h i s he means t h a t t h e r e i s a dimension t o each o f the commandments 

beyond t h a t expressed i n t h e words a c t u a l l y used and t h a t i t would be 

r i d i c u l o u s t o l i m i t t he " s p i r i t o f the law t o the s t r i c t l e t t e r o f the 

words".34 He says, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t t he s i x t h commandment i s a g a i n s t 

v i o l e n c e and i n j u s t i c e o f e v e r y k i n d . We a l s o saw t h a t a s p e c i f i c 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s e l l i p t i c a l p r i n c i p l e was found i n h i s d e c l a r a t i o n 

o f t h e n e g a t i v e and p o s i t i v e a s p e c t s o f t h e commandments, he says, ". 

. when e v i l i s f o r b i d d e n i t s o p p o s i t e i s e n j o i n e d " 3 5 and working 

t h i s o u t w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e s i x t h commandment he says, " A c c o r d i n g l y we 

are r e q u i r e d f a i t h f u l l y t o do what i n us l i e s t o defend the l i f e o f 

our n e i g h b o u r , t o promote whatever tends t o h i s t r a n q u i l l i t y , t o be 

v i g i l a n t i n w a r d i n g o f f harm, and, when danger comes, t o a s s i s t i n 

removing i t . "36 

In c h a p t e r 3 we drew a t t e n t i o n t o Pharaoh's daughter s a v i n g the 

baby Moses (Exodus 2:1-10), EI i sha and the S y r i a n s (2 Kings 6:11-23), 

and David's t r e a t m e n t o f Mephibosheth (2 Samuel 9) as examples o f 

kind n e s s when, g i v e n the p r e v a i l i n g p o l i t i c a l s i t u a t i o n and a t t i t u d e s 

o f the a n c i e n t Near East, k i l l i n g m i ght more n a t u r a l l y have been 

3 4 J . C a l v i n - I n s t i t u t e s o f the C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n p.437. 

3 5 J . C a l v i n op c i t , p.438 

3<5J.Calvin op c i t , p.470 
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e x p e c t e d . R e f l e c t i o n upon i n c i d e n t s such as these, t o g e t h e r w i t h the 

d u t i e s t o o t h e r s i n h e r e n t i n the whole o f t h e decalogue and a passage 

such as L e v i t i c u s 19:17-18 c u l m i n a t i n g , as i t does, w i t h the command 

t o " l o v e your n e i g h b o u r " , encourages us t o su p p o r t t h e idea t h a t "you 

s h a l l n o t k i l l " can be understood as a l s o i m p l i c i t l y l a y i n g upon God's 

peo p l e an o b l i g a t i o n t o do good as w e l l as t o a v o i d h u r t . I n both 

t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r c o n t e x t , and the g e n e r a l c o n t e x t o f the Hebrew 

s c r i p t u r e s , such i n c i d e n t s can be seen as p u t t i n g the p o s i t i v e s i d e t o 

the n e g a t i v e p r o h i b i t i o n o f k i l l i n g . 

The r e a l p r o b l e m w i t h e x t e n d i n g t h e commandment t o i n c l u d e seeking 

t h e w e l l - b e i n g o f o t h e r s l i e s i n war and the way in which the 

I s r a e l i t e s were, f o r example, corrananded t o wage war t o possess the 

promised land w i t h l i t t l e or no c o n s i d e r a t i o n f o r the w e l l - b e i n g o f 

those who a l r e a d y d w e l t t h e r e . We s h a l l say something about t h i s 

l a t e r ; a t t h i s J u n c t u r e we s i m p l y m e n t i o n f o u r l i n e s o f thought which 

have been used t o shed l i g h t on t h e problem and c o u l d enable us t o 

t r e a t war as a " s p e c i a l case":-

( a ) That I s r a e l m isunderstood God and the conquest n a r r a t i v e s need 

c o r r e c t i o n i n t h e l i g h t o f the canon, e s p e c i a l l y the New Testament. 

In d i s c u s s i n g t h i s p o i n t o f view Chi1ds accepts t h a t i t must be taken 

s e r i o u s l y because i t r e p r e s e n t s a reasonable r e a d i n g o f the m a t e r i a l 

i n i t s c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t . He goes on t o say, however, "Never once 

i s i t suggested t h a t I s r a e l m i s u n d e r s t o o d God's i n t e n t i o n r e g a r d i n g 

the conquest . . . ", and t h e n , "The e f f e c t o f the c a n o n i c a l shaping 

o f t h e conquest m a t e r i a l i s t h a t t h e book o f Joshua has been assigned 

a s p e c i f i c , b u t time-bound, r o l e i n God's economy. . . I t was 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y r e n d e r e d i n o p e r a t i v e by b e i n g consigned w h o l l y t o the 

p a s t . " 3 7 . 

37B.S.Chi Ids - op c i t p.78 
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R.S.Taylor38 a t t e m p t s t o make t h i s m a t e r i a l more p a l a t a b l e by 

means o f a r a t h e r s t r a n g e s u g g e s t i o n ; he d i s c u s s e s "God's d e p u t i s i n g " 

t h e t a s k o f k i l l i n g t o a n g e l s ( e . g . 2 Kings 19:35) and t h e r e f o r e 

the r e asonableness o f him a l s o d e p u t i s i n g t h a t t a s k t o men. Perhaps 

more a c c e p t a b l e i s t h e s t a n c e o f G.Clark who s a y s , " I f t h e Old 

Testament i s c l e a r on a n y t h i n g i t i s c l e a r t h a t God p o s i t i v e l y 

commanded war."39; t h i s p o s i t i o n r e c o g n i s e s the i n t e g r i t y o f the t e x t 

but makes i t d i f f i c u l t t o s u g g e s t I s r a e l was m i s t a k e n about God's 

i n t e n t i o n s . 

( b ) That t h e Decalogue i s about r e g u l a t i n g t h e l i f e o f the covenant 

correnunity and t h a t war i s pursued t o p r o t e c t t h i s community. Hence 

neighbour does mean "fellow-Hebrew" (as i s suggested by L e v i t i c u s 

19:18a) r a t h e r than the w i d e r New Testament concept (see Luke 10:25-

3 7 ) : b u t we s h o u l d note t h e r e f e r e n c e s above t o Pharaoh's 

daughter/Moses and E l i s h a / T h e S y r i a n s , t o g e t h e r w i t h books such as 

Ruth and Jonah which encourage c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f a wi d e r meaning being 

g i v e n t o " n e i g h b o u r " . 

( c ) That t h e decalogue i s about i n d i v i d u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s and s i n c e 

war, by i t s very n a t u r e , i s a community a c t the i n d i v i d u a l ' s 

o b l i g a t i o n t o the community takes precedent over o b l i g a t i o n s t o the 

i n d i v i d u a l . T h i s i s a dangerous idea which c o u l d , and has been, used 

t o excuse t e r r i b l e a c t s i n t h e name o f the s t a t e and i n f a c t r a i s e s 

complex i s s u e s . We would s e r i o u s l y q u e s t i o n whether i t i s ever 

p o s s i b l e t o r e j e c t i n d i v i d u a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y w i t h r e g a r d t o God's law 

in o r d e r t o f u l f i l the wishes o f the s t a t e . 

( d ) S ince God who gave the corrvnandments i s the g i v e r and s u s t a i n e r o f 

l i f e and has the r i g h t t o take l i f e , when he commands t h a t a war be 

38R.S.Taylor - P e r f e c t love and war p.30 
3 9 G . C l a r k - " I s p a c i f i s m C h r i s t i a n " , UEA 14, (1955) p.5 
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pursued and enemies k i l l e d he must be obeyed. I t i s c e r t a i n l y t r u e 

t h a t i n t h e O l d Testament t h e wars o f conquest, and o t h e r b a t t l e s are 

seen as " h o l y wars" i n t h a t they were undertaken a t God's d i r e c t i o n 

(Deuteronomy 7:1-3,Numbers 21:14, 1 Samuel 18:17)40 and war i s never 

seen t o be i n c o n f l i c t w i t h t h e Decalogue. 

None o f these s u g g e s t i o n s o f f e r a p a r t i c u l a r l y t i d y s o l u t i o n t o 

t h e p r o b l e m o f waging v i o l e n t war but t o r e g a r d the s i x t h commandment 

as d i r e c t e d o n l y t o personal r e l a t i o n s h i p s and a t t i t u d e s and 

t h u s s u g g e s t " t h a t war (and o t h e r s t a t e a c t i o n s ) are o u t s i d e i t s scope 

h e l p s a v o i d t h i s a p p a r e n t i n c o n s i s t e n c y and c o n t r a d i c t i o n . As we saw 

i t i s p o s s i b l e t o argue t h a t t h i s i s the approach Jesus h i m s e l f took 

t o v i o l e n c e . 

C a l v i n a l s o b e l i e v e d t h a t the commandments are about motive s as 

w e l l as a c t i o n s . The s i x t h commandment p r o h i b i t s not j u s t murder but 

a l s o w r a t h because, " i n the law human l i f e i s i n s t r u c t e d not merely in 

o u t w a r d decency but i n inward s p i r i t u a l righteousness."41 We have 

seen t h a t S t . Matthew's gospel teaches t h i s but i t i s a l s o an Old 

Testament v i e w p o i n t . Much o f the e a r l i e r d i s c u s s i o n about the c i t i e s 

o f r e f u g e has b e a r i n g upon t h i s . These c i t i e s were e s t a b l i s h e d t o 

ensure t h a t o n l y those who i n t e n d e d t o commit murder were executed f o r 

t h a t c r i m e - t h e l e g i s l a t i o n i s a l l about m o t i v e . S i m i l a r l y , i n the 

cases o f Ahab's g u i l t r e g a r d i n g the death o f Naboth, and David's g u i l t 

f o r t he d e a t h o f U r i a h , m o t i v e i s a l l i m p o r t a n t - they are condemned 

as murders because they had murder i n t h e i r h e a r t s r a t h e r than because 

they a c t u a l l y d i d the k i l l i n g . L e v i t i c u s 19 can be read as a 

"commentary" on p a r t s o f the decalogue s i n c e i t i s concerned w i t h 

h o l i n e s s o f l i f e ( v e r s e 2) and c o n t a i n s s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o s u b j e c t s 

40see C r a i g i e op. c i t c h a p t e r 4. 
4 1 J . C a l v i n op c i t , p.434 
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covered i n a number o f t h e cormandments ( p a r e n t s and sabbath verse 3, 

i d o l s v e r s e 4, s t e a l i n g v e r s e 11, j u s t i c e and s l a n d e r verses 15-16). 

I t does not a c t u a l l y m e n t i o n murder but verses 17 and 18 f o r b i d those 

t h i n g s w h i c h le a d t o murder ( h a t r e d i n the h e a r t and vengeance) 

w h i l s t u r g i n g reason and l o v e . Hosea 4:2 l i n k s lack o f 

f a i t h f u l n e s s and k i n d n e s s ( a t t i t u d e s o f h e a r t and mind) w i t h the 

b r e a k i n g o f God's law, i n c l u d i n g murder. I s a i a h sees the t i m e when 

"th e e a r t h w i l l be f i l l e d w i t h the knowledge o f the L o r d " and i n the 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l p i c t u r e he p a i n t s , t h e r e i s no v i o l e n c e ( I s a i a h 11:6-9) 

- man b e i n g i n harmony w i t h God l i v e s i n l o v e . The Old Testament, 

l i k e t h e New, i s concerned w i t h r i g h t a t t i t u d e s and m o t i v e s because 

these lead t o r i g h t l i v i n g . Thus i t i s reasonable t o accept the 

emphasis upon m o t i v e , f o u n d i n the t e a c h i n g o f C a l v i n , and t h e r e f o r e 

h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e s i x t h commandment not o n l y p r o h i b i t s murder, 

and the anger t h a t leads t o murder, but a l s o g i v e s p o s i t i v e 

encouragement t o those t h a t seek t o do good, r a t h e r than harm t o o t h e r 

p e o p l e . I n t h e l i g h t o f the evidence c i t e d t h i s would seem b o t h an 

a p p r o p r i a t e and a r e a s o n a b l e way t o read the Old Testament. 

KILLING - THEOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES AND MODERN PROBLEMS 

We have t r i e d t o show t h a t t h e s i x t h commandment cannot p r o p e r l y be 

used as an a u t o m a t i c p r o h i b i t i o n o f a l l k i l l i n g because i n the Old 

Testament t h e community, under the d i r e c t i o n o f God, i s commanded t o 

execute law b r e a k e r s and pursue war. Some i n d i v i d u a l a c t s t h a t lead t o 

death would a l s o seem t o be e x c e p t i o n s t o t h i s r u l e depending upon the 

m o t i v a t i o n b e h i n d the a c t i o n . In the modern w o r l d t h e r e are a number 

of o t h e r a c t i v i t i e s , as w e l l as the more obvious examples o f murder 

and m a n s l a u g h t e r , t h a t i n v o l v e the d e s t r u c t i o n o f human l i f e 

e u t h a n a s i a , s u i c i d e , and a b o r t i o n . We now g i v e some c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o 

t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s t h a t w i l l enable us t o use t h i s commandment as 

•143-



an a i d i n d e v e l o p i n g a C h r i s t i a n e t h i c towards these complex i s s u e s . 

In our d i s c u s s i o n two p r i n c i p l e s have emerged t h a t seem c r u c i a l t o 

a r i g h t use o f t h i s commandment:-

F i r s t , l i f e belongs t o God. There i s a wide consensus t h a t t h i s 

i s fundamental t o any proper u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the s i x t h commandment. 

H a r r e l s o n , f o r example says, "God i s t h e a u t h o r and g i v e r o f l i f e , and 

no one dare a c t as though t h a t person were God, t a k i n g the l i f e o f a 

f e l l o w human b e i n g . "42 We must a l s o be c l e a r t h a t t o say " l i f e 

b elongs t o God" i s n o t the same as s a y i n g , " l i f e i s s a c r o s a n c t 

( i n v i o l a b l e ) " because a t God's d i r e c t i o n l i f e may be taken. 

Second, t h a t t he commandments are about r e g u l a t i n g the behaviour 

o f one i n d i v i d u a l t o a n o t h e r . As we have seen, t h e r e a re those who 

l i m i t t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f the law t o the covenant community b u t , a t 

t h i s s t a g e , we would w i s h t o emphasise personal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , 

r e g a r d l e s s o f whether i t i s i n t e n d e d t o be l i m i t e d t o f r e e I s r a e l i t e s 

or t o a w i d e r g r o u p i n g . We would m a i n t a i n t h a t the commandments are 

about i n d i v i d u a l a t t i t u d e s and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . I n an i m p e r f e c t 

w o r l d t h e s t a t e may f i n d i t necessary b o t h t o execute c r i m i n a l s and 

wage war f o r the w e l l - b e i n g o f i t s c i t i z e n s and, i n c e r t a i n 

s i t u a t i o n s , t he i n d i v i d u a l a c t i n g f o r the community i s f r e e d from 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o the law (see f o r example the a c t i o n o f the ^ X ' i i n 

Numbers 35:27). In the s i x t h commandment the i n d i v i d u a l i s p r o h i b i t e d 

f r o m " t a k i n g t h e law i n t o t h e i r own hands"; as i n d i v i d u a l s they have 

no r i g h t t o k i l l those who cause them inconvenience but r a t h e r , as 

C a l v i n s u g g e s t s , they s h o u l d r e s p e c t the l i f e o f o t h e r s and 

p o s i t i v e l y seek t h e i r good. 

A f u l l a p p l i c a t i o n o f these p r i n c i p l e s t o every p o s s i b l e s i t u a t i o n 

t h a t t h r e a t e n s human l i f e i s beyond the scope o f t h i s s t u d y . Nor are 

42W.Harrelson op c i t p.110 
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we s e e k i n g ( o r c l a i m i n g ) t o g i v e d e f i n i t i v e answers t o any o f these 

problems but r a t h e r t o i l l u s t r a t e t he way i n whic h these p r i n c i p l e s 

can be used as a t h e o l o g i c a l r e s o u r c e and a i d , and some o f the 

d i r e c t i o n s i n whic h they lead us when a p p l i e d t o c e r t a i n modern 

problems. We look b r i e f l y a t a few c o n t e n t i o u s a r e a s . 

