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GOD’S LAWS 
“I am your God – Keep me 1st” 

OCT 21, 2007 
 

 
 On October 31, 1517, a young German monk and university professor 
named Martin Luther requested a theological debate with his superiors and peers on 
the church’s view (and, therefore, society’s) regarding what God’s Law required of 
humans, what the Law consisted of, and what happened if humans chose to ignore 
it and God.  He used the accepted method to communicate such a request – he 
hammered his questions to the massive, wooden doors of the Wittenberg Church.  
When his superiors refused the debate and sought long and hard to silence him with 
their preferred methods – excommunication and death at the stake – Luther’s 
friends with a printing press effectively mass-mailed Luther’s works throughout the 
land.  Akin to when our own emails and blogs on controversial subjects acquire a life 
of their own, Luther’s words lit an unexpected firestorm, ultimately changing 
Western Civilization and creating the world we know today.  That was some 
hammering.   

 Luther was first alarmed, and then incensed, over the church’s religious 
and societal laws he found either absent in Scripture, or so twisted by the church to 
promote itself at the expense of the laity – from peasant to prince.  As Luther 
studied and translated the Scriptures into German, he discovered God’s Law taught 
not only God’s love for, and interaction with, humanity, but also (a) that we are 
incapable of following God’s Law because of our inherent sin, and (b) it was God 
who overcame this hurdle through Christ’s death and resurrection.  God’s mercy was 
not dependent on tabulating our good deeds, always done ultimately to solicit merits 
for ourselves, and which are rewarded with earnings, not mercy.  God’s true mercy 
comes when we recognize that we can do nothing but sin, that we can only fail 
when we try to follow God’s Law.  We are therefore as dependent as infants on 
what God did by dying on the cross, and can only cling God’s promise to us through 
our baptism: that God will clothe us at death in Christ’s righteousness because of 
our trust in these promises.  So simple a statement, yet we refuse to accept that we 
have no ability to affect our salvation.  Luther’s breakthrough understanding of who 
God was, and the relationship God desired with humans, threatened the very 
structure and existence of the church, and lit the match.  That was some 
breakthrough, and that remains some Law. 

Sin – what it is and what it entails – is the apex around which our view of 
God, each other, and therefore our selves revolve.  Who are we as humans, why do 
we exist, why do we exist with a conscience…and how does it know to value choices 
as either “good” or “bad,” “right” or  “wrong”?  Why do different people in different 
countries with different histories all agree that killing, stealing, and dishonoring 
elders and authorities are wrong?  Moreover, if we all know what is right and wrong, why is the world such a mess, and can we do 
anything about it?  Humanity has wrestled with these questions for as long as there was a fire around which to muse.  The variety of 
answers gave rise to religion, defining various perceptions of how humanity, the earth, the cosmos, the past, and the future are 
connected.  Returning to our story in Exodus, the newly liberated Israelite nation realized existence had reason because humanity had 
a creator, who loved people intensely and who created and redeemed them for a mutual relationship – a creator unlike any other, 

Advanced 
MEMORY VERSES 

OT:  Exodus 20:2-17 (NRSV) 
Then God spoke all these words: 2 I am the 
Lord your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 
3 you shall have no other gods before me. 
4 You shall not make for yourself an idol, 
whether in the form of anything that is in 
heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, 
or that is in the water under the earth. 5 You 
shall not bow down to them or worship them; 
for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, 
punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to 
the third and the fourth generation of those 
who reject me, 6 but showing steadfast love to 
the thousandth generation of those who love 
me and keep my commandments. 7 You shall 
not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord 
your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone 
who misuses his name. 8 Remember the 
sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9 Six days you 
shall labor and do all your work. 10 But the 
seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; 
you shall not do any work: not you, your son or 
your daughter, your male or female slave, your 
livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 
11 For in six days the Lord made heaven and 
earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but 
rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord 
blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it. 
12 Honor your father and your mother, so that 
your days may be long in the land that the Lord 
your God is giving you. 13 You shall not 
murder. 14 You shall not commit adultery. 
15 You shall not steal. 16 You shall not bear 
false witness against your neighbor. 17 You 
shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall 
not covet your neighbor's wife, or male or 
female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that 
belongs to your neighbor. "    
 

NT: Matthew 22:37-40 (NRSV) 
   37 [Jesus said], " ‘You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your mind.' 38 This is the 
greatest and first commandment. 39 And a 
second is like it: "You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.' 40 On these two commandments 
hang all the law and the prophets. 
 

