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 “The Ten Commandments: An Introduction”

Past issues of these letters (186 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 40 articles and 14 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
I am rather surprised that I have not discussed this topic before!  The commandments are basic to the proper worshiping of God.  They have also been very much misunderstood by modern Christians, from one extreme when people teach that they are of no use to Christians at all to those who teach that Christians are under the same obligations of obedience to God as was the Jew in OT time.  The first misapplication is termed antinomianism and the second is legalism.  Paul spoke clearly to the first:

Rom 3:19 Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the Law, that every mouth may be closed, and all the world may become accountable to God;

Rom 6:14 For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law, but under grace.

Rom 6:15 What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? May it never be!

We are in the new covenant of grace, but if we continue a desire to practice sin then we are not really a new creation in Christ.  We are clearly not “under the law” but we all need to have a correct understanding of the “Law” and its application to our salvation by grace.  

The Law is much broader than just the Ten Commandments.  Most Reformational theologians divide the Law into three categories: Ceremonial or Ritual Law (the sacrifices and ceremonial rites pointing forward to the final atonement in Christ), Judicial or Civil Law (laws prescribed by God for use in Israel’s civil government), and Ethical Law (the precepts reflecting the unchanging ethical nature of God).  New Testament believers are not under the ceremonial law because it has been fulfilled in Christ (note that it was fulfilled and not annulled or abolished (Matt 5:17-19)), we are not under the Jewish civil law because it was only intended for the nation of Israel, and we are not under the condemnation of the ethical law because of our identification with the atoning death of Christ that frees us from it.  

Some people might infer from Luke 16:16-17 that Christians are still under the Law:
Luke 16:16 "The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John; since then the gospel of the kingdom of God is preached, and everyone is forcing his way into it.

Luke 16:17 "But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one stroke of a letter of the Law to fail.
Jesus said that the Law cannot be changed but He did not say that it is still applicable.  Jesus came to establish a new covenant and “fulfilled” the purpose of the law so that He brought its burden to an end.  The ethical law, however, does have application in the life of the Christian.  The Ten Commandments have three uses in the world: to restrain evil throughout the world, to convict people of individual sin, to serve as a guide to living the Christian life.  These laws have continued application since they give detail to support the two basic laws of the new covenant:
Matt 22:36 "Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?"

Matt 22:37 And He said to him, "'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.'

Matt 22:38 "This is the great and foremost commandment.

Matt 22:39 "The second is like it, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.'

Matt 22:40 "On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets."

The first four of the Ten Commandments cover the first commandment given by our Lord (Matt 22:37) and the next six relate to His second commandment (Matt 22:39).  Our interpretation of the specific commandments must depend upon full Biblical revelation.  The following guidelines are very helpful (James Montgomery Boice, “Foundations of the Christian Faith”, 1986, InterVarsity Press):

1.) The commandments are not restricted to outward actions but apply also to the dispositions of the mind and heart.  An example is that Jesus taught that the sixth commandment is concerned with anger and hate as well as with an act of murder (Matt 5:21-22).  This application was also taught by John (1 John 3:15).  Another example is that the seventh commandment is concerned with lust as well as with the actual act of adultery (Matt 5:27-30).

2.) The commandments always contain more than a minimum interpretation of words.  An example is the fifth command in that honoring our parents is not limited to just obeying them but also includes obligations such as providing for them in their old age (Matt 15:3-6).
3.) A commandment expressed in positive language also involves the negative, and a negative commandment also involves the positive.  For example the sixth commandment also means that we are do to all that we can for the betterment of the person (Lev 19:18).

4.) The law is a whole in that each commandment is related to the others:

James 2:10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.
Since we are under the new covenant, the applicability of the Law to the Christian is only for those commandments that are specifically renewed in the New Testament.  For the Law to have the application of convicting us of sin, we must recognize the sin in its reference to one of the commandments.  It is not enough to just state that we are a sinner.  We must be specific and recognize our sin as defined by the Law.  This application means that we must be introspective and honest about our behavior.  If we have coveted something then we must be very specific about that sin and do whatever needs to be done to remedy the offense and repent.  Towards that application, we will look at each of the ten in the next few weeks.  Always remember that we obey because we have been regenerated and justified based upon the life, works, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Our obedience to His commands is rooted in our love for Him and such obedience and we should never become legalistic about our obedience.  