One such area i s e u t h a n a s i a and, t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t , l i n k e d w i t h 

i t , s u i c i d e - i n b o t h i n s t a n c e s the person decides t h a t t h e i r own l i f e 

s h o u l d be ended. I n s u i c i d e t he death i s caused by d i r e c t personal 

a c t i o n and i n e u t h a n a s i a o t h e r s a r e e n l i s t e d t o h e l p w i t h o b t a i n i n g 

t h a t same end. The reasons a r e m a n i f o l d : o l d age and/or i l l n e s s , a 

f e e l i n g t h a t u s e f u l l i f e i s o v e r , a long term or even temporary 

f e e l i n g t h a t l i f e i s not w o r t h the e f f o r t . C h r i s t i a n i t y sees l i f e i n 

the f l e s h as o n l y a small p a r t o f a person's e x i s t e n c e and, in the 

c o n t e x t o f New Testament t e a c h i n g about e t e r n a l l i f e , death i s not 

something t o be f e a r e d . S t . Paul s a i d , "For me t o l i v e i s C h r i s t and 

t o d i e i s g a i n . " ( P h i l i p p i a n s 1:21) and i n t h i s same chapter he t a l k s 

about the advantages o f death and the r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s o f l i f e . T h i s 

i s v e r y d i f f e r e n t f r o m t a k i n g h i s own l i f e or persuading o t h e r s t o 

k i l l him. I n the l i g h t o f the c e r t a i n hope o f spending e t e r n i t y i n 

God's presence, d e a t h , p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r those i n g r e a t p h y s i c a l or 

mental d i s t r e s s , may be an a t t r a c t i v e p r o p o s i t i o n but the p r i n c i p l e 

t h a t , " l i f e b e longs t o God", and the o b l i g a t i o n t o r e s p e c t and p r o t e c t 

a n o t h e r ' s l i f e , r u l e s out h a s t e n i n g one's own p h y s i c a l death or 

c o n s p i r i n g w i t h o t h e r s t o b r i n g i t about. Speaking o f s u i c i d e B a r t h 

says, "To d e p r i v e a man o f h i s l i f e i s a m a t t e r f o r the one who gave 

i t and not f o r t h e man h i m s e l f . He who takes what does not belong t o 

him, i n t h i s case o n l y t o throw i t away, does not merely k i l l ; he 

murders."43 and o f e u t h a n a s i a he says, " . . . i t can h a r d l y be s a i d o f 

4 3 K . B a r t h - Church Dogmatics 111. 4. p.404 
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t h i s f o r m o f d e l i b e r a t e k i l l i n g t h a t i t can ever seem t o be r e a l l y 

commanded i n any emergency, and t h e r e f o r e t o be a n y t h i n g but 

murder."44 

More complex i s the o t h e r s i d e o f the problem - not the t a k i n g o f 

l i f e but t h e p r o l o n g i n g o f l i f e . Modern medicine has developed 

remarkable t e c h n i q u e s and t h e r a p i e s t h a t enable l i f e t o be p r o l o n g e d . 

As a f a i r l y g e n e r a l i s e d s t a t e m e n t , i n the l i g h t o f b i b l i c a l t e a c h i n g 

about "God as c r e a t o r " , i t does not seem unreasonable t o h o l d t h a t 

these s k i l l s a r e f r o m God b u t t h a t does not j u s t i f y t h e i r u n l i m i t e d 

and u n c o n t r o l l e d use.45 The C h r i s t i a n must seek t o d i s c o v e r the 

parameters w i t h i n which these s k i l l s can be e x e r c i s e d . I s i t r i g h t t o 

p r o l o n g a l i f e , t h r o u g h m e d i c a t i o n or s u r g e r y , when t h e r e i s no r e a l 

hope o f " q u a l i t y o f l i f e " b e i n g r e s t o r e d ? Should a person be kept on 

l i f e s u p p o r t equipment when i f they do r e t u r n t o consciousness t h e r e 

w i l l be s e r i o u s b r a i n damage t h a t p r e v e n t s them f u n c t i o n i n g as an 

independent person? These type o f q u e s t i o n s b r i n g b e f o r e us the 

c o m p l e x i t y o f b a l a n c i n g t h e concept o f God's s o v e r e i g n t y over l i f e and 

death w i t h the use o f t h e s k i l l s he has made a v a i l a b l e w i t h i n h i s 

c r e a t i o n . They a l s o h i g h l i g h t the f a c t t h a t the d i s t i n c t i o n between 

e u t h a n a s i a and a l l o w i n g death t o happen n a t u r a l l y i s not always c l e a r 

i n the l i g h t o f the a b i l i t y t o e x e r c i s e some c o n t r o l over the l e n g t h 

o f l i f e t h a t i s now a v a i l a b l e i n our w o r l d . 

Another c o n t e n t i o u s area t o which these t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s 

have d i r e c t r e l e v a n c e i s t h a t o f a b o r t i o n . T h i s has t o do w i t h 

d e s t r o y i n g human l i f e i n the f o r m o f a " l i v e " f o e t u s . As w i t h 

e u t h a n a s i a the reasons f o r t h e a c t i o n are complex and v a r i e d - i t may 

44 op c i t , p.427 
45The same s o r t o f argument c o u l d be used w i t h r e g a r d t o n u c l e a r power 

- God gave man the a b i l i t y t o s p l i t the atom but t h a t does not mean 
a u t o m a t i c a l l y t h a t the use o f n u c l e a r weapons i s t h e r e b y j u s t i f i e d . 
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be t h a t t h e l i f e o f t h e mother i s s e r i o u s l y endangered i f the 

p r e g n a n c y goes f u l l term; i t may be t h a t t h e unborn c h i l d has a h i g h 

s t a t i s t i c a l c h a n c e o f b e i n g deformed o r o f i n h e r i t i n g some g e n e t i c 

i l l n e s s ; i t may be t h a t t h e mother i s u n m a r r i e d or t h e v i c t i m of r a p e ; 

i t may be t h a t t h e p a r e n t s a l r e a d y have too many c h i l d r e n or f o r 

c a r e e r r e a s o n s a c o n f i n e m e n t would be i n c o n v e n i e n t . T h e s e , and a l l 

t h e o t h e r r e a s o n s f o r a b o r t i o n , have t h e i r own p a r t i c u l a r problems 

and, i f s p a c e a l l o w e d , would r e q u i r e i n d i v i d u a l e x a m i n a t i o n o f the 

i s s u e s r a i s e d . 

The B i b l e does not d i r e c t l y r e f e r t o a b o r t i o n even though i t was 

p r a c t i s e d i n t h e a n c i e n t Near E a s t 4 6 but t h e p a r a l l e l p r a c t i c e o f 

e x p o s i n g unwanted i n f a n t s to d i e would seem to be r e f e r r e d to in 

E z e k i e l 16:4. T h i s s i l e n c e l e a d s J.W.Rogerson to s u g g e s t t h a t i t was 

not commonly p r a c t i s e d in t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t p e r i o d 4 7 . In g e n e r a l 

t e r m s t h i s p r a c t i c e would seem to impinge upon both our t h e o l o g i c a l 

p r i n c i p l e s ; a l i f e i s b e i n g d e s t r o y e d by human agency, and the 

i n d i v i d u a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y to p r o t e c t l i f e seems to be i g n o r e d by 

e v e r y b o d y c o n c e r n e d ( f r o m t h e c o n s e n t i n g p a r e n t s to t h e members of the 

m e d i c a l t e a m ) . T h i s , however, i s too s i m p l i s t i c an a p p r o a c h 4 8 . The 

few r e a s o n s we have g i v e n above f a l l i n t o ( a t l e a s t ) two c a t e g o r i e s -

" p e r s o n a l c o n v e n i e n c e " and " m e d i c a l w o r r i e s " . A g a i n we must 

g e n e r a l i s e but i t would seem t h a t to t a k e a l i f e f o r " p e r s o n a l 

46Middle A s s y r i a n laws s a y , " I f a woman has had a m i s c a r r i a g e by her 
own a c t , when t h e y have p r e s e n t e d her ( a n d ) c o n v i c t e d h e r , they 
s h a l l i m p a l e h e r on s t a k e s w i t h o u t b u r y i n g h e r . " Quoted by 
J.W.Rogerson in A b o r t i o n and the s a n c t i t y o f human l i f e p.80 

47J.W.Rogerson - " U s i n g the B i b l e i n the d e b a t e about a b o r t i o n " 
i n op c i t pp.77-91. 

48J.W.Rogerson (op c i t page 82) b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e use o f "thou s h a l t 
not k i l l " must be b a l a n c e d by the s l a u g h t e r o f c o m m u n i t i e s in the 
name o f God. However i n our t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s we have made a 
d i s t i n c t i o n between o b l i g a t i o n s to " i n d i v i d u a l s " and o b l i g a t i o n s to 
" s t a t e " . 
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convenience" i s t o t a l l y a g a i n s t a l l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the s i x t h 

commandment and must be c o n s i d e r e d c o n t r a r y t o the behaviour God 

e x p e c t s . 

Can a b o r t i o n be j u s t i f i e d when t h e r e a r e medical w o r r i e s and i f so 

how do we come t o terms w i t h b o t h the f a c t o f an i n d i v i d u a l 

d e s t r o y i n g a l i f e t h a t belongs t o God, and the personal f a i l u r e t o 

keep God's law? I t ' s i m p o r t a n t t o note t h a t "medical w o r r i e s " f a l l 

i n t o two grou p s , those concerned w i t h t he q u a l i t y o f l i f e f o r the 

unborn c h i l d and those concerned w i t h t he s u r v i v a l o f t h e mother. 

When c o n s i d e r i n g t he " q u a l i t y o f l i f e " t h a t t he unborn c h i l d can be 

expected t o e n j o y we e n t e r t h e r e a l m o f s p e c u l a t i o n and c o n f l i c t i n g 

v i e w p o i n t s w h i c h a re o f t e n more s u b j e c t i v e than t h e o l o g i c a l . On the 

one hand t h e r e a r e those who say t h a t p h y s i c a l s u f f e r i n g i s not 

n e c e s s a r i l y c o n t r a r y t o God's w i l l , t h a t ifc b r i n g s o u t good t h i n g s 

f r o m p e o p l e , and i f modern a t t i t u d e s t o a b o r t i o n had been p r e v a l e n t i n 

1770 we would have been d e p r i v e d o f the genius o f Beethoven. On the 

o t h e r hand t h e r e a r e those who would speak i n h u m a n i t a r i a n terms about 

the s u f f e r i n g o f c h i l d r e n w i t h the r e s u l t a n t s t r a i n endured by the the 

r e s t o f t h e f a m i l y which c o u l d be pre v e n t e d by a s i m p l e , s a f e , w e l l 

e s t a b l i s h e d medical p r a c t i c e , namely a b o r t i o n . The B i b l e does expect 

people t o show care f o r the weak and h e l p l e s s (Psalms 72:4, 82:2-4, 

E z e k i e l 34:4) and Rogerson says, "we must i n c l u d e the unborn among the 

weak and defence Iess"49. I t may w e l l be r i g h t t o c o n s i d e r the wider 

f a m i l y and t h e e f f e c t on i t s time and re s o u r c e s t h a t c a r i n g f o r an 

a d d i t i o n a l , u n w e l l c h i l d would have. In such a debate, however, 

C h r i s t i a n p e ople must never lose s i g h t o f the f a c t t h a t l i f e belongs 

t o God. H a r r e l s o n says, "When a b o r t i o n s a r e a v a i l a b l e on requ e s t and 

t h e r e i s no need even t o g i v e thought t o the m a t t e r o f a m y s t e r i o u s 

49J.W.Rogerson - op c i t , p.90 
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g i f t o f l i f e , p r e s e n t as a r e s u l t o f t h e a c t i o n o f two persons, then 

th e commandment not t o k i l l i s n o t f u n c t i o n i n g w e l l i n the 

s o c i e t y . " 5 0 . 

C o n s i d e r i n g the o p t i o n o f a b o r t i o n when the mother's l i f e i s 

t h r e a t e n e d i s , i n some ways, e a s i e r - i t would seem t o be the common 

C h r i s t i a n p r o b l e m o f d e c i d i n g the " l e s s e r o f two e v i l s " . B a r t h , 

a l t h o u g h f a i r l y f o r t h r i g h t i n h i s condemnation o f a b o r t i o n ^ l , 

i s p r e p a r e d t o d i s c u s s t h i s e x c e p t i o n and f i n d s i t hard t o understand 

why ( a s i n Roman C a t h o l i c t h i n k i n g ) t h e l i f e o f the unborn c h i l d 

s h o u l d always be g i v e n p r i o r i t y over t h e l i f e o f the mother. He makes 

the h e l p f u l p o i n t t h a t the emphasis here i s not so much upon a b o r t i o n 

as on t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f l i f e and t h i s removes g u i l t w i t h r e g a r d t o 

the commandment a g a i n s t t a k i n g l i f e , he says, ". . .these s i t u a t i o n s 

may always be known by the c o n c r e t e f a c t t h a t i n them a c h o i c e must be 

made f o r t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f l i f e , one l i f e b e i n g balanced a g a i n s t 

a n o t h e r , i . e . , t h e l i f e o f the unborn c h i l d a g a i n s t the l i f e or h e a l t h 

o f t h e mother, the s a c r i f i c e o f e i t h e r t h e one or the o t h e r being 

unavo i dab I e. "52 Thus o f a l l the reasons f o r a b o r t i o n t h a t we have 

c o n s i d e r e d the o n l y one concerned w i t h p r e s e r v i n g a God g i v e n l i f e i s 

t h a t w h i c h seeks t o p r e s e r v e the l i f e o f t h e mother a t the c o s t o f the 

unborn c h i l d . Never an easy d e c i s i o n and one t h a t needs t o be made in 

the f u l l l i g h t o f our i n d i v i d u a l o b l i g a t i o n and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o keep 

God's law. 

F i n a l l y , we r e t u r n once again t o war. We have suggested t h a t 

e s s e n t i a l l y t he ten commandments a r e f o r the i n d i v i d u a l i n t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o o t h e r i n d i v i d u a l s , so i n t h a t sense war c o u l d be s a i d 

SOW.Harrelson op c i t p.120 

5 1 K . E a r t h - Church Dogmatics I I I . 4 p p . 4 1 5 f f 

5 2 K . B a r t h - op c i t , p.421 
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t o l i e o u t s i d e t h e scope o f the s i x t h commandment. C e r t a i n l y 

C r a i g i e 5 3 s u g g e s t s t h a t the I s r a e l i t e s o f the Old Testament d i d not 

f i n d t h e concept o f v i o l e n c e i n war in any way c o n t r a r y t o s e r v i n g 

Jahweh. T h i s , however, i s a b i t l i k e "sweeping t h e d i r t under the 

c a r p e t " - i t h i d e s t h e problem r a t h e r than s o l v e s i t . As we s a i d 

e a r l i e r t h e r e a l problem l i e s i n ha r m o n i z i n g t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f God 

t h a t we have i n t h e New Testament, in t h e person o f Jesus C h r i s t , 

w i t h t h e God o f t h e Old Testament who a l l o w e d (and even encouraged) 

the v i o l e n c e o f war. C a l v i n i n t e r p r e t s the s i x t h commandment as 

p l a c i n g an o b l i g a t i o n upon God's people t o a v o i d harming o t h e r s but 

a l s o p o s i t i v e l y t o seek t h e i r good - waging war would seem t o be out 

o f harmony w i t h t h i s aim! 

C r a i g i e h e l p s us approach t h i s f r o m a d i f f e r e n t d i r e c t i o n when he 

says, "The s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r the d i s c u s s i o n i s what might be 

c a l l e d a ' f a c t o f f a i t h ' , namely t h a t the f o r m which the Kingdom o f 

God assumed i n Old Testament times was t h a t o f a nation state, the 

s t a t e o f God's chosen people"54. In o t h e r words the wars o f the 

I s r a e l i t e s were about e s t a b l i s h i n g or p r o t e c t i n g the "Kingdom o f God"; 

those who t r i e d t o d e s t r o y the Hebrew n a t i o n were enemies o f the 

Kingdom o f God and thus c o u l d be s a i d t o have brought D i v i n e judgement 

upon themselves. The New Testament i s e q u a l l y severe upon those who 

are not o f The Kingdom; they w i l l be judged and punished (Matthew 

22: 11, 25:41,46, Romans 2:5-9, 2 ThessaI o n i a n s 1:8-9, R e v e l a t i o n 

20:15, 2 1 : 8 ) . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t when the chosen people are 

d e f e a t e d i n war i t i s seen as judgement f o r f a i l i n g t o honour t h e i r 

covenant s t a t u s ( Deuteronomy 2 8 : 1 5 f f - e s p e c i a l l y verse 25, 

53P.C.Craigie - "Jahweh i s a man o f war" SJT, 22(1969),pp.183-188. 
54P.C.Craigie - The problem o f war i n the Old Testament p.70 
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Ezra 9:6-9)55. Thus t h e wars o f the I s r a e l i t e s i n the Old Testament 

a r e i l l u s t r a t i o n s o f God w o r k i n g i n h i s t o r y t o e s t a b l i s h h i s kingdom 

whic h was t h e v i s i b l e " s t a t e " and t h i s p r epares the way f o r the 

"kingdom o f God" i n the h e a r t s o f men, ( e . g . Jeremiah 31:31-34) which 

C h r i s t i a n s would see as t h e m e s s i a n i c age. O l d and New Testament 

a l i k e see God, who i s t h e a u t h o r and g i v e r o f l i f e , s e t t i n g o u t h i s 

terms f o r " l i f e " ; i n t h e Old Testament people a re h i s i n s t r u m e n t s o f 

judgement - b o t h o f those who oppose " h i s kingdom" and those who f a i l 

i n t h e i r covenant r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 

The New Testament sees God's kingdom as a kingdom dominated by 

" s p i r i t u a l v a l u e s " , indeed Jesus s a i d , "my kingdom i s not o f t h i s 

w o r l d " (John 18:36). T h i s makes i t d i f f i c u l t t o use t h e same 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r modern wars. Throughout C h r i s t i a n h i s t o r y 

t h e r e have been many a t t e m p t s t o e s t a b l i s h c r i t e r i a f o r a " j u s t war". 