Basic MEMORY VERSES 
OT: Exodus 20:2-3 (NRSV) 

God said, “I am the Lord your God…do not put other gods before me.” 
NT: Matthew 22:37-40 (NRSV) 

Jesus said, “Love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and all your soul, and all your 
mind…and your neighbor as yourself.” 
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known as “I Am,” Yahweh, the Lord, God.  Three months into their wilderness trek, amidst their grumblings, and fights, and general 
wickedness, God gave this nascent nation a set of codes, known as the Ten Commandments, or the Decalogue, that delineated how 
God wanted God’s new nation to operate.  To paraphrase, God said, “I am your God: I called you out of slavery, you are my people, 
you grumbling lot of stiff necks, and here are the rules to being my people.  I can only accomplish justice and mercy within the world 
when you stop destroying each other by placing you self-centered wants before me and the needs of others.  First and foremost – I 
come first, and then your neighbors, and I will take care of your needs – so quit your bellyaching and trust that I love you.” 

 The Decalogue is broken into two relational categories: the first three laws relate to our interactions with God; the final seven 
relate to our interactions with others, including our inner desires to get what God gave them.  This second set undergirds laws across 
cultures and time: honor your elders and authority, and keep your hands off other people and their things.  History, of course, teaches 
we join Adam and Eve in finding ingenious ways to rationalize our way out of following even our own rules, let alone God’s.  The first 
set, focusing on our relationship with God, are not encoded within our country’s laws, though belief in a generic God/Deity did 
undergird our nation’s founders. 

 However, as the underlying authority, God’s Law supercedes human law.  It is presented as categorical – that is, it is given as 
“You Will Do”, not as “If You Are Ever Interested Here’s a Nifty Proposition,” to follow only if and when it suits us, subject to change 
based on who’s on first and in charge of the courts.  There are dire consequences to breaking God’s Law, namely death and separation 
from God.  This lesson is found throughout Scripture: from Adam and Eve to Jonah, from the nation of Israel to the story of Saul, the 
lesson is the same.  God works hard to get our attention when we decide God and God’s law are to old fashioned, for another time or 
people, too restrictive, too onerous, doesn’t champion our cause, or just not for us.  Finally, God allows the natural calamities inherent 
in sin to occur, causing separation and even death, to get our attention, and to bring our focus back to God. 

 So why study the commandments?  Paul told the church in Rome we know what is good and bad once we know the law: “Yet, 
if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin.  I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, "You 
shall not covet" (Rom 7:7).  Luther picked up on Paul’s insight; by understanding that the Decalogue defined God’s expectation for our 
relationships, and that Scripture taught we were unable to stop sinning, Luther understood the imperative that everyone – from church 
leaders and princes, to parents, children, and servants: First, learn, memorize, and daily recite the commandments to comprehend 
what God expected from them, so they catch a glimmer of God’s magnanimous love Scripture revealed; which Second, would lead 
them further into the Scriptures, craving more.   To that end, attached is an overview of Luther’s understanding of each 
commandment, giving both his Small Catechism explanations and also recapping and exploring his Large Catechism explanatiosn.  That 
Luther lived 500 years ago does not dim the wisdom of his words, nor change the uncanny similarities between his world and ours.   

 God’s Gospel calls us, and God’s Word starts with God’s Law. 

 

 

A PRAYER for This Week 

Most Holy and Awe-inspiring God.   

It’s hard enough to understand that you see me, love me, and watch out for me, and for all of your people.  That you died for me, and 
reconciled me to you, without me understanding enough to agree, is beyond comprehension.  I pray for your mercy and forgiveness 
for the things I do and don’t do that hurts you and others; and I pray for the faith you alone can bring: to trust you and your promises 
so I can step out in faith and live to serve others. 

