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In view of Paul's statement, "We know that the law is spiritual" (Rom 7:14), there is a 
recurring question whether fallen man could ever obey such a law. But in the second 
commandment of that law God states that there are "'thousands who love me and obey my 
commandments'" (Exod 20:6). Who would know better whether there are or are not than the 
One who wrote this statement with His own finger? 
 

It should be clear at the outset that if we have a different concept of obedience than the 
One who requires it, we have the wrong concept of obedience. And by learning what God 
intends with regard to obedience, we also learn what He intends with regard to punishment for 
disobedience--prior to the final destruction of the wicked. 
 

The second commandment provides a rich source of spiritual insight. Let us consider it 
briefly. 
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The text of the commandment in question is found in Exod 20:4-6.1 It reads as follows: 
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Three words deserve special comment. These are "'worship'" and "'punishing,'" both of 

them in vs. 5, and also "'keep'" in vs. 6.  
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The word translated "'worship'" here is ���������, from the root *��� "work, serve." The 
same root occurs elsewhere within the same table of the law: "'Six days you shall labor [���
�
�] 
and do all your work'" (Exod 20:9).2 It is appropriate to translate the Hebrew word ��������� with 
the English word "'worship'" in vs. 5, as NIV has done, but in doing so we should realize where 
such a rendering fits within the semantic field available to the root on which it is built. 
 

Notice that the word "'worship'" occurs in the first or imperative half of the second 
commandment, which extends to the middle of vs. 5:3 
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The word "'punishing'" (	
���) occurs in the second or explanatory half of the 
commandment: 
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Over time a number of related meanings developed around the root *	��. Extending the 

period for such development as far forward as possible, consider the range of meanings that are 
currently available for this root in Modern Israeli Hebrew.  
 
 

Table 
The Root *PQD as It Has Developed 

in Modern Hebrew 
Hebrew English Gloss  
�������� chief-inspector (of police) 
�������� numbered, counted; soldier 
�����	�� command, order 
���
���� clerk, official 
���
������ office work; office staff 
���
���
��� bureaucratic, clerical 

 
 

Even if we did not know anything about the history of the language, we could infer from 
the above list of derived meanings that the semantic core that gave rise to them had something 
to do with the idea of rendering an account (chief-inspector; clerk, official; office work; 
bureaucratic, clerical) or being accounted for (soldier). A soldier is a person under orders from a 
superior officer. He must take in hand whatever task the officer puts before him. Thus, the 
underlying significance of *	�� lies in the opposite direction from neglect. Again "'punishing'" is 
an appropriate way to translate the word in question once we understand the semantic context 
for doing so.4 In this case what is accounted for--the thing not to be neglected--is guilt. If guilt is 
not neglected, it is necessary to respond to it in some way. Punishment is an appropriate 
response to guilt. Thus, 	
��� is an appropriate word to use in the present passage. 
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The third term mentioned above is ����
���� ("'who keep'"), at the end of vs. 6, built on 
the root *���. The range of meanings associated with this latter root all have to do with keeping 
watch over or retaining something over a period of time. In fact this word conveys an idea that is 
not so very different from that translated "'punish'" (above). In both cases a matter is given 
active and careful attention. Consider a number of examples. 
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Thus, as indicated above, the idea of "keeping" in Exod 20:6 is very similar to the idea of 

"punishing" in vs. 5. In both cases a matter is kept from being neglected. God keeps our sins in 
mind (if we do) and acts on them by way of punishment, while we keep His commandments in 
mind and act on them by way of obedience. 
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In the remainder of this paper I focus on the aspects of punishment and obedience 
within the second or explanatory half of the commandment. 
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The Lord describes Himself as "'a jealous God'" (vs. 5), i.e., a God who claims all of our 

worship and will not accept divided loyalties. The reference here is to things He Himself has 
created ("'anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below'" [vs. 4]). 
 

The God of the second commandment will not ignore any deviation from strict loyalty. He 
works with those who turn away from Him for multiplied generations before giving them up 
("'punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who 
hate me'" [vs. 5]). The intent of doing this is not merely to vent His jealous anger. The clearest 
expression of God's jealousy over us is not anger but concern. He does not meet hatred with 
hatred, but--just as Christ would teach us on another mountain so many years later--He pursues 
the children of those who have hated Him and their children's children "'to the third and fourth 
generation of those who hate me'" (vs. 5), not giving them up easily but attempting by whatever 
means to capture their attention and win them back. The clause of this commandment which is 
most open to misunderstanding is therefore the one which least deserves to be misunderstood.  
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The entire Sermon on the Mount is a commentary on the Ten Commandments. That part 

of the law to which the above paragraph relates most directly is the second commandment. In 
pursuing those who have rejected Him God is not striking them on the cheek but is offering His 
own again, opening Himself to yet more abuse (see Matt 5:39). The explanation clause of the 
second commandment, correctly understood, does not teach vengeance but rather shows 
God's unwillingness to give us up.  
 