P e r s o n a l l y I doubt t h a t t h e r e i s any such t h i n g ; when we un l e a s h war 

we g i v e o p p o r t u n i t y f o r t h e wor s t s i d e o f human n a t u r e t o be f r e e l y 

e x pressed. T h i s has l e d many c a r i n g C h r i s t i a n s t o adopt the p a c i f i s t 

p o s i t i o n and adhere s t r i c t l y t o "you s h a l l not k i l l " , but we would 

suggest t h i s i s not the o n l y o p t i o n . Once ag a i n we f i n d o u r s e l v e s 

t r y i n g t o d e c i d e which i s the " l e s s e r o f two e v i l s " . 5 6 {n t h i s 

s i t u a t i o n t h e C h r i s t i a n s h o u l d always be a peace-maker r a t h e r than a 

warmonger, and then i f war i s un a v o i d a b l e seek t o pursue i t w i t h as 

much concern f o r the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f l i f e as i s p o s s i b l e . H a r r e l s o n 

says, "Acts o f w a r f a r e t h a t a r i s e when a t l e a s t some o f the p a r t i e s 

i n v o l v e d have sought t o a v o i d war, have sought t o meet the l e g i t i m a t e 

g r i e v a n c e s o f t h e p a r t i e s c l a i m i n g t o be a g g r i e v e d , and have e x e r c i s e d 

s s p . C . C r a i g i e - op c i t , pp.75-82 

56The l a s t w o r l d war c o u l d be seen as a c h o i c e between the b a r b a r i t y 
o f war or t h e genocide o f the Nazis. 
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r e s t r a i n t i n t h e waging o f war a r e human a c t i v i t i e s t h a t a r e less 

b l a t a n t l y a v i o l a t i o n o f t h e s i x t h commandment than i f such e f f o r t s 

had not taken place."57 

5 7 W . H a r r e l s o n op c i t p.121. 
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Chapter 6 

ADULTERY AND THE DECALOGUE. 

The seventh correnandment, l i k e t h e s i x t h , p r e s e n t s us w i t h a t o t a l and 

u n d e f i n e d p r o h i b i t i o n , s i m p l y , "Thou s h a l t not commit a d u l t e r y " . 

E . N i e l s e n l suggests t h a t t h i s i s i n f a c t a s h o r t e n e d f o r m o f a longer 

commandment t h a t would o r i g i n a l l y have read r a t h e r l i k e L e v i t i c u s 

20:10 which s p e c i f i e s a d u l t e r y as an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t another person's 

m a r r i a g e . He f u r t h e r suggests t h a t the reason i t was a b b r e v i a t e d was 

so t h a t i t c o u l d be used t o embrace a whole range o f sexual wrongs. We 

s h a l l examine i t s w i d e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n l a t e r but N i e l s e n ' s p a r t i c u l a r 

p o i n t c o u l d be argued t h e o p p o s i t e way, namely t h a t t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f 

a d u l t e r y needed more p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n as the covenant community 

became more complex i n i t s s t r u c t u r e . O b v i o u s l y the date we p l a c e 

upon t h e m a t e r i a l i n b o t h t h e Decalogue and t h e H o l i n e s s code 

( L e v i t i c u s 17-26) have a b e a r i n g upon t h i s and leave room f o r 

u n c e r t a i n t y b u t , as i t s t a n d s , t h e r e i s no u n c e r t a i n t y in the 

Decalogue - a d u l t e r y i s banned. 

C h r i s t i a n i t y has t r a d i t i o n a l l y i n t e r p r e t e d t h i s ban as p r o h i b i t i n g 

a l I sexual i n t e r c o u r s e o u t s i d e m a r r i a g e , and f o r a long p e r i o d i n 

C h r i s t i a n t h i n k i n g the o b j e c t o f human sexual a c t i v i t y was 

p r o c r e a t i o n 2 . A l t h o u g h some had. a deeper u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the 

importance o f human s e x u a l i t y as an e x p r e s s i o n o f love, u n i t y and 

commitments i t was not u n t i l a r e s o l u t i o n , p e r m i t t i n g c o n t r a c e p t i o n , 

I E . N i e l s e n - The ten commandments i n new p e r s p e c t i v e pp.105-108 
2For a summary o f C h r i s t i a n a t t i t u d e s t o human s e x u a l i t y from the 
" f a t h e r s " t o 2 0 t h Century t h e o l o g i a n s see Kosnik e t a l Human 
Sex u a I i t y pp.33-52 

3e.g. Clement o f A l e x a n d r i a ( S t r o m a t a 7.12; PG VI1 I ) ; or M a r t i n Le 
M a i s t r e l 4 3 2 - 8 1 ) s a i d , " n o t every c o p u l a t i o n o f spouses not performed 
t o g e n e r a t e o f f s p r i n g i s an a c t opposed t o c o n j u g a l c h a s t i t y " 
( q u o t e d i n J. Noonan, Con t r a c e p t i on p.307) 
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was passed by the A n g l i c a n Bishops a t t h e Lambeth conference o f 1930 

( p r e v i o u s l y r e j e c t e d i n b o t h 1908 and 1920) t h a t a major C h r i s t i a n 

group made a s e p a r a t i o n between t h e p r o c r e a t i v e and u n i t i v e aspects o f 

sexual a c t i v i t y . T h i s change o f emphasis has c o n t i n u e d apace. 

S o c i e t y today accepts c o - h a b i t a t i o n w i t h o u t m a r r i a g e , t h e r e i s an 

i n c r e a s i n g t o l e r a n c e o f homosexual and l e s b i a n r e l a t i o n s h i p s , and even 

a d u l t e r y i s not regarded w i t h t he s e r i o u s n e s s i t once was. Some 

modern theologians4 see n o t h i n g i n t r i n s i c a l l y wrong i n e i t h e r 

f o r n i c a t i o n or homosexual and l e s b i a n p r a c t i c e s , p r o v i d e d they respect 

"personhood" - t h a t i s p r o v i d e d they c o n t r i b u t e t o a r e a l r e l a t i o n s h i p 

and do no harm t o the people i n v o l v e d . I t i s out o f re s p e c t f o r 

"personhood" t h a t rape, sexual abuse o f c h i l d r e n , and b e s t i a l i t y are 

condemned. 

As w i t h the sabbath and murder we s h a l l seek t o d i s c o v e r the 

t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s u n d e r l y i n g the b i b l i c a l a t t i t u d e t o a d u l t e r y 

and then i n d i c a t e how these p r i n c i p l e s can be a res o u r c e i n d e v e l o p i n g 

a t h e o l o g y o f human s e x u a l i t y i n our modern w o r l d . T h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

s h o u l d then enable us t o make v a l u e judgements on the t r a d i t i o n a l 

C h r i s t i a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ( i . e . t h a t human s e x u a l i t y f i n d s i t s c o r r e c t 

e x p r e s s i o n o n l y w i t h i n m a r r i a g e ) and on whether or not "personhood" 

a l l o w s a wider use and e x p r e s s i o n o f sex. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCEPT OF ADULTERY IN SCRIPTURE. 

A l t h o u g h i t i s r a r e l y e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d , most scholarsS agree t h a t 

o r i g i n a l l y a d u l t e r y was viewed as an a c t t h a t a man c o u l d commit o n l y 

a g a i n s t another person's m a r r i a g e , b u t a woman (whether m a r r i e d 

or b e t r o t h e d ) o n l y a g a i n s t her own. By t h i s d e f i n i t i o n a male 

4e.g. L.W.Countryman, D i r t , greed and sex p p . 2 6 4 f f . 
SB.S.Chi I d s , Exodus p.422, W.Harrelson; The ten commandments and human 
r i g h t s p.123; J.J.Stamm & M.E.Andrew, The Ten commandments in 
r e c e n t r e s e a r c h p.100. 
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I s r a e l i t e was p e r m i t t e d t o have se x u a l i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h a p r o s t i t u t e 

or u n m a r r i e d , u n b e t r o t h e d g i r l w i t h o u t damaging h i s own marriage. On 

the o t h e r hand a woman was e x p e c t e d t o e x e r c i s e c h a s t i t y a t a l l t i m e s . 

A d u l t e r y cannot be p r o p e r l y c o n s i d e r e d w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e t o o t h e r 

areas o f human s e x u a l i t y and s i n c e , by d e f i n i t i o n , i t i s l i n k e d w i t h 

m a r r i a g e i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o have some u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s 

i n s t i t u t i o n i n t h e Old Testament. The s i t u a t i o n i s not as c l e a r , or 

p r e c i s e l y d e f i n e d , as perhaps t h e monogamous. Western, C h r i s t i a n w o r l d 

would l i k e . Monogamy i s nowhere s p e l t o u t as the r i g h t and o n l y 

p o s s i b l e f o r m o f m a r r i a g e ( t h o u g h Genesis.2:24 coming as i t does a t 

the b e g i n n i n g o f the canon s e t s a t h e o l o g i c a l precedent t h a t , 

h i s t o r i c a l l y , was not always t h e p r a c t i c e ) , Jacob m a r r i e d both Leah 

and Rachel (Genesis 29:15-30, 3 0 : 1 - 9 ) ; Esau had t h r e e wives (Genesis 

26:34, 28:9) a l t h o u g h t h i s d i s p l e a s e d h i s p a r e n t s the reason would 

seem t o be t h a t he m a r r i e d g i r l s o f H i t t i t e s t o c k (Genesis 26:34-

35) r a t h e r than any breach o f r u l e s about monogamy; the f a t h e r o f 

Samuel had two wive s ( 1 Samuel 1:2) and Gideon had "many wives " 

(Judges 8:30). We a l s o note t h a t n e i t h e r David (1 Samuel 30:5) nor 

Solomon (1 Kings 11:1), amongst many o t h e r o f the Kings, were 

monogamous. D e s p i t e these examples R. De Vaux says, " I t i s c l e a r , 

however t h a t the most common f o r m o f m a r r i a g e i n I s r a e l was monogamy. 

I t i s n o t e w o r t h y t h a t the books o f Samuel and K i n g s , which cover the 

e n t i r e p e r i o d o f the monarchy, do not r e c o r d a s i n g l e case o f bigamy 

among commoners ( e x c e p t t h a t o f Samuel's f a t h e r a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f 

the p e r i o d ) " ^ . T h i s c o n c l u s i o n may w e l l be t r u e but must be 

t r e a t e d w i t h a measure o f c a u t i o n s i n c e t h e books o f Samuel and Kings 

are not p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h r e c o r d i n g the l i v e s o f commoners. We 

6R.De Vaux - A n c i e n t I s r a e l i t s l i f e and i n s t i t u t i o n s p.25 
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a l s o need t o bear i n mind t h a t economic f a c t o r s would a l s o have 

d e t e r r e d commoners f r o m e n t e r i n g i n t o m u l t i p l e m a r r i a g e s . 

Several i n s t a n c e s o f female s l a v e s b e i n g g i v e n t o the husband, f o r 

the purpose o f b e a r i n g c h i l d r e n i n p l a c e o f t h e b a r r e n w i f e , are 

r e c o r d e d ( e . g . Genesis 16:2) and c e r t a i n l y concubinage was 

p r a c t i c e d b o t h i n t h e p e r i o d o f t h e p a t r i a r c h s ^ (Genesis 25:6) and 

d u r i n g t h e monarchy ( 2 Samuel 5:13). 

L i t t l e i s r e c o r d e d i n t h e B i b l e o f m a r r i a g e ceremonies or o f a 

l e g a l framework g o v e r n i n g the t a k i n g o f concubines or s l a v e s f o r the 

purpose o f r a i s i n g c h i l d r e n . The r e g u l a t i o n s o f Deuteronomy 21:10-17 

suggest t h a t such a framework d i d e x i s t and t h a t s o c i e t y p l a y e d a p a r t 

i n b o t h r e g u l a t i n g and r e c o g n i s i n g these r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t o t r a c e an e v o l u t i o n i n t h e concept o f marriage 

w i t h i n t h e B i b l e f r o m t h e p r o c r e a t i v e t o t h e r e l a t i o n a l and i n which 

monogamy becomes t h e norm and t h e i d e a l . The c r e a t i o n s t o r i e s i n 

Genesis a r e p e r c e i v e d as coming f r o m two d i f f e r e n t sources, t h e f i r s t . 

Genesis l:1-2:4a, f r o m P ( 6 t h Century B.C.) and the second. Genesis 

2 : 4 b f f . , f r o m J ( 1 0 t h c e n t u r y B.C.) b u t i n b o t h humanity i s seen as 

b e i n g c r e a t e d male and female (1:27, 2:22, 5 : 2 ) . S l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t , 

though complimentary, reasons a r e g i v e n f o r the c r e a t i o n o f 

human s e x u a l i t y - J sees i t as a s o l u t i o n t o human l o n e l i n e s s 

(2:18) and t o f i n d completeness as a f a m i l y u n i t (2:24) whereas P lays 

emphasis upon t h e p r o c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y ( 1 : 2 8 ) . I n b o t h cases human 

s e x u a l i t y i s seen as a b l e s s i n g and g i f t f r o m God. I t i s a l s o t r u e 

t h a t the c r e a t i o n s t o r i e s p r e s e n t us w i t h a unique and e x c l u s i v e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , Adam and Eve l i v e d i n a monogamous r e l a t i o n s h i p one t o 

7The code o f Hammurabi (c.1700 B.C.) a l l o w e d a husband t o take a 
second w i f e i f the f i r s t were b a r r e n . I t a l s o a l l o w e d the t a k i n g o f 
concubines but they never a c h i e v e d the same r i g h t s as a w i f e (see 
De Vaux op c i t p.24) 
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t h e o t h e r , so much so t h a t De Vaux says, "The s t o r y o f t h e c r e a t i o n o f 

t h e f i r s t two human beings (Genesis 2:21-24) p r e s e n t s monogamous 

m a r r i a g e as t h e w i l l o f God."8 

In Deuteronomic l e g i s l a t i o n t h e r e a r e i n d i c a t i o n s o f a concern 

f o r t h e i n t e r e s t s o f women (21:15-17, 22:13-19, 24:5) and they are 

s p e c i f i c a l l y i n c l u d e d i n covenant and c u l t i c ceremonies (12:12,18 

16:11,14 29:10,17 31:12). T h i s i s r e f l e c t e d i n the Decalogue where 

Deuteronomy 5:21 a l t e r s Exodus 20:17; i n the l a t t e r t h e w i f e i s seen 

as p a r t o f t h e husband's house, b u t i n the former she i s g i v e n an 

independent s t a t u s and s e p a r a t e d f r o m household possessions, 

s u g g e s t i n g a s t e p towards r e c o g n i s i n g male and female e q u a l i t y and 

t h e idea o f p a r t n e r s h i p w i t h i n m a r r i a g e . 

