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the Ten Commandments.

O Almighty Lord, and everlasting God,
vouchsafe,
we beseech thee,
to direct, sanctify, and govern,
both our hearts and bodies,
in the ways of thy laws,
and in the works of thy commandments;

that through thy most mighty protection,
both here and ever,
we may be preserved in body and soul;
through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.
Amen.

PSALM 19.7-8
The law of the Lord is perfect,
reviving the soul;
the testimony of the Lord is sure
and gives wisdom to the simple.
The statutes of the Lord are right
and rejoice the heart;
the commandment of the Lord is pure
and gives light to the eyes.

WHERE DO WE FIND THE TEXT OF THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
The Ten Commandments, a set of Biblical principles relating to ethics
and worship fundamental to both Judaism and Christianity, appear
twice in the Old Testament at Exodus 20:2-17 and Deuteronomy 5:621. The text of these two references are virtually identical. The
commandments are called “the ten words,” “the ten sayings,” or “the
ten matters.” In the Septuagint the “ten words” in Greek became
“Decalogue.”

Exodus 20: 1-7, King James Version (1611)
20 And God spake all these words, saying,
I am the LORD thy God, which have brought thee out of the
land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.
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Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any
likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the
earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.
4

Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for
I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the
fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation
of them that hate me;
6 And shewing mercy unto thousands of them that love me,
and keep my commandments.
5

Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain; for
the LORD will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in
7

Exodus 20: 8-17, King James Version (1611)
8 Remember

the sabbath day, to keep it holy.
9 Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work:
10 But the seventh day is the sabbath of the LORD thy God: in
it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy
daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy
cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates:
11 For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea,
and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: wherefore
the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and hallowed it.
Honour thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be
long upon the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee.
13 Thou shalt not kill.
14 Thou shalt not commit adultery.
15 Thou shalt not steal.
16 Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour.
17 Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's house, thou shalt not
covet thy neighbour's wife, nor his manservant, nor his
maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor any thing that is thy
neighbour's.
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Miniature illuminated manuscript (c.1322) showing Moses
receiving the Ten Commandments, with his brother, Aaron,
standing to his right and Israelites waiting at the foot of the mountain

HOW DID THE TEN COMMANDMENTS ORIGINATE?
Moses with the Tablets of the Law/
Moses Smashing the Tablets of the Law
(1659) by Rembrandt

The Ten Commandments were said
to have been written by God himself
and then given to Moses but the
Bible reports that, when Moses saw
that the Hebrews had gone astray, he
broke the tablets in disgust.

Thereafter, God commanded Moses
to rewrite the Ten Commandments
himself and to carve two new tablets
like the broken originals.
This second set, brought down from
Mount Sinai, was then placed in the
Ark of the Covenant.

WHEN DID THE TEN COMMANDMENTS ORIGINATE?
Dating the Ten Commandments involves interpreting their purpose. Some
scholars propose a date between the 16th and 13th centuries BC because
Exodus and Deuteronomy connect the Ten Commandments with Moses at
Mt. Sinai. One traditional answer is 1491 BC.

Charlton Heston
as Moses
in Cecil B. DeMille's
1956 classic film
The Ten Commandments

For those who regard the Ten Commandments as an epitome of prophetic
teachings, the date would be sometime after Amos and Hosea (after 750 BC).
If the Ten Commandments are simply a summary of Israel’s legal and priestly
traditions, they could belong to an even later period.

WERE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS PLAGIARIZED?
Some scholars have argued that the Ten Commandments originated from the
ancient Egyptian religion and have postulated that the Hebrews borrowed
them after their Exodus from Egypt.
Chapter 125 of the Book of the Dead (a.k.a. the Papyrus of Ani), written
c.1800 BC, includes a list of statements that a man must swear to in order to
enter the afterlife. These statements resemble the Ten Commandments in
their nature and their phrasing. They include the phrases “not have I defiled
the wife of man,” “not have I committed murder,” “not have I committed
theft,” “not have I lied,” “not have I cursed god,” “not have I borne false
witness,” and “not have I abandoned my parents.”
The Book of the Dead has additional requirements and, of course, does not
require worship of Yahweh nor emphasize the Sabbath.