In Christ’s name and by your Holy Spirit I pray,  

Amen. 
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The Ten Commandments 
 
1. I am your God – don’t 

have other gods before 
me. 

2. Don’t misuse my name 

3. Keep the Sabbath holy 

4. Honor your parents 

5. Don’t murder 

6. Don’t commit adultery 

7. Don’t steal 

8. Don’t lie about others 

9. Don’t scheme to get your 
neighbor’s property 

10. Don’t scheme to get your 
neighbor’s spouse or 
workers 

Activities & Questions to Ponder 

Create space and time 
 when family faith dialogue can develop and flourish.  

The activities suggested below are listed from younger to older, to foster 
faith discussions and to help reinforce the week’s lesson. 

 Create a Ten Commandments booklet: fold 5 pieces of paper in half and staple 
them together.  On one side write the commandment.  On the other side, have 
your child illustrate the commandment using magazines clippings, internet clip 
art you have printed off, or let them draw their own images.  Use this booklet 
to help your children memorize the commandments and what they mean. 

  How do you relate to God’s commandments?  Which are easy to keep, and 
which ones do you ignore?  Why?  What consequence(s) do you expect?  How 
would you live differently if you viewed every commandment as binding and 
the consequences as imminent? 

 This week notice and note down the various gods you glean from people’s 
words and actions.  Who or what appears to be driving them?  Can you tell if 
this is their real God?  Does anyone know who your real God is?  Why or why 
not? 

 What are the various gods in our world today – that is: What is most important 
to people to do, think, or be, and how is the list prioritized?  What do people 
rely on to give them protection, safety, life, sustenance, recreation (a.k.a.  re-
creation)?   How are these gods disposed to us: what do they do for us, and 
what promises do they give that we rely can on?  How do they protect us when 
we fear our future? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
http://www.reverendfun.com/?date=20030904 
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The Ten Commandments 

E Y U C S W N M E R C H A H E E 
D V R T A I T R E R O H T H G A 
T O E E N T X H S L V N T M Y K 
Y A E T V D T T Y B E S U O P S 
L E H R M A N L H V T H B S T E 
O M F E F A L S E W I T N E S S 
H A N M N W T S R I F O D S T I 
L I B E R A T E D H I R K N H F 
G R V M M O U N T S I N A I I C 
S O O B A H O R S H A V U F L U 
C B D E N C U E T D R B T M R L 
O H E R E O S D U E E H H O O O 
E G M S F S Y L S A B B A T H E 
N I A V O A T I R O S R R H O D 
S E N P S E T W H T H G I E N R 
L N M U R D E R H T N E T R O O 
L T M Y P E O P L E O L Y M R L 

 
Adultery 
Authority 

Bear 
Cattle 

Covenants 
Covet 
Egypt 
Eighth 

False Witness 
Father 
Fifth 
First 

Fourth 
God 

Holy 
Honor 
I Am 
Kill 

Liberated 
Lord 

Mother 
Mount Sinai 

Murder 
My People 

Name 
Neighbor 

Ninth 
Possessions 

Remember 
Sabbath 
Second 

Servants 
Seventh 

Sixth 
Slavery 
Spouse 
Steal 
Tenth 
Third 
Vain 

Wilderness 
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LutherÕs Small Catechism Explanations to the Ten Commandments,  

plus  

a Recap of his Large Catechism Explanations 
 

 

The 1ST Commandment 

You Are to Have No Other Gods 

What is this?  Answer: “We are to fear, love and trust God above all things.” 
 
We All Have A God: What is a god and what does it matter?  “For where your treasure is, there your heart will 

be also.” (Matthew 6:21).  Luther also understood we all have a god, even if we claim to be atheistic.  A god is who 
or what we ultimately depend on to give us life’s benefits, and to protect us when life is falling apart.  “Therefore,” 
Luther wrote, “to have a god is nothing else than to trust and believe in that one with your whole heart.” 