In the p r o p h e t i c w r i t i n g s t h e book o f Hosea i s a most powerful 

d e c l a r a t i o n t h a t m a r r i a g e s h o u l d be a l o v i n g , c a r i n g , e x c l u s i v e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between husband and w i f e r a t h e r t han t h e w i f e being a 

p o s s e s s i o n whose f u n c t i o n i s s i m p l y t o produce h e i r s . Marriage i s 

seen as i l l u s t r a t i n g the covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p between Jahweh and h i s 

p e o p l e ; t h e y become l i k e an a d u l t e r o u s w i f e when they r e j e c t h i s 

g i f t s and go a f t e r o t h e r gods. D e s p i t e t h i s Jahweh s t i l l loves them 

and seeks t o r e s t o r e t h e i r unique and e x c l u s i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p . Hosea 

loved Gomer and sought t o win her back t o be h i s w i f e and companion 

j u s t as God wanted t o r e s t o r e f a i t h l e s s I s r a e l (2:14-16, 3:1 e t c ) . A 

s i m i l a r p i c t u r e i s drawn i n E z e k i e l 16 and I s r a e l ' s u n f a i t h f u l n e s s t o 

God i s l i k e n e d t o h a r l o t r y i n I s a i a h 1:21 and Jeremiah 3:6. T h i s 

p r o p h e t i c use o f m a r r i a g e t o i l l u s t r a t e the covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p 

s uggests a h i g h view o f m a r r i a g e and t h a t , i d e a l l y , i t should be 

e x c l u s i v e and monogamous. 

S i m i l a r c o n c l u s i o n s may be drawn f r o m t h e Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e . The 

8R.De Vaux op c i t , p.24 
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Song o f Songs speaks o f a love and commitment t h a t goes w e l l beyond 

p h y s i c a l d e s i r e . Proverbs advocates m a r r i e d f a i t h f u l n e s s (5:18) and 

g i v e s t h e w i f e a p a r t n e r s h i p r o l e t h a t i s f a r f r o m p a s s i v e , indeed the 

development and p r o s p e r i t y o f b o t h husband and f a m i l y a r e seen as t h e 

d i r e c t r e s u l t o f her c o n t r i b u t i o n ( 3 1:10-31). 

F u r t h e r evidence o f the development o f Hebrew m a r r i a g e customs can 

be f o u n d i n t h e way i n which l a t e r l e g i s l a t i o n f o r b a d e former 

p r a c t i ces. A. P h i l l i p s ^ draws a t t e n t i o n t o Lev i t i cus 18:18 wh i ch 

p r o h i b i t s m a r r i a g e t o two s i s t e r s a t the same t i m e : e a r l i e r (Genesis 

2 9 : 2 1 f ) Jacob m a r r i e d b o t h Rachel and Leah b u t t h e r e i s no h i n t t h a t 

t h i s was u n a c c e p t a b l e . 

I n t h e New Testament p e r i o d Jewish s o c i e t y would seem t o be 

monogamous. L e v i r i t e m a r r i a g e i s a l l u d e d t o (Matthew 22:24-26) but 

t h e r e i s no s u g g e s t i o n t h a t i t i s o t h e r than a monogamous s o c i e t y . 

S t . Paul c o n t i n u e s the h i g h view o f m a r r i a g e t h a t i s expressed by the 

p r o p h e t s when he l i k e n s the r e l a t i o n s h i p between Jesus and the church 

t o t h a t o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between husband and w i f e (Eph. 5:21-28) 

and does not seem t o envisage a n y t h i n g o t h e r than monogamy in I 

C o r i n t h i a n s 7. We i n f e r f r o m 1 Tim. 3:2 t h a t the e a r l y church 

i n s i s t e d on monogamy amongst i t s leaders'O b u t t h a t t h i s was not a 

u n i v e r s a l p r a c t i c e i n t h e pagan communities b e i n g p e n e t r a t e d by the 

Gospel, Nor must we assume t h a t m u l t i p l e m a r r i a g e s were outlawed i n 

the Hebrew community s i n c e Herod the Great ( k i n g o f t h e Jews 40-4 

B.C.) i s r e p o r t e d t o have had nine wives a t one t i m e ' ' . 

J ' A . P h i l l i p s - A n c i e n t I s r a e l ' s c r i m i n a l law p. 126. 
' O T e r t u l l i a n ( a d uxor i . 7 ) s e e s t h i s as a p r o h i b i t i o n o f second 

m a r r i a g e s n o t an i n j u n c t i o n about monogamy whereas E.F.Scott (The 
P a s t o r a l E p i s t l e s p.31) takes i t t o mean s i m p l y , "A b i s h o p must 
show an example o f s t r i c t m o r a l i t y " . 

''Josephus - A n t i q u i t i e s o f the Jews x v i i . 1.3) 
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Thus a l t h o u g h we do not have a c a r e f u l l y d e l i n e a t e d t h e o l o g y o f 

m a r r i a g e i n the s c r i p t u r e s , i t i s p o s s i b l e t o d e t e c t the emergence o f 

a t h e o l o g i c a l i d e a l which was o f t e n u n r e a l i s e d . Kosnik says, "the Old 

Testament r e p r e s e n t s not o n l y a p l u r a l i t y o f a t t i t u d e s towards 

s e x u a l i t y b u t a l s o a d i s t i n c t development, p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h r e g a r d t o 

t h e d i g n i t y o f t h e person."'2 T h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f personhood, 

t o g e t h e r w i t h an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the advantages o f monogamy, 

meant t h a t i n m a r r i a g e women were regarded l e s s and less as 

p r o p e r t y ' 3 and more and more as p a r t n e r s . T h i s i d e a l has never been 

easy t o work o u t i n p r a c t i c a l terms, b u t C h r i s t i a n i t y must always seek 

t o bear w i t n e s s t o t h e e q u a l i t y o f s t a t u s between men and women 

( G a l a t i a n s 3:28) and the complimentary n a t u r e o f m a r r i a g e (1 

C o r i n t h i a n s 7 : 4 ) . 

As we s a i d e a r l i e r , t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f a d u l t e r y l i n k s i t t o 

m a r r i a g e . M u l t i p l e m a r r i a g e s were not regarded as a d u l t e r o u s but a 

l e g i t i m a t e e x p r e s s i o n o f human s e x u a l i t y . E q u a l l y sexual 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h female s l a v e s and concubines a r e acce p t e d p r o v i d e d 

they t a k e p l a c e w i t h i n the e s t a b l i s h e d p a t t e r n s o f the day. However, 

j u s t as we see a deepening o f the u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f m a r r i a g e so we see 

t h a t t he parameters g o v e r n i n g the sexual behaviour o f the covenant 

community became more t i g h t l y drawn and more c a r e f u l l y d e f i n e d . 

Countryman says, "One dominant theme i n b i b l i c a l t r e a t m e n t s o f sexual 

m o r a l i t y i s t h a t o f p u r i t y . " I " * and he uses t h i s t o t r a c e the 

development o f sexual e t h i c s w i t h i n t he Old Testament and c o n t r a s t s i t 

12A.Kosnik e t a l , op c i t , p.16. 

t 3 I t i s u n l i k e l y that' a w i f e was ever regarded by t h e I s r a e l i t e s as 
" p r o p e r t y " i n the sense o f b e i n g bought. De Vaux (op c i t , pp. 26-
29) d i s c u s s e s the meaning o f lilO and c o n t r a s t s t h i s sum o f money 
w i t h t h e p u r c h a s i n g o f female s l a v e s ( c f . Ex.21:7-11) who c o u l d be 
r e s o l d . A . P h i l l i p s (op c i t p.117) p o i n t s o u t t h a t by m a r r i a g e the 
w i f e became an e x t e n s i o n o f the husband (Genesis. 2:24) 

1 4L.W.Countryman op c i t p.11 
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w i t h h i s p e r c e p t i o n o f how t h e New Testament p l a c e s the emphasis upon 

r e s p e c t f o r t h e sexual p r o p e r t y o f o t h e r s r a t h e r than upon p u r i t y 

codes. He s u g gests t h a t because the sexual p r o h i b i t i o n s o f the Old 

Testament a r e t i e d t o a p a r t i c u l a r p u r i t y system they cannot be seen 

as o b j e c t i v e moral r u l e s v a l i d f o r a l l t i m e , nor can they be imposed 

on any o t h e r s o c i e t y as God's unchanging w i l l . Thus the New Testament 

does not j u s t i f y sexual r u l e s by appeal t o p u r i t y laws but i n s t e a d 

emphasises th e grace o f God. His c r i t e r i a o f judgement on the 

v a l i d i t y o f sexual p r a c t i c e s i s not d i r e c t B i b l i c a l s t a t e m e n t s but 

whether o r n o t any sexual a c t i s i d o l a t r o u s , a d e n i a l o f e q u a l i t y , or 

an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t p r o p e r t y ' s . We s h a l l need t o r e t u r n t o t h i s 

v i e w p o i n t when we c o n s i d e r the C h r i s t i a n a t t i t u d e t o human s e x u a l i t y 

i n t h e modern w o r l d ; i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e a t t h i s j u n c t u r e i s t h a t 

w h i l s t i t t a k e s s e r i o u s l y the l e g i s l a t i o n o f the Old Testament, i n 

i t s p e r c e i v e d h i s t o r i c a l and s o c i a l c o n t e x t , i t does not b e l i e v e t h a t 

i t can be d i r e c t l y a p p l i e d t o another s i t u a t i o n i n another t i m e . For 

Countryman th e development o f c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d c o n c e p t s , such as 

personhood and human r i g h t s , seem t o be o f more l a s t i n g importance 

than any s p e c i f i c Old Testament p r o h i b i t i o n or d e n u n c i a t i o n . 

The decalogue does not d e f i n e what i s meant by a d u l t e r y but 

L e v i t i c u s 20:10 and Deuteronomy 22:22 s p e c i f i c a l l y d e f i n e i t as 

i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h the w i f e o f another man and i t i s c l e a r t h a t a 

b e t r o t h e d g i r l i s r egarded as m a r r i e d i n the eyes o f the law 

(Deuteronomy 2 2 : 2 3 ) . We n o t e , as we d i d above w i t h m a r r i a g e , t h a t the 

Deuteronomic l e g i s l a t i o n r e f i n e s and i n some ways supersedes Exodus. 

P h i M i p s ' 6 suggests t h a t a woman o n l y became s u b j e c t t o I s r a e l ' s 

c r i m i n a l law t h r o u g h the Deuteronomic r e f o r m s ; p r i o r t o t h a t the male 

' 5L.W.Countryman, op c i t pp.243-244 
l6A.Phi I I i p s op c i t p.110 
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l o v e r was s u b j e c t t o t h e f u l l r i g o u r o f t h e law b u t t h e w i f e ' s f a t e 

depended upon t h e husband who c o u l d e i t h e r d i v o r c e or f o r g i v e her 

(Hosea 2:3 and J e r . 3:8 a r e c i t e d as i n s t a n c e s where d i v o r c e r a t h e r 

than e x e c u t i o n was t h e w i f e ' s punishmentl 7 ) . Sexual i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h 

t h e w i f e ( o r t h e b e t r o t h e d ) o f another member o f the covenant 

community was r e g a r d e d as a d u l t e r y . A sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h an 

u n m a r r i e d o r u n b e t r o t h e d g i r l was regarded as an i n j u r y t o t h e f a t h e r 

o f t h e g i r l r a t h e r than a d u l t e r y so the seducer was o b l i g e d t o pay the 

b r i d e p r i c e , whether or not the f a t h e r agreed t o t h e i r subsequent 

m a r r i a g e (Exodus 22:16-17). Hence the f a t h e r was f i n a n c i a l l y i n 

e x a c t l y t h e same p o s i t i o n as when a v i r g i n daughter c o n t r a c t e d a 

m a r r i a g e . Deuteronomy would seem t o r e f i n e t h i s l e g i s l a t i o n by f i x i n g 

t h e " f i n e " a t 50 s h e k e l s o f s i l v e r , c o m p e l l i n g m a r r i a g e and t a k i n g 

away the r i g h t o f d i v o r c e (Deuteronomy 22:28-29). J.Morgenstern'8, 

however argues t h a t t h e d i f f e r e n c e between Exodus and Deuteronomy, i n 

t h i s case, i s t h e m a t t e r o f f o r c e . In Exodus 22:16-17 the g i r l 

c onsents so i s e q u a l l y r e s p o n s i b l e ; a l t h o u g h the man has an o b l i g a t i o n 

t o marry t h e g i r l t h e r i g h t o f d i v o r c e a t a f u t u r e d a t e i s not 

t a k e n away. Deuteronomy 22:28-29, however, uses the language o f 

v i o l e n c e t h e r e f o r e t h e law compels the man t o f u l f i l h i s o b l i g a t i o n s 

t h r o u g h a permanent u n i o n w i t h no r i g h t o f d i v o r c e . 

As w i t h murder t h e r e are i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t i n Deuteronomy 

" i n t e n t i o n " was a f a c t o r i n d e t e r m i n i n g whether or not a d u l t e r y had 

been committed. I f an a c t o f sexual i n t e r c o u r s e t a k e s p l a c e i n the 

c i t y the woman cannot use the defence o f rape because i t i s assumed 

t h a t any c r i e s o f p r o t e s t would be heard and she would be rescued from 

l7M.Noth - Lev i t i cus p.150 suggests t h a t L e v i t i c u s 20:10 o r i g i n a l l y 
had in v i e w o n l y the e x e c u t i o n o f the man. 

i s J . M o r g e n s t e r n , "The book o f the Covenant p a r t 2" HUCA,7, p p . l l S f 

•161-



her a t t a c k e r ; no c r i e s a r e t a k e n as i n d i c a t i o n o f consent. I n c o u n t r y 

d i s t r i c t s rape i s a v a l i d defence i n t h a t c r i e s o f p r o t e s t c o u l d have 

gone unheard (Deuteronomy 22:23-27). 

L e v i t i c u s 19:20-23 a r e o f g r e a t i n t e r e s t . The immediate area o f 

concern i s when a man has i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h an unredeemed s l a v e who i s 

b e t r o t h e d t o a n o t h e r . C l e a r l y t h e r e i s acceptance t h a t an o f f e n c e has 

been committed because t h e r e i s t o be "punishment" i ̂ TVl/PSX ) and a 

g u i l t o f f e r i n g has t o be made. The J\~7p^ c o u l d w e l l be some fo r m o f 

compensation t o the man b e t r o t h e d t o the g i r l ' ? but the " g u i l t 

o f f e r i n g " and subsequent f o r g i v e n e s s o f s i n s are r e l a t e d t o God. 

P h i l l i p s says, " i t i s c l e a r t h a t sexual i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h a s l a v e c o u l d 

not be termed ' a d u l t e r y ' , s i n c e she was the p r o p e r t y o f her master, 

and not h i s w i f e . " 2 0 . T h i s r e f l e c t s h i s b e l i e f t h a t i n p r e - e x i l i c 

t imes t he mandatory d e a t h p e n a l t y "was the d i s t i n c t i v e p r i n c i p l e o f 

I s r a e l ' s law o f a d u l t e r y " 2 i . H.McKeating22 does not d i s p u t e t h a t 

a d u l t e r y was a " s a c r a l c r i m e " p u n i s h a b l e by death but p o i n t s out t h a t 

t h e r e i s n o t one i n s t a n c e o f the crime b e i n g t r e a t e d t h i s way in the 

whole o f B i b l i c a l l i t e r a t u r e and t h a t t h e r e may w e l l have been a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between " r e l i g i o u s t h e o r y " and " p r a c t i c a l law". I f 

McKeat i n g i s c o r r e c t t h e n t h i s passage c o u l d be seen as an example o f 

" p r a c t i c a l law" r a t h e r than a l i m i t a t i o n i n d e f i n i n g a d u l t e r y - I t 

would be d i f f i c u l t f o r s o c i e t y t o exact t h e death p e n a l t y f o r an 

o f f e n c e i n v o l v i n g a s l a v e ( c f . Exodus 21:20-21) but the g r a v i t y o f 

the o f f e n c e i s r e c o g n i s e d b o t h i n terms o f the harm done t o a 

f e l l o w member o f t h e covenant community and by the need t o seek 

l ^ e . g . M.Noth, op c i t p.143 
2 0 A . P h i I I i p s op c i t p. 1 14 

2 i A . P h i l l i p s - "Another look a t a d u l t e r y " JSQT 20, (1981) p.4 

22H.McKeating, "A response t o D r . P h i l l i p s " JSOT 20, (1981) p.26 
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f o r g i v e n e s s f r o m God. 

There a r e v a r i o u s ways o f t r a c i n g the development o f the i d e a o f 

a d u l t e r y t h r o u g h t h e p e r i o d o f t i m e covered by t h e b i b l i c a l w r i t e r s . 