A vignette in the
Papyrus of Ani

WERE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS PLAGIARIZED?
With striking parallels between
some of Hammurabi’s statutes
(c.1750 BC) and those of Moses in
the Torah, some scholars have
postulated that the Mosaic Law
was derived from the Code of
Hammurabi.
Most
scholars,
however, have abandoned this
theory, since further research has
shown that there were law codes in
various countries, some even older
than Hammurabi’s, and Mosaic law
moved beyond any other ancient
law code, being grounded in the
worship of one God. The Law of
Moses is more than a legal code; it
speaks of sin and responsibility to
God. The Hammurabian Code and
other ancient laws do not do this.

The upper portion of Hammurabi’s Law
Code Stele showing him standing before
the sun-god Shamash, god of justice

WERE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS PLAGIARIZED?
Moses Receiving the Tablets
(c.1900)
by Gebhard Fugel

Hammurabi’s law code is civil and
criminal but Moses’ law code
begins with more spiritual
principles toward God and
humans,
from
which
the
Hebrews’ civil and criminal laws
were derived.
The resemblances do not
demonstrate
that
Moses
plagiarized Hammurabi’s Code,
but that murder, theft, adultery,
and kidnapping are problems in
every society and must be
addressed. Even today, countries
throughout the world have
similar laws, but such parallels
certainly do not prove plagiarism.

HOW ARE THE COMMANDMENTS NUMBERED?
The first statements concern the relationship between God and
human beings, while the remaining statements concern the
relationship between human beings. The commandments are not
numbered in the manuscripts, and thus the verses are not numbered
1-10 in most Bible translations. Rather, the organization of the verses
into "ten" commandments was left up to scholars and churches who
have divided the commandments in different ways. They often use
Roman numerals.
Roman Catholics and Lutherans, following St.Augustine, see the first
six verses as part of the same command prohibiting the worship of
pagan gods, while Protestants (except Lutherans) separate all six of
the initial verses into two different commands (one being "no other
gods" and the other being "no graven images").

The new Western emphasis on prohibiting graven images reflects the
Protestant negative reaction to statutes and paintings in churches in
favor of “plainness” in church buildings. It was elevated to its own
special number as a reaction against Rome and in imitation of Islam,
which is very strict about prohibiting any representations of God and
humans.

HOW ARE THE COMMANDMENTS NUMBERED?
To make the list come out to ten, Roman Catholics and Lutherans
separate the two kinds of coveting (namely, of goods and of the
flesh), while Protestants (but not Lutherans) and Jews group them
together.
Uniting the two coveting commandments into one dealing with
property and wives, could send a negative message to women who
are wives.
The Protestant reworking of the
commandments relegated wives to
the level of fat and healthy cows or
sheep wagging their tails in a
seductive fashion, thereby causing
neighboring farmers to covet them.

ROMAN CATHOLIC/
LUTHERAN VERSION

EASTERN ORTHODOX/
PROTESTANT VERSION

The Ten Commandments
by Jen Norton

The Ten Commandments (1889)
by John Morgan Coaley

HOW ARE THE COMMANDMENTS NUMBERED?
The Latin word for “six” is sex, so Roman Catholic children learning
Commandment Six had a mnemonic device to help them remember.
This was not useful for most Protestants because their
Commandment Six is not about adultery but about murder.
In Biblical times adultery was interpreted to consist of sexual
relations between a man and a married or betrothed woman who
was not his wife. In a sense, this means that the adultery prohibition
is to prevent one man from stealing another man’s property.
Adultery was later applied more generally.