Here we have the Old Testament sequel to Christ's parable of the lost sheep ("'will he 
not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the one that wandered off?'" [Matt 
18:12]). The final clause of the commandment goes on to tell us about the ninety-nine who did 
not wander off. 
 
���	�������
 
     ". . . but showing love to thousands who love me and keep my commandments." (Exod 20:6) 
 

Three facts are prominent in this clause. First, God loves mankind ("'but showing love to 
thousands'"). Second, there are those who love God ("'who love me'"). And third, there are 
those who obey God ("'and keep my commandments'"). 
 

����������	
��
��� Christians take almost for granted the idea that God loves His human 
children. John does not say, "God is great," in 1 John 4:8 (as in the corresponding Muslim 
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declaration, "Allah akbar!"), although He is great. Instead John says, "God is love." The first 
passage of Scripture where we find that idea explicitly stated is here, in the second 
commandment.  
 

������
���������������������� The word "'love'" occurs twice in the present verse. It is not 
only the case that God loves us. There are those of God's children who love Him in return. Nor 
is such a response confined to an insignificant number of people ("'showing love to thousands 
who love me'" [Exod 20:6]). 
 

The numbers used in the second commandment (3, 4, 1000) do not apply to comparable 
objects. The 3 and the 4 apply to generations ("'of those who hate me,'" vs. 5), whereas the 
1000 applies to individuals ("'who love me,'" vs. 6). And yet it is clear that a contrast between 
the numbers is intended. Because God loves His children He wants to show them love rather 
than punish, although He will punish if and when it becomes necessary to do so. His love must 
not be mistaken for weakness. He keeps strict accounts. But He delights in mercy. 
 

Granting that the Bible's first reference to God's love occurs in one of the Ten 
Commandments, it is not coincidental that it should occur within the second. In the second 
commandment, more clearly than in any other, God reveals Himself in relation to His people. He 
is "'a jealous God'" (vs. 4), claiming their worship and their affection for Himself alone. He loves 
them and there are "'thousands'" who love Him in return. The objects of inanimate nature--the 
things He has made--cannot possibly meet the emotional needs of His children in the same way 
that He can. If they worship the creature instead of the Creator, they are robbing themselves of 
a blessing that can be obtained only through experiencing and reflecting back God's own 
personal love for them. 
 

������ 
��� ������ ���� ����� ���� Two questions arise at this point. What are the 
"'commandments'" that God refers to? And, when we learn what they are, what does it mean to 
obey them? 
 

If Exod 20:6 is the first place in the Bible which speaks of God's love for mankind, does 
this mean that before descending on Mount Sinai He did not love us? No one would wish to say 
so, but this is the context in which we must ask if any of the principles underlying God's moral 
law--the transcript of His character--originated on Sinai. They did not. "'I the Lord do not change. 
So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed'" (Mal 3:6). If they did not originate then, 
they were in existence before. 
 

Nor, on the other hand, are the Ten Commandments merely a universal set of moral 
truisms that in some general sense could be said to have always existed. What the "'thousands 
who obey'" are obeying in vs. 6 are "'commandments.'" There is an imperative element in God's 
requirements and His loyal people in every age have benefited from carrying them out. 
Whatever He said before coming down on Mount Sinai followed from the same principles that 
are illustrated in the written law code laid down on that later occasion. Otherwise it followed from 
different principles. What were they?  
 
� ����������
 

God states in Exod 20:5 that He is "'a jealous God.'" Was He not a jealous God before? 
Is it the case that before Sinai He did not care whether His people served Him or not? What 
change did the act of expressing Himself on Mount Sinai make in God's character?  
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Consider the fourth commandment. It is on the authority of His creatorship that God 

requires all mankind to rest on the seventh day (see Exod 20:11), which in English speaking 
countries is called Saturday. All those are exempt from such rest who do not owe their existence 
to God as their Creator. It is His creatures that He addressing in this commandment. Did God 
become the Creator of the world on Sinai at the time of the exodus? No, He became the Creator 
of the world thousands of years previously and the Sabbath was correspondingly instituted in 
Gen 2:1-3.  
 

In the second table of the law we read, "'You shall not murder'" (Exod 20:13). Thus, God 
is the life Giver. Was He something other than a life Giver previously? "'You shall not steal'" 
(vs. 15). Did He change into a Respecter of property while talking to Moses on the mountain? 
God said what He did to Moses because He wanted His people to know what He had always 
been like before--"'from of old, from ancient times'" (Micah 5:2).  
 