We have a l r e a d y n o t e d how Countryman23 r e l a t e s t he development o f the 

concept o f a d u l t e r y t o the s o c i a l and t h e o l o g i c a l development f r o m 

p u r i t y laws t o p r o p e r t y laws t o personhood. An a l t e r n a t i v e method i s 

t o c o n s i d e r t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the Old Testament u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

a d u l t e r y t o t h e a t t i t u d e o f the s u r r o u n d i n g n a t i o n s i n the a n c i e n t 

w o r l d 2 4 , and we do need t o r e c o g n i s e t h a t some o f the Old Testament 

l e g i s l a t i o n ( a nd a l s o New Testament a t t i t u d e s ) a r e a r e a c t i o n t o 

sexual p r a c t i c e s i n pagan r e l i g i o n s . Our p a r t i c u l a r concern, 

however, i s whether or n o t we can d i s c e r n t r e n d s and p a t t e r n s t h a t 

show e x a c t l y how t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f the seventh commandment came t o be 

i n t e r p r e t e d . N e i t h e r the Decalogue nor the Book o f the Covenant, or 

f o r t h a t m a t t e r Deuteronomy, a r e concerned w i t h w o r k i n g out a t o t a l 

sexual e t h i c b u t w i t h r e l a t i n g t he l i f e o f the community, and the 

i n d i v i d u a l , t o God. Indeed P h i l l i p s says t h a t the concern o f the 

c r i m i n a l l a w was not sexual m o r a l i t y but r a t h e r t o guarantee the 

p a t e r n i t y o f any c h i l d r e n - t h u s he s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e p r o o f sought i n 

Deuteronomy 23:13-21 was not o f v i r g i n i t y but o f m e n s t r u a t i o n p r i o r t o 

m a r r i a g e 2 5 . Deuteronomy does i n c l u d e r e f e r e n c e s t o sexual crimes i n 

the " c u r s e l i t u r g y " ( 2 7 : 2 0 - 2 3 ) , d e a l s w i t h the s i t u a t i o n when a 

husband f a l s e l y accuses h i s w i f e o f misconduct (22:13-21), imposes the 

death p e n a l t y on b o t h p a r t i e s i n v o l v e d i n a d u l t e r o u s union and sees 

such e v e n t s as e v i l ( 2 2 : 2 2 ) , d e a l s w i t h s e d u c t i o n (22:23-29) and then 

23L.W.Countryman op c i t 

2 4 T h e r e a r e those who b e l i e v e t h a t t h e Old Testament law i s 
d i s t i n c t i v e ( i . e . M.Greenberg, S.Paul, A . P h i l l i p s ) and those who 
b e l i e v e t h a t i n developed i n much the same way as o t h e r Near 
E a s t e r n l a w s ( B . J a c k s o n , H.McKeating) - see A . P h i l l i p s op c i t . 

2 5 A . P h i l l i p s op c i t pgs.6-7 & A n c i e n t I s r a e l ' s c r i m i n a l law pp.115-116 
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a p p e a r s t o e x t e n d t h e c r i m e o f a d u l t e r y to i n c l u d e the former p r a c t i c e 

( w h e t h e r a c c e p t a b l e t o s o c i e t y or n o t ) o f a son i n h e r i t i n g and u s i n g 

h i s f a t h e r ' s w i v e s and c o n c u b i n e s (22:30 c f . G e n e s i s 35:22, 49:4, 2 

Samuel 12:8, 1 K i n g s 2:22 e t c . ) . P h i l l i p s a r g u e s 2 6 t h a t the p r i e s t l y 

l e g i s l a t o r s took o v e r t h i s D e u t e r o n o m i c e x p a n s i o n and e x t e n d e d the 

c r i m e o f a d u l t e r y t o i n c l u d e a l l u n n a t u r a l s e x u a l u n i o n s . I t i s 

r e c o g n i s e d t h a t c u s t o m a r y f a m i l y law f o r b a d e c a s u a l s e x u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h t h o s e l i v i n g under t h e p a t r i a r c h a l f a m i l y r o o f and 

t h a t L e v i t i c u s 18:6f i s a p r i e s t l y c o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h i s c u s t o m a r y law. 

I n a c a r e f u l a n a l y s i s o f L e v i t i c u s 20:10-21 P h i l l i p s 2 7 t r a c e s t h e way 

in w h i c h t h e c o n c e p t o f a d u l t e r y d e v e l o p e d w i t h i n the p r i e s t l y 

l e g i s l a t i o n . The key t o h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s the type o f punishment 

l a i d down: in t h e e x i l i c p e r i o d t h e d e a t h p e n a l t y was r e p l a c e d by 

r e l i a n c e upon the d i r e c t i n t e r v e n t i o n o f God to i n f l i c t punishment, 

and t h i s i n t u r n was r e p l a c e d by e x c o m m u n i c a t i o n in the p o s t - e x i l i c 

per i o d . 

The e a r l i e s t s t a g e , t h e r e f o r e i s r e p r e s e n t e d by v e r s e s 10-16 and 

e x c l u d e s s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s not o n l y w i t h the " n e i g h b o u r s w i f e " ( 1 0 ) 

but a l s o w i t h h i s f a t h e r ' s w i f e ( 1 1 ) , h i s d a u g h t e r - i n - l a w ( 1 2 ) , 

h o m o s e x u a l i t y ( 1 3 ) , m a r r i a g e t o both a mother and d a u g h t e r ( 1 4 ) 2 8 and 

b e s t i a l i t y ( 1 5 - 1 6 ) . The p r o h i b i t i o n o f Deuteronomy 22:30 i s r e p e a t e d 

but expanded t o i n c l u d e t h e s e o t h e r o f f e n c e s some o f w h i c h may not 

have been p e r c e i v e d a s wrong in an e a r l i e r age ( c f . L e v i t i c u s 20:12 

w i t h G e n e s i s 3 8 ) . 

R e l i a n c e upon God to p u n i s h i s found i n 20:17 and 20:19-21. 

2«5A.Phi I I i p s - op c i t p. 123. 

2 7 A . P h i I I i p s , op c i t pp.125-129 

2 8 P h i l l i p s s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e p e n a l t y o f b u r n i n g i s a l a t e r 
i n t e r p o l a t i o n and t h e r e f o r e t h a t t h i s s e c t i o n may have been 
i n t e r p o l a t e d - op c i t p.125 
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However s i n c e t h i s i s expressed i n d i f f e r e n t ways some r e - a d j u s t i n g o f 

the t e x t i s necessary. Verse 17 m e n t i o n s not o n l y marriage but a l s o 

sexual l u s t and i n c l u d e s punishment b o t h f r o m God ("he s h a l l bear h i s 

i n i q u i t y " ) and excommunication ("they s h a l l be c u t o f f i n the s i g h t o f 

the c h i l d r e n o f t h e i r p e o p l e " ) . O r i g i n a l l y t h i s may have been 

in t e n d e d t o p r o h i b i t m a r r i a g e w i t h a p a t e r n a l h a l f - s i s t e r ( c f . Genesis 

20:12, 2 Samuel 13:13). The p r o h i b i t i o n o f m a r r i a g e w i t h a maternal 

h a l f - s i s t e r , the r e f e r e n c e t o l u s t and t h e excommunication f o r m u l a i s 

seen as a l a t e r a d d i t i o n , as i s 20:19 ( w h i c h seems t o be a c o n f l a t i o n 

o f L e v i t i c u s 18:12-13)2?. 20:21 I s o f i n t e r e s t i n t h a t i t 

appears t o p r o h i b i t the a n c i e n t custom o f L e v i r i t e marriage ( c f . 

Deuteronomy 2 5 : 5 f ) . 

The f i n a l p o s t - e x i l i c s t a g e , when the punishment was t o be 

excommunication, i s t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f m a r r i a g e w i t h a maternal h a l f 

s i s t e r (20:17) and i n t e r c o u r s e d u r i n g the m e n s t r u a l p e r i o d ( 2 0 : 1 8 ) . 

L e v i t i c u s 18:6f g i v e s a complete l i s t o f a l l r e l a t i v e s w i t h whom 

ma r r i a g e and sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s a re p r o h i b i t e d . I t would a l s o seem 

t o r e p r e s e n t a f u r t h e r r e f i n i n g o f the d e f i n i t i o n s i n t h a t the 

p r o h i b i t i o n s o f 20:14 are extended t o i n c l u d e another g e n e r a t i o n 

(18:17) and 18:18 f o r b i d s s i m u l t a n e o u s m a r r i a g e w i t h s i s t e r s ( c f . 

Genesis 2 9 : 2 l f ) . 

The P r o p h e t i c w r i t i n g s and Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e a l s o suggest 

l i m i t a t i o n s on male sexual freedom. We have a l r e a d y noted t h a t 

m a r r i a g e i s regarded as i l l u s t r a t i v e o f the Covenant r e l a t i o n s h i p and 

t h a t I s r a e l ' s u n f a i t h f u l n e s s i s equated w i t h a d u l t e r y , thus s u g g e s t i n g 

t h a t f a i t h f u l n e s s and e x c l u s i v i t y w i t h i n m a r r i a g e are what God 

e x p e c t s . T h i s i s r e - e n f o r c e d by the a t t i t u d e taken t o p r o s t i t u t i o n . 

Deuteronomy and L e v i t i c u s , w h i l s t not a c t u a l l y condemning p r o s t i t u t i o n 

2 9 A . P h i l l i p s op c i t pp.126-127 
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i n a l l c i r c u m s t a n c e s c e r t a i n l y r e g a r d i t as a l e s s than i d e a l p r a c t i c e 

(see L e v i t i c u s 19:29, 21:7,9,14 Deuteronomy 22:21, 23:17-18). In 

Proverbs t h e women d e s c r i b e d i n 2:16-19, 5:2-14; 6:23-7:27; 9:13-18 

may not be p r o f e s s i o n a l p r o s t i t u t e s but the d e s c r i p t i o n o f them 

suggests t h a t they adopted v e r y s i m i l a r a t t i t u d e s and were not 

concerned w i t h l a s t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s o u t s i d e t h e i r own marriages but 

w i t h the p l e a s u r e s o f the moment. T h e i r way leads t o death, and De 

Vaux says, " t h i s death i s g e n e r a l l y synonymous w i t h moral 

p e r d i t i o n " 3 0 . I n t h e o l d e r p a r t o f Proverbs p r o s t i t u t i o n i s seen as 

an e v i l w h i c h has a d e s t r u c t i v e e f f e c t upon s o c i e t y (Proverbs 29:3, 

31:3) and young men are e x h o r t e d t o a v o i d t h i s way o f l i f e . 

J.L.Mckenzie says, " I t i s remarkable t h a t the e n t i r e Old Testament 

never manages a c l e a r and unambiguous condemnation of 

p r o s t i t u t ion"3 f , b u t we f i n d t h i s a d i f f i c u l t p o s i t i o n t o accept i n 

view o f the abhorrence t h a t seems t o permeate so many o f the passages 

t h a t r e f e r t o t h i s p r a c t i c e . Countryman, however, takes a somewhat 

n e u t r a l s t a n d on t h e moral q u e s t i o n and sees th e e v i l o f p r o s t i t u t i o n 

not so much i n the payment f o r sexual f a v o u r s but r a t h e r in "the 

removal o f sexual i n t e r c o u r s e f r o m t h e framework o f p r o p e r t y and 

h i e r a r c h y w h i c h n o r m a l l y c o n t a i n e d i t and ensured t h a t i t was p laced 

a t the s e r v i c e o f the f a m i l y . " 3 2 We may w i s h t o d i s a g r e e w i t h the 

p r e c i s e d e t a i l s o f P h i l l i p ' s a n a l y s i s o f the development of the law o f 

a d u l t e r y and w i t h some o f the s u g g e s t i o n s he makes about e x a c t l y how 

and when th e t e x t was e d i t e d (as does McKeat i n g 3 3 ) but what seems 

u n d e n i a b l e i s t h a t w i t h i n t h e Old Testament p e r i o d the l e g i t i m a t e 

30R.De Vaux op c i t , p.36 

31J.L.McKenzie - A t h e o l o g y o f the Old Testament p.207. 
32L.W.Countryman op c i t , p . 1 6 4 . 
33H.McKeating op c i t , pp.25-26. 
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b o u n d a r i e s o f sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s were r e f i n e d and r e - d e f i n e d u n t i l 

" I n t h e p o s t - e x i l i c p e r i o d t h e c r i m e o f a d u l t e r y was r e - i n t e r p r e t e d t o 

i n c l u d e any o f the o f f e n c e s s p e c i f i e d i n L e v i t i c u s 1 8 : 6 f f . " 3 4 r a t h e r 

t h a n j u s t b e i n g an o f f e n c e by a man a g a i n s t a n o t h e r person's marriage 

or a woman a g a i n s t her own. 

ADULTERY IN THE CANONICAL CONTEXT. 

At t h i s j u n c t u r e i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o draw a t t e n t i o n t o the d i f f e r e n t 

emphasis t h a t the s t r u c t u r e o f t h e canon p l a c e s upon marriage and 

a d u l t e r y f r o m t h a t found i n an h i s t o r i c a l s u r v e y . As we have 

i n d i c a t e d t he scene i s s e t i n the c r e a t i o n s t o r i e s . Genesis 2:24 

su g g e s t s t h a t the Old Testament has an i d e a l o f m a r r i a g e : marriage 

customs may have developed i r r e g u l a r l y i n the h i s t o r y o f I s r a e l but we 

ar e encouraged t o read the t e x t , and t e s t customary p r a c t i s e s , by t h i s 

i d e a l . I n the l i g h t o f t h i s e x c l u s i v e monogamy, a d u l t e r y i s always 

a b h o r r e d . Abimelech r e a c t s w i t h anger, h o r r o r and amazement t h a t he 

had been p l a c e d i n a s i t u a t i o n i n which he n e a r l y , and u n w i t t i n g l y , 

c ommitted a d u l t e r y w i t h Sarah (Genesis 20:9-10); Joseph i s re p r e s e n t e d 

as r e s i s t i n g the advances o f P o t i p h a r ' s w i f e on the b a s i s o f not 

w i s h i n g t o s i n a g a i n s t God (Genesis 3 9 : 9 ) ; David, the k i n g , i s 

sentenced t o death f o r a d u l t e r y w i t h Bathsheba ( 2 Samuel 12:10-11). 

The importance o f m a r r i e d f a i t h f u l n e s s i s s t r e s s e d when I s r a e l i t e 

f a i l u r e t o keep the covenant w i t h Jahweh i s l i k e n e d t o a d u l t e r y 

( J e r e m i a h 3 : 6 f f , E z e k i e l 1 6 : 3 0 f f , The book o f Hosea, e t c . ) . Chi Ids, 

commenting on Malachi 2:15 says, "The p r o p h e t i n t e r p r e t s marriage as 

an i n v i o l a b l e covenant between a man and h i s w i f e t o which God has 

s e r v e d as w i t n e s s . Again the emphasis f a l l s on the d i v i n e i m p e r a t i v e 

f o r a h o l y p e o p l e , which i s j e o p a r d i z e d by t h e b r e a k i n g o f the 

34A.Phi I I i p s op c i t , p.128. 
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m a r r i a g e vow."35 

A f u r t h e r cause f o r r e f l e c t i o n i s t h e unhappiness o f Hannah 

caused, p a r t l y a t l e a s t by t h e t a u n t i n g s o f Peninna her c o - w i f e , i n 

the m u l t i p l e m a r r i a g e s i t u a t i o n o f 1 Samuel. S i m i l a r l y , the p l i g h t o f 

Hagar; a s l a v e woman g i v e n t o Abraham by h i s c h i l d l e s s w i f e , o n l y 

l a t e r t o become t h e v i c t i m o f her j e a l o u s y and be d r i v e n o u t from the 

f a m i l y . I n c i d e n t s such as these, i n t h e i r c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t , draw an 

i n e v i t a b l e c o n t r a s t w i t h the i d e a l o f Genesis 2:24 and what a c t u a l l y 

happened i n t h e l i v e s o f God's people. 

ADULTERY IN ST. MATTHEW'S GOSPEL. 

As we s a i d e a r l i e r St.Matthew's Gospel g i v e s us the v i e w p o i n t o f a t 

l e a s t one p a r t o f the e a r l y c h r i s t i a n c h u r c h t o t h e p l a c e and 

importance i t a t t r i b u t e d t o the l i f e and t e a c h i n g o f Jesus. I t a l s o 

i l l u s t r a t e s how t h a t church p e r c e i v e d the t r a d i t i o n s and sacred 

w r i t i n g s o f t h e Jews. We have drawn a t t e n t i o n t o J.D.M.Derrett's view 

t h a t Jewish moral t e a c h i n g a t the time o f C h r i s t had extended the 

scope o f t h e sevent h commandment t o i n c l u d e a l l sexual a c t i v i t y 

o u t s i d e m a r r i a g e 3 6 , and S.T.Lachs' c i t a t i o n o f v a r i o u s R a b b i n i c t e x t s 

t o show t h a t l u s t f u l t houghts were i n c l u d e d 3 7 . We have a l s o noted the 

s u g g e s t i o n made by P.Sigal t h a t when Jesus d e s c r i b e s a man who 

r e m a r r i e s as an a d u l t e r e r he i s " e l e v a t i n g women t o a new l e v e l in 

sexual m a t t e r s and f o r b i d d i n g men t h e i r former power o f abuse".38 

Countryman3? makes some v a l u a b l e c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h i s debate. 