WHAT IS THE HISTORY OF THE ANGLICAN NUMBERING?
The Bishops' Book, or the Institution of a Christian Man, drawn up
by a Committee of Prelates in 1537 but never sanctioned by the
Henry VIII, superseded virtually, though not legally the Ten Articles,
grandfather of the Thirty-nine Articles, passed in 1536.
This Bishops' Book included expositions on the Ten Commandments
that were greatly influenced by William Marshall’s 1535 primer (an
English-language book of hours), which itself was influenced by
Luther's writings.
The Bishops' Book rejected the traditional western church’s
numbering of the Ten Commandments. In agreement with the
Eastern Orthodox and Huldrych Zwingli’s church at Zurich, the
authors of the Bishops' Book adopted the Jewish tradition of making
the prohibition of graven images a separate commandment and
combining the two coveting commandments into one.
This became the traditional Anglican way of numbering the
Commandments.

HOW IMPORTANT ARE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
Biblical scholars suggest that the Ten Commandments likely became
authoritative only relatively late in the history of the Hebrew people
rather than during the time of Moses.
In the New Testament both Jesus and Paul affirm their continuing validity.
Jesus said to the rich man:
You know the commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit
adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not
defraud; Honor your father and mother.’ (Mk. 10:19)

Paul wrote to the Romans:
The commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder;
You shall not steal; You shall not covet’; and any other commandment, are
summed up in this word, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ (Rom. 13:9)

The Ten Commandments became more important in the Christian
tradition in the 13th century, when they were incorporated into a manual
of instruction for those coming to confess their sins.

HOW IMPORTANT ARE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
With the Reformation, Protestant theologians took the Ten
Commandments as the starting point of Christian moral life and
incorporated the Ten Commandments into catechisms as a
fundamental part of religious training, especially of the young.
Here is a brief quotation from the classic Anglican catechism:
Question. What dost thou chiefly
learn by these Commandments?
Answer. I learn two things; my
duty towards God, and my duty
towards my Neighbour.
My duty towards my Neighbour,
is . . .To keep my hands from
picking and stealing, and my
tongue from evil speaking, lying,
and slandering. . . .

TEN COMMANDMENTS ALTAR SCREEN IN TEMPLE CHURCH, LONDON

WHY IS THE DECALOGUE IN THE ANGLICAN EUCHARIST?
In his revision of the Book of Common Prayer published in 1552,
Archbishop Thomas Cranmer dropped the usual introit and
substituted the Decalogue at the beginning of the Order for Holy
Communion, probably following the example of the German
reformer Martin Bucer who had introduced a form of the Decalogue
as a confession of sin in the liturgy of the church in Strassburg.
The corporate preparatory penitential
act of self-examination was in
response to criticism of the first BCP
in 1549 that the Communion Service
remained too much like the medieval
Mass.
Placing the Decalogue at the service’s
beginning confronted the people at
once with God’s claim for entire
obedience to His will.

HOW OFTEN DO ANGLICANS RECITE THE DECALOGUE?
While we tend to associate the
liturgical use of the Decalogue with
penitential seasons like Lent,
especially with the American revision
of the Book of Common Prayer of
1979, Cranmer meant for the
Decalogue to be recited every time
the Lord’s Supper was celebrated.
The 1928 American BCP had reduced
the requirement to once a month and
the current BCP has eliminated the
requirement completely.
Cranmer believed that the Ten
Commandments, along with the
Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer
required regular recitation as it was
necessary in order to learn them and
reinforce core beliefs.

HOW DO ANGLICANS RECITE THE DECALOGUE?
In the classic Anglican liturgy the Decalogue
is read as a sort of litany, the priest reading
each commandment and the people
responding with an expanded form of the
Kyrie: “Lord, have mercy upon us, and incline our
hearts to keep this law.”

Such expansions of the Kyrie were quite
common in the medieval church. Cranmer
accepted the medieval view that the Kyrie
was penitential and not laudatory in
character.
The final response, said by the people after
the recitation of the tenth commandment,
points to the character of the life of
thanksgiving lived in accordance with God’s
law written in the heart: “Lord, have mercy
upon us, and write all these your laws in our
hearts, we beseech you.”