And yet, especially because these things are true and based on what we know from the 
New Testament, was anyone truly able to obey God before Sinai (as the second commandment 
implies) or did they merely do what He said? There is a crucial distinction here. What was the 
quality of obedience referred to in Exod 20:6? Has God been truly obeyed by some people in 
every age of history or was the service He received a mere substitute?  
 

Abraham lived during the period in question and Paul holds him up to us as a paradigm 
example of righteousness by faith: "'Abraham believed God, and it is was credited to him as 
righteousness'" (Rom 4:3). James also quotes this passage.  
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Abraham's abortive sacrifice of Isaac was a learning experience. He looked forward by 

faith to what Christ would eventually do, just as we look back by that same faith to what He has 
already done.5 And so Abraham provides one example of a child of God living before Sinai who 
enjoyed the blessings of righteousness by faith. He obeyed God (this is righteousness) in the 
knowledge that God would fulfill His promises (this is faith).  
 

But the commandment does not say, "'showing love to one who loves me and keeps my 
commandments'"; it says, "'showing love to thousands who love me and keep my 
commandments'" (vs. 6). Was Abraham's faith and corresponding obedience unique or are 
there other examples? The author of Hebrews points out that Abel, Enoch, Noah, Isaac, Jacob, 
the parents of Moses, and all those who passed through the Red Sea (Heb 11:4-29, passim) 
exercised a faith similar to that of Abraham and in so doing pleased God. 
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Jesus says, "'If you love me, you will obey what I command'" (John 14:15). There is a 

promise enfolded within this statement. He does not say, "'If you love me, you will try to obey 
what I command.'" Obedience that is motivated by an overflowing love for the Savior is not a 
substitute for the real thing. It is genuinely and truly obedience in the fullest sense. It is precisely 
in loving Christ that we are enabled to obey Him. This point is made in the second 
commandment also ("'showing love to thousands who love me and obey my commandments'"). 
Here the great themes of love and obedience are brought together. Nor can we love God if we 
do not believe He exists (Heb 11:6). So faith, love, and obedience are all inseparably joined. 
 

This fact is a rebuke to anyone who claims it is impossible to obey God's law. It is only 
impossible to obey God if it is impossible to love Him. But why should it be impossible to love 
someone who is "altogether lovely" (Song 5:16)? Indeed, He is not only lovely but ardent in His 
efforts to win over our affections. "But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Rom 5:8). The polemic against obedience is generally 
preceded or followed by the word "gospel." But fallen man's ability to obey is fully identical with 
his ability to love. It is through the gospel that the Holy Spirit leads us to a new life of obedience 
in response to Christ's love.  So how are these things antithetical to each other?  
 


����������
 

The world stands condemned before God not primarily because it has fallen into sin but 
because it chooses to remain where it fell. Every provision has been made to free us not only 
from guilt but also from sin, which leads to guilt. "'This is the verdict: Light has come into the 
world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil'" (John 3:19). God 
is fully aware of our fallen condition. He does not judge us for the condition in which we were 
born. We had no choice in that. He judges us for what we do with His gifts (see Matt 25:14-30). 
We are born into the world as God's enemies, but if we stay that way having learned what He is 
like we are culpable. If we refuse to be rescued, we are far more guilty than original sin could 
ever make us. The whole world stands condemned because the whole world could so readily be 
saved. If anyone is lost under such circumstances, he has no one to blame for the fact but 
himself. 
 
 

Note: All Scripture quotations in this paper, except when noted otherwise, are from the 
Holy Bible, New International Version.  Copyright (c) 1973, 1978, 1984 International Bible 
Society.   

1The Ten Commandments were discussed in an earlier series of papers: Hardy, "The 
Ten Commandments, Part 1: Non-Imperative Clauses," Historicism No. 6/Apr 86, pp. 59-70; 
"The Ten Commandments, Part 2: A New Testament Sequel," Historicism No. 9/Jan 87, 
pp. 45-66; "The Ten Commandments, Part 3: Christian Perfection," Historicism No. 11/Jul 87, 
pp. 28-62. 
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2In Syriac the same form (��	���) is used in both verses.  
3For this distinction see Hardy, "Ten Commandments, Part 1," pp. 61-62. 
4A form of the same word is used is Hos 4:14, quoted below: 
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5Events that occur in a period of history other than the one we are living in are not the 

only ones which require faith. The two disciples Jesus accompanied to Emmaus did not realize 
that Jesus was sitting in front of them bodily until the Holy Spirit revealed the fact to them. It is 
only by the Holy Spirit that we are enabled to see things as they really are--in any age of history.  
 