When he d i s c u s s e s Matthew 19:9 - he l i n k s n o p v e i a t o Deuteronomy 

3 5 B . S . C h i l d s - Old Testament t h e o l o g y i n a c a n o n i c a l c o n t e x t p.81 
36J.D.M.Derrett - Law in the New Testament p p . 3 7 0 f f 

37S.T.Lachs - A R a b b i n i c commentary on the New Testament, Matthew,k 
Mark and Luke pp.96-97. 

3 8 p . S i g a l - The halakhah o f Jesus o f Nazareth a c c o r d i n g t o the gospel 
o f Matthew p.94. 

39L.W.Countryman op c i t pp.173-178. 
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22:13-21 (where a b r i d e who i s unable t o show p r o o f o f her v i r g i n i t y 

i s accused o f " h a r l o t r y " and the mar r i a g e can be t e r m i n a t e d ) and 

then s u g g e s t s t h a t Jesus t o t a l l y r e d e f i n e s a d u l t e r y because, "He not 

o n l y f o r b a d e t h e man t o d i v o r c e h i s w i f e , but a l s o gave her a 

permanent and i n d i s s o l u b l e c l a i m on him as her sexual p r o p e r t y . " 4 0 

T h i s theme o f sexual p r o p e r t y i s a l s o suggested when he looks a t 

Matthew 5:27-28 where a d u l t e r y i s c l e a r l y l i n k e d w i t h i n t e n t i o n as 

w e l l as deed. Countryman suggests t h a t these v e r s e s c o u l d be 

i n t e r p r e t e d as s a y i n g t h a t " a l l sexual d e s i r e i s i m p l i c i t l y 

adu I t e r o u s " 4 1 b u t he a l s o notes t h a t PXencj i s used i n the L)0( 

t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e t e n t h commandment's p r o h i b i t i o n o f c o v e t i n g , thus 

s u g g e s t i n g t h a t Jesus now d e f i n e s a d u l t e r y as the d e s i r e , r e a l i s e d or 

n o t , t o d e p r i v e a n o t h e r person o f t h e i r sexual p r o p e r t y . 

I n t h e d i v o r c e debate o f Matthew 19:3f Jesus i s p o r t r a y e d as 

emphasi s i n g t h e e q u a l i t y o f men and women by t a k i n g t he argument back 

t o c r e a t i o n and the u n i t y o f husband and w i f e t h a t i s an i n t e g r a l p a r t 

o f m a r r i a g e t h e r e (Matthew19:4 c f Genesis 1:27 & 2:24). There i s some 

ev i d e n c e o f t h e equal s t a t u s , a t l e a s t i n the f a m i l y , t h a t Matthew 

a t t r i b u t e d t o women i n the genealogy o f Jesus i n ch a p t e r 1. Descent 

was n o r m a l l y t r a c e d t h r o u g h the male l i n e and t h i s i s p r e d o m i n a n t l y so 

her e , but every so o f t e n a woman i s i n t r o d u c e d Tamar ( v 3 ) , Rahab and 

Ruth ( v 5 ) , and the w i f e o f U r i a h ( v 6 ) . Each o f these n o n - I s r a e I i t e s 

c o u l d have been accused o f sexual i m p r o p r i e t y - Tamar was accused o f 

h a r l o t r y (Genesis 38:24), i f the Rahab i s t h a t o f Joshua 2:1 then she 

i s d e s c r i b e d as a h a r l o t , Ruth would seem t o have taken t h e i n i t i a t i v e 

i n e s t a b l i s h i n g her r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Boaz (Countryman42 suggests t h a t 

40L.W.Countryman op c i t p.175 
4tL.W.Countryman op c i t p.177 
42L.W.Countryman op c i t p.91 
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"uncovered h i s f e e t " (Ruth 3:7) i s a euphemism f o r a b l a t a n t sexual 

advance), t h e w i f e o f U r i a h (Bathsheba) had an a d u l t e r o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h D a v i d ( 2 Samuel 11). These are n o t i n c l u d e d t o condone 

i m m o r a l i t y b u t , ". . . a l l f o u r were i n f a c t v i n d i c a t e d by God's 

subsequent b l e s s i n g . They f o r m an i m p r e s s i v e precedent f o r Jesus' 

b i r t h o f an u n m a r r i e d mother f r o m an obscure background."43 

Mary, l i k e t h e s e o t h e r women, c o u l d be accused o f a d u l t e r y . W h i l s t 

b e t r o t h e d t o Joseph she become pregnant; Joseph knew t h a t he was n o t 

the f a t h e r and t h e r e f o r e was minded t o d i v o r c e her. He was persuaded 

t o do o t h e r w i s e by d i v i n e i n t e r v e n t i o n (1:20-21) and Matthew makes i t 

c l e a r t h a t such a charge would be unfounded because Mary was chosen by 

God ( 1 : 2 2 - 2 3 ) . Matthew, t h e n , has an uncompromising a t t i t u d e t o 

a d u l t e r y and a c c e p t s a v e r y broad d e f i n i t i o n t h a t d e f i n e s i t not o n l y 

i n terms o f r e m a r r i a g e a f t e r d i v o r c e , b u t a l s o i n terms o f l u s t f u l 

t h o u g h t s . There a r e i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t sexual e q u a l i t y w i t h i n m a r r i a g e 

i s seen as an i d e a l t h a t the s p i r i t u a l l y mature s h o u l d s t r i v e t o 

a t t a i n (Matthew 19:4-6 c f 1 9 : 1 H 4 ) , and care i s taken t o pre-empt any 

charge t h a t Jesus h i m s e l f was t h e r e s u l t o f an a d u l t e r o u s u n i o n . 

ADULTERY AND THE WORK OF CALVIN 

C a l v i n , u n l i k e Matthew, had b e f o r e him the Canon o f b o t h the Old and 

New Testaments and t h e r e f o r e i s a b l e t o f o r m u l a t e h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

a d u l t e r y f r o m t h i s advantageous p o s i t i o n . When we analysed h i s 

e x p o s i t i o n o f t h e Ten Connmandments we i d e n t i f i e d t h r e e major 

p r i n c i p l e s ( j _ t h e e l l i p t i c a l n a t u r e o f the commandments, JJ^ the 

n e g a t i v e and p o s i t i v e a s p e c t s o f the commandments, i i i t h a t the 

commandments a r e concerned w i t h m o t i v e s as w e l l as a c t i o n s ) these i n 

43R.T.France - Matthew p.74 

'^^It seems t o make g r e a t e r sense o f the meaning t o a p p l y 19:11 t o 
Jesus s a y i n g about t h e i d e a l o f marriage r a t h e r than t o the 
d i s c i p l e s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t c e l i b a c y i s the b e t t e r o p t i o n . 
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t u r n s h o u l d r e s u l t i n a t h r e e f o l d response ( i a r e c o g n i t i o n o f the 

l a w g i v e r , j _ i ^ a r e c o g n i t i o n o f human u n w o r t h i n e s s , i i i o b e d i e n c e ) . 

When sp e a k i n g o f t h e s e v e n t h commandment he says, "The substance o f 

the commandment t h e r e f o r e i s , t h a t we must not d e f i l e o u r s e l v e s w i t h 

any i m p u r i t y or l i b i d i n o u s excess. To t h i s corresponds the 

a f f i r m a t i v e , t h a t we must r e g u l a t e every p a r t o f our conduct c h a s t e l y 

and c o n t i n e n t I y . " 4 5 Thus C a l v i n sees t h i s commandment as having 

r e l e v a n c e not o n l y t o t h e s a n c t i t y o f ma r r i a g e and the r i g h t s o f both 

husband and w i f e t o e x p e c t sexual f i d e l i t y , b u t a l s o t o t h e whole 

r e a l m o f human s e x u a l i t y . I t a f f e c t s a l l human r e l a t i o n s h i p s and 

p l a c e s God's people under o b l i g a t i o n t o a v o i d p u t t i n g t e m p t a t i o n s i n t o 

the p a t h o f o t h e r s by word, or dress or a c t i o n . L a t e r we s h a l l 

need t o r e l a t e t h i s t o c u r r e n t sexual p r a c t i c e but o f more immediate 

concern i s whether or n o t t h i s i s a v a l i d r e a d i n g o f s c r i p t u r e and i t 

i s t o t h i s t h a t we t u r n our a t t e n t i o n . 

We have seen how Matthew p l a c e s the emphasis upon the thought 

t h a t leads t o a c t i o n r a t h e r than j u s t t he deed i t s e l f (5:27-28). 

T h i s i s an e f f e c t i v e way o f a c h i e v i n g b i b l i c a l s t a n dards o f behaviour 

because i t doesn't make r i g h t behaviour a m a t t e r o f o b s e r v i n g r u l e s 

but i n s t e a d sees i t as coming from a l i f e l i v e d i n t o t a l harmony w i t h 

God; a c t i o n s a r e n o t an end i n themselves but they express a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the c r e a t o r . I n Matthew 15:1-20 we f i n d Jesus 

c l a s h i n g w i t h t h e Jewish a u t h o r i t i e s over t h e i r p u r i t y laws and he 

i n d i c a t e d t h a t r e a l p u r i t y comes f r o m a pure h e a r t r a t h e r than r i t u a l 

washings ( v v . 17-20). C a l v i n a p p l i e s t h i s idea t o a d u l t e r y - a d u l t e r y 

s p r i n g s f r o m wrong t h i n k i n g ; wrong t h i n k i n g d e f i l e s ; C h r i s t i a n s must 

not d e f i l e themselves by an abuse o f human s e x u a l i t y which i s as much 

about t h o u g h t as deed. He says, " l e t not a man f l a t t e r h i m s e l f , t h a t 

4 5 J . C a l v i n - I n s t i t u t e s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n V o l . 1, p.472 
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because he a b s t a i n s f r o m t h e ou t w a r d a c t he cannot be accused o f 

u n c h a s t i t y . H i s mind may i n t h e meantime be i n w a r d l y i n f l a m e d w i t h 

l u s t . "46 C a l v i n , l i k e S t . P a u l , says t h e answer t o f o r n i c a t i o n and 

l u s t i s m a r r i a g e (1 C o r i n t h i a n s 7) which i s an i n s t i t u t i o n s a n c t i f i e d 

and b l e s s e d by God, indeed C a l v i n says, " . , any mode o f 

c o h a b i t a t i o n d i f f e r e n t f r o m m a r r i a g e i s cursed i n h i s s i g h t . " 4 7 Thus, 

by h i s emphasis on the importance o f r i g h t t h i n k i n g and m a r r i a g e , 

C a l v i n ' s concept o f a d u l t e r y f a l l s w e l l w i t h i n t he framework o f New 

T e s t a m e n t t e a c h i n g , and h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t " a d u l t e r y " i s an u m b r e l l a 

t e r m 4 8 f o r a l l sexual s i n s w o u l d seem c o n t i g u o u s w i t h the Matthean 

idea o f " a d u l t e r y o f t h e m i n d " . 

C a l v i n took a t o t a l l y c a n o n i c a l v i e w p o i n t , making no d i s t i n c t i o n 

between t h e O l d and New Testaments. However, s i n c e the decalogue was 

g i v e n i n a p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l and h i s t o r i c a l s e t t i n g , i t ' s w o r t h 

examining whether C a l v i n ' s t e a c h i n g i s c o m p a t i b l e w i t h the Old 

Testament concept o f a d u l t e r y . S c r i p t u r e p e r c e i v e s the ten 

commandments as b e i n g God's word and they are t h e r e f o r e g i v e n a unique 

a u t h o r i t y . There i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t they were a major i n f l u e n c e 

i n d e v e l o p i n g b o t h the e t h i c s and r e l i g i o n o f the covenant cormiunity; 

they were t o be l i t e r a l l y i n t h e i r minds and b e f o r e t h e i r eyes a t a l l 

times (Deuteronomy 6:4-9, though i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t verses 6-9 r e f e r 

t o t h e Shema o f verses 4 - 5 ) . Many b i b l i c a l passages e x h i b i t i n t e r e s t 

i n t he same areas o f concern as the Decalogue; whether i t be the 

p r o p h e t i c d e n u n c i a t i o n o f i d o l a t r y (e.g I s a i a h 44:6-20), or 

concern over t h e way p a r e n t s a r e t r e a t e d (Micah 7:6), or abhorrence o f 

f a l s e - w i t n e s s e s ( P r o v e r b s 12:17). Even a c c e p t i n g the h i s t o r i c a l 

4 6 J . C a l v i n , op c i t p.474 
4 7 J . C a l v i n , op c i t p.472 
4 8 J . C a l v i n , op c i t p.438 
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s e t t i n g o f t h e S i n a i covenant t h a t i s g i v e n t o t h e decalogue by t h e 

canon, i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o say t h a t every passage t o u c h i n g on one o f 

the t e n commandments i s d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o them. However i n view o f 

the importance t h a t t h e canon does a t t a c h t o t h e S i n a i r e v e l a t i o n i t 

seems re a s o n a b l e t o suggest t h a t we are b e i n g i n v i t e d t o read the Old 

Testament i n t h e l i g h t o f S i n a i , and t o see i t as a f o r m a t i v e 

i n f l u e n c e when conduct i s b e i n g r e g u l a t e d and moral d e c i s i o n s are 

bei n g made. 

When we c o n s i d e r e d C a l v i n ' s a t t i t u d e t o the ten commandments we 

made s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o h i s t r e a t m e n t o f a d u l t e r y and we sought t o 

demonstrate t h a t t h e O l d Testament had s i m i l a r concerns and i n t e r e s t s . 

We have seen t h i s a g a i n i n t h e expansion o f t h e crime o f a d u l t e r y i n 

L e v i t i c u s 18 & 20: i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o note the i n c l u s i o n here not 

o n l y o f a whole range o f p r o h i b i t e d l i a i s o n s between men and women but 

a l s o the p r o h i b i t i o n s o f b e s t i a l i t y (18:23, 20:15-16) and 

ho m o s e x u a l i t y (18:22, 2 0 : 1 3 ) . S i m i l a r l y we have looked a t the way in 

which b o t h the P r o p h e t i c and Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e condemn p r o s t i t u t i o n as 

something f a r f r o m i d e a l and a p r a c t i c e t o be avoided by those who are 

concerned w i t h p u r i t y o f l i f e . We saw too the j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f the 

s t o r i e s o f David's a d u l t e r y w i t h Bathsheba (2 Samuel 1 1 : 2 f f ) and 

Amnon's rape o f Tamar (2 Samuel 13) and suggested t h a t David's 

i n a b i l i t y t o a c t e f f e c t i v e l y i n the l a t t e r case was due, p a r t l y a t 

l e a s t , t o h i s own a c t i o n s i n the former - he had f o r f e i t e d h i s moral 

a u t h o r i t y t h r o u g h h i s own immoral a c t i o n s . We can a l s o c i t e Genesis 

19 and Judges 1949 where the reader i s l e f t t o r e f l e c t upon the 

45'L.W.Countryman (op c i t pp.30-31) t h i n k s i t " i m p r o b a b l e " t h a t 
the main p o i n t o f e i t h e r s t o r y i s a condemnation o f homosexuality 
but o f a r e j e c t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n a l concepts o f h o s p i t a l i t y . 
G.J.Wenham ("The Old Testament a t t i t u d e t o ho m o s e x u a l i t y " ET 102, 
(1991) p.361), however, sees homosexual rape as c e n t r a l t o b o t h 
i nc i d e n t s . 
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d i s a s t r o u s r e s u l t s o f sexual wrong-doing. C o n s i d e r a t i o n o f these 

passages encourage us t o a c c e p t C a l v i n ' s t r e a t m e n t o f a d u l t e r y as a 

v a l i d r e a d i n g o f s c r i p t u r e t h a t r e f l e c t s the concerns o f the Old 

Testament - t h e covenant people were t o a v o i d a l l p r a c t i c e s which 

d e f i l e d and were t o conduct themselves " c o n t i n e n t l y and c h a s t e l y " . 

