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Exodus 20:12-21 
 

Verse 12 
“Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the 
land YHWH, your God, is giving you.”  
• The Hebrew word here translated “honor” means to value, take care 

of, respect, and obey. Clearly the way to honor our parents is to value 
them, take care of them in their old age, show respect to them, and to 
obey them. 

• This commandment comes with a promise. See Ephesians 6:2. The 
promise is that if you treat your parents with honor you will live a 
long life. 

 
   Verse 13 

“You shall not murder.”  
• Though most of us learned this commandment as, “Thou shall not kill, 

the Hebrew word is the word that means to take another human life 
deliberately with premeditation. It is best translated “murder.” It does 
not include accidental killing, acts of legal punishment for a crime, or 
acts of war. 

 
   Verse 14 

 “You shall not commit adultery.” 
• This commandment prohibits sexual activity outside of marriage. In a 

culture where men were considered free to engage in sexual activity at 
anytime with any person, this law, equally applied to both sexes, 
elevates the sanctity of marriage and protects women from abuse. 
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   Verse 15 
“You shall not steal.” 
• This commandment means exactly what it says. You may not take 

that which belongs to another without the consent of the owner. 
 
   Verse 16 

“You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” 
• While the commandment literally applies to legal testimony, the kind 

of testimony given in court before a judge, the sense of the 
commandment is that you should not say anything that is not true or 
may be misleading about any other person at any time. 

  
   Verse 17 

“You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your 
neighbor’s wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or 
anything that belongs to your neighbor.”  
• While the other commandments dealing with interpersonal 

relationships (verse 12-16) deal with actions. This one deals with the 
thought that precipitates the actions. For instance, the reason we steal 
is because we covet what does not belong to us. The reason that we 
commit adultery is because we covet our neighbor’s wife. This 
commandment forbids the thought that leads to the sin. 

• To covet is to desire something with the intention of having it no 
matter what the cost. It does not matter if we act on the desire or not. 
Simply to have the desire to take what we want regardless of how it 
may hurt or injure another person is wrong in and of itself. Acting on 
this desire will certainly lead to the breaking of one of the other 
commandments. 

 
Verse 18-19 
When the people saw the thunder and lightning and heard the trumpet 
and saw the mountain in smoke, they trembled with fear. They stayed at 
a distance and said to Moses, “Speak to us yourself and we will listen. 
But do not have God speak to us or we will die.” 
• When the law was given, God came to the mountain with unusual 

displays of his presence and his power. The people are afraid because 
of these manifestations and so respect God’s direction not to come up 
on the mountain while he is present there. See Exodus 19:12-13, 15-
19, and 20-25. 
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• These manifestations of God’s presence are so powerful that they 
request a mediator to stand between them and God. They fear the 
consequences of hearing from God directly. Through history God has 
honored this request through Moses, the priesthood, and Jesus Christ. 
Jesus is the last High Priest, the final mediator between God and 
humanity. 

 
Verse 20-21 
Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid. God has come to test you, 
so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning.” The 
people remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick 
darkness where God was. 
• Moses explained that the awful signs that accompanied God’s 

presence on the mountain were for the sake of the people. They were 
designed to show the people who God was so that they would 
understand why they should obey him. The signs were designed to fill 
the people with awe for YHWH.  

• That the people kept the instructions God had given about coming up 
on the mountain illustrates that they understood who God was and that 
he must be obeyed. They did not violate his command because they 
recognized his power.  

• Moses knew that the people need not fear the presence of the Lord as 
long as they understood the obligation placed upon them by his favor 
in choosing them to be his people, the obligation to listen to his word 
and to do what he said. 

 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled The Ten Words, Part 2.  They 
have been prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, 
Coatesville Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Dr. Jensen and Cornerstone Fellowship.) 

 
 