In America self-sufficiency is the motto for some – don’t lean on anyone, work hard without help and you will 
be rewarded, by God and/or by humanity – while entitlement is the motto for others – you (God and/or humanity) 
owe me, and I deserve, therefore give it to me.  Luther saw the same situation around him.  Commercialism was 
rising as merchants scammed prince and peasant alike with shoddy goods and business practices.  The church was 
there to make a buck as you earned salvation.  Princes abused peasants by overworking them for little pay; peasants 
abused princes through theft, vandalism, and idleness.  Everyone looked after Number One; few looked to God to 
provide and protect them.  Lack of prestige, money, and honor was deemed intolerable as life revolved around 
accumulating wealth – by church, state, and citizen alike.  But, Luther asked, what’s so great about wealth?  At 
death, the wealthy lose it all and their bodies still turn to dust.   

Who is your god?  What do you spend your time on to feel secure in life?  Is it material wealth, prestige, a better 
body, perfect environment, or a social cause?  Is your life focused on others’ possessions, believing resources are 
scarce and you need your share at all costs to survive?  Do you rely on today’s understanding to save the world, or to 
save humanity?  Do you proclaim others as abusive, destroyers of life, and feel your choices make you superior? 

Luther confessed God as revealed in Scripture:  the God who created all and provided all – life, sustenance, 
protection – was whom Luther relied on for all protection, through death threats and severe illnesses, when his child 
died, when peasants rioted, and when friends and associates abandoned him, Luther confessed it was God alone who 
sustained him.  “[All] this [God has done] out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit 
or worthiness of mine at all! For all of this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and obey him.  This is most 
certainly true.” 
 

The 2nd Commandment 

Do Not Misuse the Name of Your  God 

What is this?  Answer: ÒWe are to fear  and love God, so that we do not curse, swear, practice magic, lie or  
deceive using GodÕs name, but instead use that very name in every time of need to call on, pray to, praise and 

give thanks to God.Ó 
 

 GodÕs Name Is Powerful : “Just as the First Commandment instructs the heart and teaches faith, so this 
commandment leads us outward and directs the lips and tongue into a right relationship with God.  For the first 
things that burst forth and emerge from the heart are words.” 

God’s name was so feared in the Old Testament no one could speak or write it; they used Yahweh as a screen 
name instead.  In the Garden of Eden, once Adam and Eve no longer trusted God’s word, they hid when they heard 
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God’s voice.  God’s voice exposed their real selves; God-proclaimed exposes our shame at the nakedness of our 
human sin.   

Luther understood God’s name carried power.  Misusing God’s name meant more than spewing an offhand 
curse; it included both using God’s name and God’s perfection to hide our sins behind, and also dismissing them and 
God’s Word as pure fable in order to justify trusting ourselves first and only.  “By nature we all have this lovely 
virtue that whenever we commit a wrong we like to cover it and gloss over our disgrace so that no one may see or 
know it…We prefer to act in secret...” 

God’s name held immense power, however, when claimed rightly, when we “call on [God] in time of need, or 
thank and praise [God] in time of prosperity…[as] summarized in…Psalm 50[:15]: “Call on me in the day of 
trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.” Luther reiterates: “…[First] the heart honors God by faith and 
then the lips by confession.” Today, we crave others to be honest, real, true, and authentic with us.  God craves the 
same from us.  God calls us to use God’s name, not as a toy or an off-color remark, but in prayer with God 
expressing honor, needs, love, trust, and thanksgiving, and in proclamation to others so that God can create life 
where none exists. 
 

The 3rd Commandment 

Hallow the Day of Rest 

What is this?  Answer: “We are to fear and love God, so that we do not despise preaching or God’s Word, but 
instead keep that word holy and gladly hear and learn it.” 