"Thou s h a l t not commit a d u l t e r y " sums up r i g h t sexual behaviour. 

ADULTERY - THEOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES AND MODERN PROBLEMS 

We seek now t o draw out some o f t h e t h e o l o g i c a l ideas t h a t l i e behind 

t h e b i b l i c a l t e a c h i n g on a d u l t e r y and then suggest some ways i n which 

these ideas become a v a l u a b l e r e s o u r c e i n d e v e l o p i n g a C h r i s t i a n 

sexual e t h i c i n our modern w o r l d . 

a. A d u l t e r y i s o f f e n s i v e t o God. 

I n our d i s c u s s i o n so f a r we have been concerned w i t h the way i n which 

the community o f f a i t h saw a d u l t e r y . I t was an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t the 

l e g i t i m a c y o f t h e f a m i l y , i t marred the ceremonial p u r i t y o f the 

n a t i o n , i t damaged i d e a l s o f sexual p r o p e r t y . These were a l l 

a p p r o p r i a t e ways o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e o f f e n c e i n p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l 

s i t u a t i o n s but we must be c a r e f u l t o ensure t h a t these p a r t i c u l a r i s e d 

a p p l i c a t i o n s do not obscure t h e fundamental and o b j e c t i v e idea, 

namely a d u l t e r y i s an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t God. T h i s i s b a s i c t o the 

Decalogue. The commandments a r e God's commandments, they are a 

summary o f the b e h a v i o u r Jahweh expects from h i s covenant people. 

They are not open t o n e g o t i a t i o n b u t are a u t h o r i t a t i v e d e c l a r a t i o n s 

from the Saviour-God (Exodus 2 0 : 2 ) . We f i n d the same emphasis in 

b o t h L e v i t i c u s 18 and 20 where t h e people a r e reminded o f who i t i s 

t h a t g i v e s them commandment and r e g u l a t e s t h e i r sexual behaviour 

(18:1-5, 20:6-8). I n a number o f n a r r a t i v e passages a t t e n t i o n i s 

drawn t o t h i s f a c t t h a t a d u l t e r y i s e s s e n t i a l l y an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t 

God. i n Genesis 39:7-18 we have t h e account o f how P o t i p h a r ' s w i f e 

-174-



a t t e m p t e d t o seduce Joseph. He r e j e c t s her advances because i t would 

be an abuse o f h i s master's t r u s t ( v ' s 8b-9a) b u t a l s o because he saw 

such an a c t i o n as a s i n a g a i n s t God ( v . 9 b ) . S i m i l a r l y i n 2 Samuel 12 

we have Nathan's rebuke o f K i n g David. He d e c l a r e s t h a t David has 

"d e s p i s e d t h e word o f the L o r d " , and done, " e v i l i n h i s s i g h t " ( v . 9 ) . 

I n t h i s case t h e o f f e n c e was t w o f o l d being b o t h a r e j e c t i o n o f the 

s i x t h and s e v e n t h commandments - he had c o n s p i r e d t o have U r i a h k i l l e d 

and corranitted a d u l t e r y w i t h Bathsheba. David r e c o g n i s e d t h a t the 

cr i m e a g a i n s t humanity was g r e a t but even more s e r i o u s was the 

o f f e n c e a g a i n s t God ( c f v's 5-6 w i t h v.13) and a l t h o u g h h i s repentance 

was a c c e p t e d he had t o bear the consequences o f h i s a c t i o n ( v . 14). 

The New Testament has a s i m i l a r o u t l o o k ; a d u l t e r y i s an o f f e n c e 

a g a i n s t God t h a t s e r i o u s l y a f f e c t s t he i n d i v i d u a l ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 

him. When Matthew t a l k s about a d u l t e r y o f the mind, stemming f r o m the 

l u s t f u l use o f t h e eyes, a l i n k i s immediately made w i t h the 

d i s c i p l i n e needed t o a v o i d b e i n g "thrown i n t o h e l l " ( 5 : 2 9 - 3 0 ) . Paul 

expresses t h e same concept when he i n c l u d e s a d u l t e r y amongst those 

t h i n g s w h i c h debar people f r o m the Kingdom o f God (1 C o r i n t h i a n s 6:9, 

Gala t ians 5:19-21). 

T h i s does not d e t r a c t f r o m the impact t h a t a d u l t e r y has on the 

i n d i v i d u a l , t h e f a m i l y or s o c i e t y . I t means, however, t h a t the 

conmunity o f f a i t h , today j u s t as much as i n b i b l i c a l t i m e s , has a 

r e s p o n s i b i I i t y .to r e g u l a t e i t s sexual conduct a c c o r d i n g t o God's r u l e s 

r a t h e r t h a n s i m p l y i n terms o f what s o c i e t y a l l o w s , accepts or 

approves. A d u l t e r y i s s i n . 

b. Personhood. 

I n our s u r v e y o f how the concept o f a d u l t e r y developed i n the b i b l i c a l 

p e r i o d we drew a t t e n t i o n t o t h e i n c r e a s i n g account taken o f t h e sexual 

e q u a l i t y o f women w i t h men. The p a t t e r n seems t o be t h a t a d u l t e r y 
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g r a d u a l l y came t o be d e f i n e d as any sexual a c t i v i t y o u t s i d e l e g i t i m a t e 

m a r r i a g e , w h i c h had t h e e f f e c t o f a p p l y i n g the same r u l e s t o men as t o 

women and t h u s male sexual freedom was r e s t r i c t e d r a t h e r than g r e a t e r 

freedom b e i n g extended t o women. I n b i b l i c a l l i t e r a t u r e a w i f e ( a l s o 

a b e t r o t h e d , and a concubine) was expected t o behave c h a s t e l y and l i v e 

i n an e x c l u s i v e sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h her husband. G r a d u a l l y the 

concept e v o l v e d t h a t a husband had the same r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s t o h i s 

wi f e. 

The c r e a t i o n n a r r a t i v e s a r e key t o any u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s . 

Humanity was c r e a t e d "male and female" (Genesis 1:27) and i n marriage 

t h e r e i s a unique bond between husband and w i f e (Genesis 2:24). I t 

i s a theme t h a t i s taken up i n Ephesians 5:21-33, where mutual 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p a r e emphasised, and a l s o i n 1 

C o r i n t h i a n s 7:3-5 where sexual e q u a l i t y i s c l e a r l y advocated. Human 

sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s a r e meant t o r e s p e c t the sexual p a r t n e r ' s 

humanity - men are not t o use and abuse women (nor f o r t h a t m a t t e r are 

women t o use and abuse men). Human s e x u a l i t y expresses the deepest o f 

human r e l a t i o n s h i p s ; t h e B i b l e sees i t as complete commitment r a t h e r 

t h an a ca s u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

We must be c a r e f u l , however, how t h i s i m p o r t a n t t h e o l o g i c a l 

p r i n c i p l e i s a p p l i e d , i t cannot be used as an excuse t o o v e r - r u l e 

God's o b j e c t i v e commandments. I t i s on t h i s l e v e l t h a t we would take 

i s s u e w i t h Countryman who says t h a t i n the l i g h t o f a f a i l u r e t o 

r e s p e c t a n o t h e r person's humanity " t h e t e c h n i c a l a c t o f a d u l t e r y by 

sexual i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h a t h i r d person i s a r e l a t i v e l y t r i v i a l 

m a t t e r . " 5 0 ^ or t h a t i t i s a " p e r v e r s i o n o f the Gospel" t o deny people 

the r i g h t t o pursue, i n a peac e f u l way t h a t does not harm o t h e r s , 

SOL.W.Countryman op c i t p.254 
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freedom t h r o u g h C h r i s t ( G a l a t i a n s 5:1). The r e l e v a n c e o f t h i s t o our 

p r e s e n t s t u d y would seem t o be t h a t C h r i s t i a n s choose t o l i v e w i t h i n 

the p arameters s e t by God's law and t h a t g i v e s them the freedom t o 

develop i n t o whole p e o p l e . I n s t e a d o f a l l our energy being consumed 

by a c o n t i n u a l c h a l l e n g e o f God's boundaries we are f r e e t o develop 

the i d e a l o f personhood b o t h w i t h r e g a r d t o s e l f and o t h e r s . 

P . T o u r n i e r , w r i t i n g as a C h r i s t i a n p s y c h i a t r i s t , s t a t e s , ". . i t was 

St.Thomas Aquinas who s a i d , 'grace does not suppress n a t u r e ' , Grace 

g i v e s us t h e v i c t o r y over our n a t u r e ; i t r e s t o r e s the f l o w o f l i f e 

w hich s e t s us f r e e . " 5 3 ©r a b i t l a t e r on, ". . however d i f f i c u l t and 

inc o m p l e t e t h e se a r c h f o r God's guidance, i t i s n e v e r t h e l e s s t h a t 

which c r e a t e s the pe r s o n , t h a t which i s the source from which new l i f e 

and l i b e r t y s p r i n g , " 5 4 "Personhood" cannot be used as an excuse t o 

i n d u l g e s e l f , however s o c i a l l y a c c e p t a b l e t h a t indulgence might be. 

Such s e l f i n d u l g e n c e w i l l e v e n t u a l l y lead t o a d e n i a l o f humanity, 

b o t h i n s e l f and i n o t h e r s . 

Any c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f a d u l t e r y must g i v e due r e c o g n i t i o n t o the 

r i g h t s o f o t h e r s w i t h r e g a r d t o sexual p r o p e r t y and sexual e q u a l i t y 

but must always o p e r a t e w i t h i n the framework o f what God p e r m i t s . 

c. S e x u a l i t y f i n d s i t s r i g h t e x p r e s s i o n w i t h i n m a r riage 

We suggested e a r l i e r t h a t i n the Old Testament sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

were p e r m i s s i b l e o n l y w i t h i n a s t a b l e framework t h a t was recognised 

and r e g u l a t e d by s o c i e t y (whether monogamy, polygamy, concubinage, 

or female s l a v e s ) . Casual r e l a t i o n s h i p s ( i . e . p r o s t i t u t i o n ) were 

frowned upon and i f a man seduced a v i r g i n he was expected t o marry 

her (Exodus 22:16) thus g i v i n g her the p r o t e c t i o n o f customary f a m i l y 

law. We have a l s o drawn a t t e n t i o n t o St.Paul's r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h i s 

S S P . T o u r n i e r - The Meaning o f persons p.220 
5 4 P . T o u r n i e r , op c i t p.227 
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t h r o u g h h i s t e a c h i n g i n 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 7 where m a r r i a g e i s advocated 

as t h e answer t o l u s t . However t h e s t a t e was s t r u c t u r e d ( i . e whether 

the t h e o c r a t i c o r g a n i s a t i o n o f t h e Old Testament convnunity, or the 

Roman law t h a t dominates t h e New Testament) m a r r i a g e was something 

t h a t had a s o c i a l s t a n d i n g and r e c o g n i t i o n . The same i s t r u e today 

where m a r r i a g e i s a f u n c t i o n o f t h e s t a t e - i t i s the l e g a l f o r m 

t h r o u g h w h i c h t h e s t a t e r e g u l a t e s human s e x u a l i t y . In England, a t 

l e a s t , t h e c h u r c h o p e r a t e s w i t h i n t h e m a r r i a g e laws o f the s t a t e . 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t o r a i s e a number o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l and t h e o l o g i c a l 

q u e s t i o n s about any d e f i n i t i o n o f m a r r i a g e . Does sexual i n t e r c o u r s e 

c o n s t i t u t e a m a r r i a g e ( 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 6:16 c f . Genesis 2:24)? I f a man 

and a woman l i v e t o g e t h e r w i t h o u t g o i n g through a marriage ceremony 

are they husband and w i f e - i f so a t what stage in t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

do t h e y become " m a r r i e d " ? Can homosexual and Lesbian r e l a t i o n s h i p s be 

regarded as m a r r i a g e ? CountrymanSS suggests t h a t t h e church s h o u l d be 

a b l e t o b l e s s a l l such u n i o n s when time has v e r i f i e d t h e i r v a l i d i t y 

but the d i f f i c u l t y w i t h such a p o s i t i o n i s the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f 

o b j e c t i v e c r i t e r i a t h a t e n able t h i s judgement t o be made. I n modern 

B r i t a i n , as i n t h e Old and New Testaments, m a r r i a g e e n t a i l s the t a k i n g 

on o f a s e t o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and commitments. These 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and commitments have changed as s o c i e t y has changed, 

but they a r e a r e s t i l l p u b l i c l y and cormionIy r e c o g n i s e d as g i v i n g the 

p a r t n e r s i n t h e m a r r i a g e c e r t a i n sexual r i g h t s and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 

We have seen how L e v i t i c u s 18 and 20 d e f i n e d l i m i t s f o r r i g h t 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s ( c f . p r o h i b i t e d degrees o f m a r r i a g e today) and i t i s 

w i t h i n , t h i s t y p e o f l e g a l framework - a framework e s t a b l i s h e d by law 

and a framework o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and commitment - t h a t human 

s e x u a l i t y f i n d s i t s r i g h t e x p r e s s i o n . T h i s i s the o f f i c i a l 

55L.W.Countryman op c i t p.263. 
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on 

s an 

p o s i t i o n o f t h e Church o f England; p a r t 1. o f a f o u r p a r t mot i 

passed by General Synod i n 1987 s a i d , "That sexual i n t e r c o u r s e i 

a c t o f t o t a l commitment w h i c h belongs p r o p e r l y w i t h i n a permanent 

m a r r i e d r e l a t i o n s h i p " . 

We move now f r o m these g e n e r a l t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s t o see how 

they a f f e c t our approach t o a c h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the r i g h t use 

o f human s e x u a l i t y i n t h e w o r l d o f today. At f i r s t s i g h t t h e r e would 

seem t o be t i t t l e room f o r manoeuvre ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n view o f 3. 

above) but i n f a c t t h e issue i s complex. I n the modern w o r l d t h e r e 

has been a r e a l r e v o l u t i o n i n sexual a t t i t u d e s . C o n t r a c e p t i o n and 

a b o r t i o n have removed t h e t h r e a t o f unwanted b i r t h s and sexual 

i n t e r c o u r s e i s no longer ( i f i t ever was) p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h 

r e p r o d u c t i o n b u t w i t h companionship and enjoyment. S o c i e t y today i s 

c o m p a r i t i v e I y f l u i d and u n s t r u c t u r e d ; comtemporary a t t i t u d e s t o human 

s e x u a l i t y can, i n some ways, be seen as a s i m p l y a r e f l e c t i o n o f t h i s 

c o n t i n u a l l y changing c l i m a t e . No s t i g m a i s a t t a c h e d t o couples l i v i n g 

t o g e t h e r w i t h o u t m a r r i a g e . T e l e v i s i o n , r a d i o and l i t e r a t u r e have 

brought sexual a c t i v i t y b e f o r e people's minds w i t h a new openness. 

P u b l i c a t t i t u d e s t o homosexual and l e s b i a n o r i e n t a t i o n s a r e changing. 

We a r e aware o f rape, c h i l d sex-abuse, and p a e d o p h i l e a c t i v i t y as 

never b e f o r e . I t i s i n t h i s changing moral c l i m a t e t h a t C h r i s t i a n 

sexual e t h i c s have t o be a p p l i e d . 

Old Testament law was g i v e n t o , and inte n d e d f o r , the covenant 

community which was meant t o respond t o God i n f a i t h . New Testament 

C h r i s t i a n i t y i s n o t so much a c u l t u r a l or n a t i o n a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n as a 

response i n and t h r o u g h f a i t h t o the person o f Jesus C h r i s t . I t i s 

th r o u g h t h i s " f a i t h response" t h a t t h e i n d i v i d u a l seeks t o frame t h e i r 

l i f e a c c o r d i n g t o b i b l i c a l t e a c h i n g and commands - f a i t h i s 
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d e m o n s t r a t e d by works (Matthew 7:16, James 2:18). Thus we would 

m a i n t a i n t h a t t h e p r i m a r y a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e commandments today i s t o 

the community o f f a i t h ( t hough we r e c o g n i s e t h a t as t h e conmunity o f 

f a i t h u p h o l d s t h e s t a n d a r d s o f God i t s e t s b e f o r e the w o r l d the i d e a l 

s t a n d a r d ) . The C h r i s t i a n does not l i v e i n an e x c l u s i v e , s e l f -

c o n t a i n e d , God-centred community b u t , l i k e t h e New Testament church, 

i n an environment t h a t i s in c e r t a i n ways h o s t i l e t o s p i r i t u a l v a l u e s . 