WHAT WAS THE SHAPE OF THE TWO STONE TABLETS?
Six biblical texts speak of “two stone
tablets” but offer no additional
information about size or shape.
The tradition that they are
semiround on the top, as seen in
monuments and some famous
paintings, is a medieval Christian
tradition, perhaps based on the
shape of the Roman diptych, which
was sometimes round at the top.
This was unknown in the ancient
Near East.
Not all artists accepted this tradition.
Michelangelo’s famous statue of
Moses (c.1513-15) shows him with
two rectangular tablets, which may
be more accurate.

WHAT ARE SOME AMERICAN MYTHS
ABOUT THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
1.) The Founding Fathers relied on the Ten Commandments when creating
the American government.
The Founding Fathers rarely, if ever, cited the Ten Commandments during the
creation of the American government.
2.) The Ten Commandments provide a perfect foundation for governance.
The document says nothing about legislative bodies, courts, rulers, or how a
state is to be ordered and function.
3.) It is fitting to display the Ten Commandments at city hall because they
are displayed at the U.S. Supreme Court.
The U.S. Supreme Court’s main chamber displays an ornate frieze that shows
Moses holding the Ten Commandments but also shows an array of historic
lawgivers, including Hammurabi, Solomon, Confucius, Augustus, Napoleon,
William Blackstone, Charlemagne, and others. The purpose of this frieze is to
educate about the evolution of the law over many centuries and not to single
out the Ten Commandments for special treatment.

WHAT ARE SOME AMERICAN MYTHS
ABOUT THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
4.) The Ten Commandments are a secular code of behavior, so it is
permissible for the government to acknowledge them.
Many commandments deal with explicitly religious matters.
5.) Local governments in the United States have a long history of
displaying the Ten Commandments to promote virtue.
Many old Ten Commandments monuments in public parks have more
to do with a publicity stunt for a movie than promoting good
behavior.
6.) Christians and Jews agree on the wording of the Ten
Commandments.
There are at least three different religious versions of the Ten
Commandments. The commandments are listed in different order
and different terms are used in the commandments (“Thou shall not
murder” as opposed to “Thou shall not kill,” for example).

WHAT ARE SOME AMERICAN MYTHS
ABOUT THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
7.) The Ten Commandments deserve special recognition because it is the
oldest legal code in history.
There are law codes older than the Ten Commandments. The Code of
Hammurabi, for example, is estimated to be about 300 years older than
the Ten Commandments.
8.) The Supreme Court has ruled that it is legal to display the Ten
Commandments at the seat of government.
The high court did not issue a blanket ruling permitting displays of all Ten
Commandments. Factors such as the placement of the Ten
Commandments, the context of the display, and even the motivation of
the government officials who erected it must be taken into consideration.
9.) Government-sponsored Ten Commandments displays are mostly
harmless and not worth fighting over, but are merely educational.
It sends the message that the state endorses and promotes this particular
sectarian code and implies that a religious list of regulations is the source
of U.S. law, in contravention of the First Amendment of the US
Constitution's prohibition against the establishment of any religion.

15TH–CENTURY REPRESENTATIONS
Moses with the Ten Commandments
(c.1475) by Justus van Gent
(Joos van Wassenhove)

Moses Shatters the Tablets of the Law
by Domenico Beccafumi
(1486-1551)

17TH–CENTURY REPRESENTATIONS
Moses with the Tables of the Law
(c.1624)
by Guido Reni

Moses with the Ten Commandments
(1648)
by Philippe de Champaigne

19TH–CENTURY REPRESENTATIONS
Moses Showing the Ten Commandments
(1866)
by Gustave Doré

Moses Breaking the Tablets
of the Law (1866)
by Gustave Doré

19TH–CENTURY REPRESENTATIONS
Moses Holding the Table of the Law
(1874)
by H. Schile,

19TH–CENTURY REPRESENTATIONS
Hand-colored woodcut of a 19thcentury illustration showing Moses
giving the tablets to the people of Israel

Moses and the Ten Commandments
(1896-1900)
by James J. Tissot

RECENT REPRESENTATIONS
Moses Comes from Sinai
by Alexander Raju
(b.1952)

Moses and the Ten Commandments
(c.2012)
by Giora Eshkol

RECENT REPRESENTATIONS
Law Vs Grace
by C. Diane Alvarez