 
GodÕs Word Creates L ife &  Faith: "The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the 

sabbath.” (Mark 2:27) Jesus shocked the religious folk around him by plucking grain, eating, and healing on the 
Sabbath, teaching them they misunderstood the day God set aside for rest.  It was not intended as a day to be 
worshiped, but a day to be kept holy for re-creation.  Luther explores this further: “   Our word “holy day” or 
“holiday” is so called from the Hebrew world “Sabbath,” which properly means to rest, that is, to cease from work; 
hence our common expression for “stopping work” literally means “taking a holiday.”  In the Old Testament, God 
set apart the seventh day, appointed it for rest, and commanded it to be kept holy above all other days.” 
 How does this day become holy?  Luther writes, “Nothing else than devoting it to holy words, holy works, 
and holy living.  The day itself does not need to be made holy, for it was created holy.  But God wants it to be holy 
for you.  So it becomes holy…when we make use of God’s word and exercise ourselves in it.” And further, “At 
whatever time God’s Word is taught, preached, heard, read, or pondered, there the person, the day, and the work is 
hallowed, not on account of the external work but on account of the Word that makes us all saints.”  God created the 
world and all of creation out of chaos using verbal words.  God’s Word creates from nothing and God’s Word re-
creates when we hear it verbally proclaimed.  As Paul writes in Romans 10:17, “So faith comes from what is heard, 
and what is heard comes through the word of Christ.” 

Luther, however, understood that hearing words was not enough, “[The] commandment … is also violated 
by [those] who listen to God’s Word as they would to any other entertainment, who only from force of habit go to 
hear the sermon and leave again with as little knowledge at the end of the year as at the beginning…[You] must be 
concerned not only about hearing the Word, but also about learning it and retaining it.” He wrote further: “Where 
the heart stands idle and the Word is not heard, the devil breaks in and does his damage before we realize it.  On the 
other hand, when we seriously ponder the Word, hear it, and put it to use, such is its power that it never departs 
without fruit.  It always awakens new understanding, pleasure, and devotion, and it constantly creates clean hearts 
and minds.  For this Word is not idle or dead, but effective and living.” 
 

The 4th Commandment 

Honor Your Father  and Your Mother  
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What is this?  Answer:  “We are to fear and love God, so that we neither despise nor anger our parents and others in 
authority but instead honor, serve, obey, love and respect them.” 

 
 Luther wrote that God gave special honor to the vocation of parenthood, placing it above all other 
vocations and next to God’s own self.  We are to show them love, deference, humility, and modesty; “[we are to] 
address them “affectionately and with high esteem, but above all to show by our actions, both of heart and body, that 
we respect them very highly, and that next to God we give them the very highest place...[Revere them] as God’s 
representatives, [remembering] that, however lowly, poor, feeble, and eccentric they may be, they are still…[our] 
mother and father, given by God.  They are not to be deprived by their ways or failings.” Furthermore, Luther 
teaches Scripture places all forms of authority under this same umbrella: masters, teachers, bosses, officials, are due 
the same high honor and respect, “For all other authority is derived and developed out of the authority of parents.” 

Humanity has twisted this commandment and caused considerable damage.  All forms of authority, what 
Luther terms “fathers by blood, fathers of a household, fathers of the nation, have used their expected due to 
subjugate and abuse those under them, and the commandment provides us no out for relationships we dislike.  Here 
we can see our sinfulness.  We follow commandments when the other person makes it easy for us; however, when 
others do not “keep up their end of the relationship” we treat the commandments as though they are proposals, 
validated only when both sides fulfill the agreement.  God holds both sides, however, to God’s standard; neither side 
is released from their duties when the other side fails. 

Luther, categorically stated commandments were not licenses to abuse or destroy.  Authority was delegated 
as a vocation from God, who demands justice, mercy, provision for, and fair treatment towards, all under authority.  
Luther also saw this was counter-culture: “…no one perceives or pays attention to this.  Everyone acts as if God 
gave us children for our pleasure and amusement, gave us servants merely to put them to work like cows or 
donkeys, and gave us subjects to treat as we please, as if it were not concern of ours what they learn or how they 
live…[If] we want capable and qualified people for both the civil and the spiritual realms, we really must spare no 
effort, time and expense in teaching and educating our children to serve God and the world.” For Luther, society’s 
ills resulted from children and parents gone wild, both being raised without regard to God or God’s call to serve 
each other through love and honor authority. 