B r i t a i n i s a " C h r i s t i a n i z e d " r a t h e r t han a C h r i s t i a n c u l t u r e . Through 

i t s c h r i s t i a n h e r i t a g e i t has a framework law t h a t r e f l e c t s 

b i b l i c a l s t a n d a r d s b u t these laws a r e u p h e l d (when and i f they a r e ) 

n o t f r o m l o y a l t y t o God but because o f t h e i r s e l f - e v i d e n t t r u t h . So 

a l t h o u g h our concern i s e s s e n t i a l l y w i t h t h e meaning o f the 

commandments f o r C h r i s t i a n s we a l s o need t o develop some u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f t h e i r r e l e v a n c e t o a s o c i e t y t h a t t a k e s l i t t l e d i r e c t account of 

God. These a r e not n e c e s s a r i l y d i v e r s e i n t h a t b o t h the community o f 

f a i t h and s o c i e t y as a whole would r e j e c t , f o r example, rape, c h i l d 

sex abuse, b e s t i a l i t y and necromancy. Large segments o f s o c i e t y a l s o 

f i n d homoph i I ia5<5 r e p u l s i v e and pornography o f f e n s i v e . The g r e a t e s t 

area o f disagreement i s t h a t o f h e t e r o s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s o u t s i d e 

m a r r i a g e , whether p r i o r t o ma r r i a g e or a f t e r a m a r r i a g e has ceased 

t h r o u g h d i v o r c e or t h e death o f one o f the p a r t n e r s . I t would be 

l e g i t i m a t e t o i n c l u d e a l l these areas, c o n t r o v e r s i a l or n o t , under the 

g e n e r a l heading o f a d u l t e r y . L e v i t i c u s 18 and 20 suggest t h a t t h i s i s 

p o s s i b l e by l i n k i n g a whole group o f sexual s i n s t o g e t h e r . So too 

does C a l v i n when he says, " t h e L o r d s e t s f o r t h , by way o f example, 

whatever i s f o u l e s t and most i n i q u i t o u s i n each species o f 

t r a n s g r e s s i o n " . 5 7 i n modern t h i n k i n g a d u l t e r y may n o t be the most 

56We use t h i s term t o mean both homosexual and l e s b i a n sexual a c t i v i t y 
5 7 J . C a l v i n op c i t , p.438 
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r e p u l s i v e o f sexual s i n s b u t on the b a s i s t h a t i t i s a breach o f t r u s t 

and commitment, and because o f the d e s t r u c t i v e e f f e c t i t has upon 

f a m i l y l i f e and the s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i e t y a case can be made f o r 

a g r e e i n g w i t h C a l v i n and t h e r e f o r e t o see i t as an " u m b r e l l a " f o r a i l 

t h e o t h e r sexual wrongs. 

A f u l l t r e a t m e n t o f a l l these issues i s beyond the scope o f t h i s 

s t u d y so a l t h o u g h we do n o t w i s h t o m i n i m i s e t h e importance o f o t h e r 

a r e a s o f concern we s h a l l c o n c e n t r a t e on sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s o u t s i d e 

m a r r i a g e t o i l l u s t r a t e how t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f a d u l t e r y , and the 

t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e s t h a t a r i s e f r o m i t , can be used as a resource 

in coming t o terms w i t h these sexual problems today. 

How then do they a p p l y t o t h e church - t h e community o f f a i t h ? 

The s i m p l e answer i s t o say t h a t s i n c e a d u l t e r y i s o f f e n s i v e t o God, 

s i n c e we a r e t o r e s p e c t the r i g h t s and f e e l i n g s o f o t h e r s and s i n c e 

sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s f i n d t h e i r r i g h t e x p r e s s i o n o n l y w i t h i n marriage 

t h e n , amongst C h r i s t i a n s , sexual i n t e r c o u r s e i s p r o h i b i t e d o t h e r than 

w i t h i n m a r r i a g e , the e q u a l i t y o f men and women i n m a r r i a g e i s t o be 

up h e l d , b o t h p a r t n e r s a r e under o b l i g a t i o n t o observe sexual 

f a i t h f u l n e s s which means e x c l u s i v i t y . However, such an approach would 

not r e c e i v e a p p r o v a l f r o m a l l q u a r t e r s . Countryman f o r example says, 

"t h e gospel a l l o w s no r u l e a g a i n s t the f o l l o w i n g , i n and o f 

themselves: m a s t u r b a t i o n , n o n v a g i n a l h e t e r o s e x u a l i n t e r c o u r s e , 

b e s t i a l i t y , polygamy, homosexual a c t s , or e r o t i c a r t and 

I i t e r a t u r e . " 5 8 L a t e r he says, "Some n o n m a r i t a l l i a i s o n s may i n f a c t 

prove t o be p r e p a r a t o r y t o m a r r i a g e i n the s t r i c t e r sense. Others may 

serve t o meet l e g i t i m a t e needs i n the absence o f genuine a l t e r n a t i v e s . 

S t i l l o t h e r s may be abusi v e and e x p l o i t a t i v e . Only the l a s t are t o be 

58L.W.Countryman op c i t p.243 
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condemned."59. T h i s means t h a t i f we are t o advocate something 

a p p r o a c h i n g " t h e s i m p l e answer" t h e n we need f u r t h e r j u s t i f i c a t i o n 

t h a t t h i s r e a d i n g and a p p l i c a t i o n o f s c r i p t u r e i s j u s t i f i e d . 

To s u p p o r t the p r i n c i p l e t h a t human s e x u a l i t y f i n d s i t s r i g h t 

e x p r e s s i o n o n l y w i t h i n m a r r i a g e we o f f e r t h e f o l l o w i n g :-

i ) The Old Testament e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t sexual a c t i o n s would take 

p l a c e w i t h i n m a r r i a g e and t h e use o f n o p v e i a i n the New Testament 

( A c t s 15:20,29. 21:25 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 5 : I f f , 6:9 G a l a t i a n s 5:19, 

Ephesians 5:5, C o l o s s i a n s 3:5, Hebrews 13:4 R e v e l a t i o n 2:14). 

The e x a c t meaning o f t h i s word i s complex b u t s i n c e i t cannot be taken 

t o a p p l y o n l y t o p r o h i b i t e d degrees o f m a r r i a g e i t i s reasonable t o 

accept t h a t i t i s used t o condemn sexual a c t i v i t y o u t s i d e marriage 

( K o s n i k says, "Although i t s o r i g i n a l meaning was l i m i t e d the term 

broadened g r a d u a l l y and came t o be i d e n t i f i e d w i t h e x t r a m a r i t a l 

r e l a t i o n s , a d u l t e r y , sodomy, u n l a w f u l m a r r i a g e and even sexual 

i n t e r c o u r s e i n g e n e r a l w i t h o u t f u r t h e r p r e c i s i o n . " 6 0 ) . Paul says shun 

nopveicx because i t i s a s i n and p o l l u t e s the body which i s the temple 

o f t h e Holy Ghost ( 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 6:18-20). 

i i ) M a r r i a g e i s a f u n c t i o n by which the s t a t e r e g u l a t e s sexual 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s between men and women. C h r i s t i a n s are under o b l i g a t i o n 

t o be good c i t i z e n s (Romans 13:1-4, 1 Peter 2:13-17) and should 

t h e r e f o r e conform t o human i n s t i t u t i o n s - s u b j e c t , o f course, t o the 

r i d e r t h a t those i n s t i t u t i o n s do not deny b i b l i c a l t r u t h s . 

i i i ) Condemnation o f p r o m i s c u i t y and casual sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

i s something t h a t has broad agreement i n a l l branches o f C h r i s t i a n i t y 

( though perhaps Countryman g i v e s p a r t i a l a p p r o v a l even t o t h e s e ^ ' ) . 

59 L.W.Countryman, op c i t p.264 
60Kosnik e t a l , op c i t pp.23-24 
' L.W.Countryman op c i t pp.263-4 
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Since sexual i n t e r c o u r s e s h o u l d be an e x p r e s s i o n o f love and 

commitment "personhood" arguments suggest t h a t p a r t i c i p a n t s s h o u l d be 

w i l l i n g t o e x t e n d t o t h e i r p a r t n e r t h e s e c u r i t y and r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t 

s o c i e t y o f f e r s t h r o u g h t h e m a r r i a g e c o n t r a c t ; i f t h e r e i s 

u n w i l l i n g n e s s t o g i v e or a c c e p t t h i s l e g a l s t a t u s then the church (and 

s o c i e t y ) a r e e n t i t l e d t o q u e s t i o n the love and commitment and suggest 

i n s t e a d t h a t i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p one or b o t h o f t h e p a r t n e r s a r e b e i n g 

used, 

B a r t h , w h i l s t w a r n i n g a g a i n s t t h e b e l i e f t h a t a m a r r i a g e ceremony 

makes a m a r r i a g e , speaks o f t h e u n i o n o f a man and a woman i n t h i s 

way, "The t r a n s i t i o n o f two persons f r o m love t o m a r r i a g e , and 

t h e r e f o r e t o t h e f o u n d i n g o f a new s o c i o l o g i c a l u n i t i n the human 

s o c i e t y around them does i n f a c t demand p u b l i c a d v e r t i s e m e n t and 

r e c o g n i t i o n , and a d e f i n i t e form."<i2 

An i m p o r t a n t issue i s how f a r o t h e r f a c t o r s , such as changing 

s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s and a t t i t u d e s , can o v e r - r u l e b i b l i c a l p r i n c i p l e s ? 

Countryman<i3 , f o r example, sees O l d Testament sexual p r o h i b i t i o n s in 

terms o f p u r i t y law r a t h e r t han as moral p r i n c i p l e s i n t h e i r own 

r i g h t . There can be no q u e s t i o n t h a t a measure o f d i s c o n t i n u i t y 

e x i s t s between the two t e s t a m e n t s , a t l e a s t on the m a t t e r o f p u r i t y 

laws. The purpose o f P e t e r ' s v i s i o n i n A c t s 10:9-16,28 i s s e t f o r t h 

as t e a c h i n g t h a t r e g u l a t i o n s about c l e a n and unclean a n i m a l s are no 

longer r e l e v a n t and the e a r l y c h u r c h a p p a r e n t l y c o n f i r m e d t h i s a t the 

C o u n c i l o f Jerusalem ( A c t s 15:28-29). Countryman i s undoubtedly r i g h t 

when he says t h a t "we a r e n o t f r e e t o impose our codes on o t h e r s " 6 4 . 

However, i t would seem wrong t o connect a l l sexual l e g i s l a t i o n w i t h 

p u r i t y codes o r , f o r t h a t m a t t e r , w i t h I e g i t i m i s a t i o n o f the f a m i l y or 

6 2 K . B a r t h - Church Dogmat i c s 1 1 1 , 4 p.226 
63L.W.Countryman op c i t , pp.39 
^4L.W.Countryman op c i t , pp.243-244 
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w i t h p r o p e r t y law. The Decalogue, e i t h e r in the c o n t e x t o f the S i n a i 

covenant o r o r as a l a t e r c o d i f i c a t i o n o f moral law, l i f t s a d u l t e r y 

above changing s o c i a l p a t t e r n s and p u t s i t i n t o the r e a l m o f a moral 

p r i n c i p l e t h a t has an a b i d i n g r e l e v a n c e (and, i f we accept C a l v i n ' s 

" u m b r e l l a " heading and t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f L e v i t i c u s 18 & 20, i t does 

the same f o r a number o f o t h e r sexual a c t i v i t i e s ) . The New Testament 

a c c e p t s i t i n t h i s way; hence Jesus condemned not j u s t the a c t i o n but 

a l s o t h e t h o u g h t t h a t l e d t o t h e a c t i o n (Matthew 5:27-28) and i t i s 

condemned e l s e w h e r e i n t h e New Testament ( e . g . Romans 2:22, G a l a t i a n s 

5:19). On t h i s b a s i s we f i n d the use o f "personhood arguments" t o 

j u s t i f y a d u l t e r y ( o r f o r t h a t m a t t e r f o r n i c a t i o n , h e m o p h i l i a , or o t h e r 

sexual " d e v i a t i o n s " ) u n c o n v i n c i n g . The r i g h t p l a c e f o r personhood 

arguments would seem t o be i n d e v e l o p i n g proper r e l a t i o n s h i p s - the 

mutual r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , r e s p e c t , l o y a l t y and t r u s t t h a t s hould e x i s t 

w i t h i n marr iage. 

We b e l i e v e i t i s v a l i d f o r t h e c h r i s t i a n community t o s e t t h i s 

i d e a l b e f o r e those who c l a i m membership, and t h a t sexual a c t i v i t y 

o u t s i d e m a r r i a g e i s c o n t r a r y t o God's w i l l . T h i s however, r a i s e s the 

complex issue o f how the community o f f a i t h d e a l s w i t h sexual 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o u t s i d e m a r r i a g e . Church d i s c i p l i n e i s beyond the 

scope o f t h i s s t u d y , but we would suggest t h a t a l t h o u g h the 

community o f f a i t h i s under o b l i g a t i o n t o p r o c l a i m the i d e a l , p a r t o f 

p r o c l a i m i n g t h a t i d e a l i s t o show love and concern f o r those who are 

unable to l i v e by t h i s standard<^5. The aim o f church d i s c i p l i n e 

s h o u l d be t o b r i n g about repentance and a change o f l i f e (1 

C o r i n t h i a n s 5:5, 1 Timothy 1:20). Indeed the community o f f a i t h must 

never g i v e the i m p r e s s i o n t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y i s o n l y , or even 

p r i m a r i l y , about m o r a l i t y because f i r s t and foremost i t i s about f a i t h 

6 5 T h i s a p p l i e s t o a l l t y p e s o f s i n not j u s t sexual s i n s . 
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i n t h e person o f Jesus C h r i s t ; r e a l f a i t h t r a n s f o r m s and b r i n g s f o r t h 

f r u i t t o t h e g l o r y o f God (Matthew 7:15-20). T h i s seems 

p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p l i c a b l e when we look o u t s i d e t h e C h r i s t i a n community 

and seek t o a p p l y our d o c t r i n e o f a d u l t e r y t o t h e n o n - C h r i s t i a n w o r l d ; 

a w o r l d i n w h i c h c o - h a b i t i n g o u t s i d e m a r r i a g e , pornography, 

h e m o p h i l i a , and t h e r e j e c t i o n o f f i d e l i t y w i t h i n m a r r i a g e a re a l l 

common o c c u r r e n c e s . I t would seem proper t o p r o c l a i m the i d e a l t h a t 

a d u l t e r y i s o f f e n s i v e t o God, t h a t development o f personhood i s 

i m p o r t a n t , and t h a t sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s f i n d t h e i r r i g h t e x p r e s s i o n 

w i t h i n m a r r i a g e . E q u a l l y , however, i t i s i m p o r t a n t t h a t these a re not 

p r o c l a i m e d i n such a way t h a t they become b a r r i e r s p r e v e n t i n g people 

embarking on t h e j o u r n e y o f f a i t h . The community o f f a i t h s h o u l d be a 

group o f pe o p l e where a l l can come - as they a r e , w i t h whatever sexual 

o r i e n t a t i o n and whatever p e r s o n a l i t y d e f e c t s - t o d i s c o v e r f o r 

themselves something o f God's love and something o f the h e a l i n g power 

of h i s way o f l i f e . T h i s i s t h e message o f Hosea; j u s t as a human 

b e i n g can f o r g i v e a d u l t e r y so God wants h i s a d u l t e r o u s people t o 

r e t u r n t o him. The b i s h o p s o f the Church o f England encourage the 

same p o s i t i v e t h i n k i n g when they say, " C h r i s t i a n t e a c h i n g about 

m a r r i a g e o f f e r s something much b e t t e r than what i t i s commonly taken 

t o be, namely a r e g u l a t i o n which s i m p l y condemns those who break i t . 

I t o f f e r s two t h i n g s : f i r s t , guidance, based on God's r e v e l a t i o n i n 

s c r i p t u r e and C h r i s t i a n e x p e r i e n c e , as t o the way o f l i f e w i t h i n which 

f u l l p h y s i c a l e x p r e s s i o n o f our s e x u a l i t y can best c o n t r i b u t e 

t o our own m a t u r i t y and sanct i f i cat i on and t h a t o f o t h e r s ; and 

s e c o n d l y , a d i r e c t i o n i n which o t h e r sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s can and 

s h o u l d move, i f they a r e t o serve more e f f e c t u a l l y the t r u e f u l f i l m e n t 

o f those concerned . "<̂.<5 

6 6 " I s s u e s i n human s e x u a l i t y " p.20 
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