“Why do you think the world is now so full of unfaithfulness, shame, misery, and murder?  It is 
because all want to be their own lords, to be free of all authority, to care nothing for anyone, and 
do whatever they please.  So God punishes one scoundrel by means of another, so that when you 
defraud or despise your lord, another person comes along and treats you likewise…We certainly 
feel our misfortune, and we grumble and complain about unfaithfulness, violence, and injustice.  
But we are unwilling to see that we ourselves are scoundrels who have rightly deserved 
punishment and are in no way better because of it.  We spurn grace and blessing; therefore it is 
only fair that we have nothing but misfortune without any mercy” 
Per Luther, if you want to reduce social ills, then raise children and expect adults, yourself included, to 

honor God, honor authority, honor each other and honor creation. 
 

The 5th Commandment 

Do Not K ill 

What is this?  Answer:  “We are to fear and love God, so that we neither endanger nor harm the lives of our 
neighbors, but instead help and support them in all of life’s needs.” 

 
Protect All L ife Ð Especially Your EnemyÕs:  The first four commandments relate to those in authority, 

both divine and human; the remaining commandments relate to our interactions with our neighbor.  Luther, 
therefore, categorically stated that God’s commandment not to kill relates to neither God nor authorities, nor 
abolishes their right to provide defense or punishment in their official roles, or even to be angry.  “Anger, reproof 



Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church 2007 2008 Education 
God Created, Redeemed, & Calls Us Into Intentional Relationships,  Ministry, & 

Vocations 

 
This paper is comprised of excerpts from “Luther’s Explanation to the Ten Commandments: A Curriculum for Young Adults”, 
part of a Senior Master of Arts Thesis Project submitted by Karen Wilson to Luther Seminary, May 2007. 
 
This paper may be used for Sunday School education only.  It is not for commercial use.  © Karen Wilson 2007 
 
4 of 10 

and punishment are the prerogatives of God and his representatives and are to be meted out to those who transgress 
this and the other commandments.” 
 Luther saw envy for what other people bred a cycle of greed, hatred and violence, often resulting in 
bloodshed and murder, all for the lust for things and fueled by a demand (stated or unstated) that God allocate all 
things equally.  Luther did not find God making such a promise in scripture; instead, Luther found God requiring 
people to share with others the blessings God did give to them, regardless of quantity, and to end their violence, 
envy, and greed.  God and God’s delegated authorities, not individual understanding or force, were to be called on 
for justice when others took for themselves.   

“Therefore, God wishes to remove the root and source that embitters our heart toward our 
neighbor.  He wants to train us to hold this commandment always before our eyes as a mirror in 
which to see ourselves, so that we may be attentive to his will and, with heartfelt confidence and 
prayer in his name, commit whatever wrong we suffer to God.  Then we can let our enemies rave 
and rage and do their worst.  Thus we may learn to calm our anger and have a patient, gentle heart, 
especially toward those who give us cause to be angry, namely, our enemies.” 

 Luther being Luther, though, relied on Scripture to expand “killing” past taking a life; Scripture also 
included harming by “hand or deed”, advocating and/or sanctioning harm to another, and our very thoughts of harm 
towards another.  “Thus you should be blameless in body and soul toward all people, but especially toward anyone 
who wishes or does you evil.” Moreover, Luther switched the focus from directly harming your enemies to 
indirectly harming by allowing people to suffer when you could prevent it.  Christ warned of judgment for all who 
did not feed, clothe, and comfort those in need.  Luther warned against ignoring those we knew needed our help, 
who we allowed to suffer and die by our indifference. 

God wants our concern to be for the welfare of all people, especially those we cannot stand.  Caring for 
friends is easy since it feeds the friendship; how we love, help, care for enemies – social or political – exposes our 
true god.  “Once again we have God’s Word by which he wants to encourage and urge us to true, noble, exalted 
deeds, such as gentleness, patience, and, in short, love and kindness toward our enemies.  He always wants to 
remind us to recall the First Commandment, that he is our God; that is, that he wishes to help, comfort, and protect 
us, so that he may restrain our desire for revenge.” 
 

The 6th Commandment 

Do Not Commit Adultery 

What is this?  Answer:  “We are to fear and love God, so that we lead pure and decent lives in word and 
deed, and each of us loves and honors his or her spouse.” 

 
 Spouse and Families: Optional or  Necessary?  As a former monk, Luther took a vow of celibacy but 
witnessed rampant abuse of others’ vows throughout the Roman priests, monks, and papacy, and society-at-large.  
Once again, Luther’s explanation encompassed not only thought, word and deed of unchastity, but also defending 
your neighbor from losing their honor – either through their own deeds or through another’s.  “…[You] are to 
defend, protect, and rescue your neighbors whenever they are in danger or need, and moreover, even aid and assist 
them so that they may retain their honor.  Whenever you fail to do this (although you could prevent a wrong) or do 
not even life a finger (as if it were none of your business), you are just as guilty as the culprit who commits the act.  
In short, all are required both to live chastely themselves and also to help their neighbors to do the same.” 
 Along with retaining virtue, Luther understood this commandment combined with the fourth – honor your 
parents – to place the creation and sustaining of families as the highest vocation God could give to people.  “[God] 
has established [marriage] before all [other walks of life] as the first of all institutions, and he created man and 
woman differently (as is evident) not for indecency but to be true to each other, to be fruitful, to beget children, and 
to nurture and bring them up to the glory of God.” 

Today, however, families are viewed as an option, not God’s gift of high vocation, and may or may not 
include a parent staying home.  Starting in the late 1960’s, adults in Western countries ran far away from chastity, 
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marriage, and children in search of freedom.  Society’s pendulum has swung back to where all three are accepted 
options, but not necessarily required or expected.  The messages exhorting individual freedom over communal 
commitment are taught through the media and various cultures.  Families themselves are undervalued still when one 
considers whether one parent even can afford to stay home and raise their children, and we no longer notice the high 
number of single parents who can only work and pay others to raise their children.  Two wage earners in a 
household also enables better purchases: better house, better cars, more after school activities, destination vacations, 
better clothes, better schools, and intellectual pursuits for all.  Society has shifted to where consuming things and 
ideas supercedes honoring families – spouses, children, and parents – as an image of God, wherein commitments 
and spouse are honored, and where children are protected, provided for, and loved, allowing relationships and life to 
flourish.  Have we progressed or recessed? 
 

 

The 7th Commandment 

Do Not Steal 

What is this?  Answer:  “We are to fear and love God, so that we neither take our neighbor’s money or property nor 
acquire them by using shoddy merchandise or crooked deals, but instead help them to improve and protect their 

property and income.” 
 
 Stop! Thief!  As with the other commandments, Luther expands the definition of stealing to encompass 
“everything that has to do with our neighbor.” We are not to injure our neighbors in any way, “whether by 
damaging, withholding, or interfering with their possessions and property.  We are not even to consent to or permit 
such a thing but are rather to avert and prevent it.  In addition, we are commanded to promote and further our 
neighbor’s interests, and when they suffer any want, we are to help, share, and lend to both friend and foe.” Luther 
understood God applied this commandment not only to covert thieves, but also to those who “steal and rob openly” 
in the marketplace through shoddy business practices, who “are safe and free, unpunished by anyone, even desired 
to be honored.” It also applied to employees who stole from their employers by willful or careless waste, or by not 
preventing damage when they could. 

Modern day examples are all too easy.  From substandard business practices to employees surfing the net 
on company time; from kids ditching school – losing the state funding – to parents fudging time cards and sick time.  
Humans can justify any behavior that betters themselves at the expense of another. 

 Luther reiterated God’s warning that, whether directly or by others, whether now or later, punishment 
would overflow for those who abused others, including by careless and seemingly minor theft, and for those who 
ignore theft and bad practices around them, especially those paid to create and/or protect the property of others.  The 
quantity and method was unimportant, the mindset was critical. 
 

The 8th Commandment 

Do Not Bear  False Witness against Your  Neighbor 

What is this?  Answer: “We are to fear and love God, so that we do not tell lies about our neighbors, betray or 
slander them, or destroy their reputations.  Instead we are to come to their defense, speak well of them, and interpret 

everything they do in the best possible light.” 
 
 Do Only Good Unto Others:  “There is nothing around or in us that can do greater good or greater harm in 
temporal or spiritual matters than the tongue, although it is the smallest and weakest member.” Luther taught that a 
person’s honor and good reputation was their “indispensable” treasure, which God wanted protected along with 
money and possessions.  Humans, on the other hand, preferred taking gossip and “…[spreading] it into every corner, 
relishing and delighting in the chance to stir up someone else’s dirt like pigs that roll in manure and root around in it 
with their snouts.  ” This, said Luther, was “usurping God’s judgment and office.” 
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 Luther saw three aspects of this commandment: First, people were to help others retain their legal rights.  
Judges were to be just, juries fair, “not perverting or concealing or suppressing anything on account of someone’s 
money, property, honor or power.” Second, it related to “spiritual jurisdiction,” wherein the world degraded 
Christians and God’s Word, which Luther said to “let pass” per the third aspect.  The third aspect related to the most 
pervasive human habit: judging people publicly outside of the legal process.  “…[No one] has the right to judge and 
reprove a neighbor publicly, even after having seen a sin committed, unless authorized to judge and reprove.  There 
is a very great difference between judging sin and having knowledge of sin.  You may certainly know about a sin, 
but you should not judge it.” Luther warned that improvable claims were false witnesses; to guard against them, 
accusations should only be made in public in front of a judge, so that they can be proven true publicly, and done 
only after one spoke privately with the person to help them improve.  Once again, we were to help our neighbor in 
all his or her needs.  “…[We] should use our tongue to speak only the best about all people, to cover the sins and 
infirmities of our neighbors, to justify their actions, and to cloak and veil them with our own honor.  Our chief 
reason for doing this is the one that Christ has given in the gospel…“In everything do to others as you would have 
them do to you.  [Matthew 7:12]” 
 
 

The 9th Commandment 

Do Not Covet Your NeighborÕs House 

What is this?  Answer:  “We are to fear and love God, so that we do not try to trick our neighbors out of their 
inheritance or property or try to get it for ourselves by claiming to have a legal right to it and the like, but instead be 

of help and service to them in keeping what is theirs.” 
 

The 10th Commandment 

Do Not To Covet Your NeighborÕs [Spouse, Servants], Cattle, or  Whatever  [Belongs To Your  Neighbor] 

What is this?  Answer:  “We are to fear and love God, so that we do not entice, force or steal away from our 
neighbors their spouses, household workers, or livestock, but instead urge them to stay and fulfill their 

responsibilities to our neighbors.” 
 
 In Thought, Word &  Deed: In his Large Catechism, Luther combines the 9th and 10th commandments 
about coveting – craving something another has – into one explanation.  Luther understood the human condition of 
sin: “Such is nature that no one wants someone else to have as much as he or she does.  Everyone tries to 
accumulate as much as he or she can, and lets others look out for themselves.” Along with prohibiting the theft of 
things, God also placed boundaries against taking real estate and enticing people away from the neighbor, even if 
legal in the eyes of the law.  Luther watched his society act the same as today’s: people using “clever tricks and 
shrewd tactics” to accumulate more; juries “twisting the law” to suit their own purposes, “straining words and using 
them for pretexts, without regard for equity or for our neighbor’s plight.” Thus, Luther saw this law was not directed 
at people the world deemed wicked, but at those honored as upright who were convinced they upheld the law 
perfectly.  “God does not want you to deprive your neighbors of anything that is theirs, so that they suffer loss while 
you satisfy your greed, even though before the world you can retain the property with honor…It might not be called 
stealing or cheating, but it is coveting – that is, having designs on your neighbor’s property, luring it away from 
them against their will, and begrudging what God gave them.” 
 Coveting is at the root of the damage we do to others: all other forms of harm stem from our greed for what 
others have, and the insistence that our needs and wants come first.  “Above all, [God] wants the heart to be pure, 
even though, as long as we live here, we cannot accomplish that.  So this commandment remains, like the rest, one 
that constantly accuses us and shows just how upright we really are in God’s sight.” 

 


