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THE DECALOGUE – AN INTRODUCTION-1 
"Ten Commandments," late 14c., from Latin decalogus, from Greek dekalogos, from the phrase “hoi deka logoi” used to 

translate "Ten Commandments" in Septuagint version of the Bible.1 

Deca – ten 

Logoi – words 

In the western world where Christianity and Judeo-Christian thought has been prevalent for over 2 millennia the Ten 

Commandments have been part of the fundamental understanding of the fabric of our culture and the basis of our community 

and judicial system of governance.  Mention the “Ten Commandments” to people and they immediately think of a set of rules 

/ Do’s and Don’ts that are associated with the more conservative elements in society.  People may admit that they know 

about the Ten Commandments but how many actually can list them off . . . in order?   

If the above is true for Western society at large, how much more is it true for those who call ourselves “Christian” or have an 

identifiable Christian heritage?  How many of us know what God commanded in the Decalogue and the reasons behind it?  In 

this series of devotions we will look at the Ten Commands and using Kipling’s six honest serving men2 methodology: 

I keep six honest serving-men 

(They taught me all I knew); 

Their names are What and Why and When 

And How and Where and Who. 

We will begin with the “What”.  What are the Ten Commands?  And just as importantly, What are they Not? 

The Ten Commands occur in two books of the Old Testament – Exodus and Deuteronomy.  In the Exodus story Moses has led 

the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt, south into the desert of Sinai.  They are largely an undisciplined mob of people 

and full of complaints about what has happened, with a single charismatic leader who is trying to help them gain a sense of 

national identity.  Moses takes them to the place where he first encountered God – Mt Sinai – in the hope that God can make 

order out of the mess that has been created.  After arriving at the mountain “Moses went up to God, and the Lord called to 

him from the mountain and said, “This is what you are to say to the descendants of Jacob and what you are to tell the people 

of Israel: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 

Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the 

whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words you are to speak to the 

Israelites.” “Exodus 19:3-6  

So that is exactly what Moses did.  He went back to the people, summoned the leaders and told them what the LORD had 

said.  Their response was to say, “Right, We will do everything the Lord has said”.  So Moses went back up the mountain, met 

with God and then returned to the people with the Ten Commandments.   

So what were the Commands exactly?  They were a blueprint to govern how the people were to relate to God, to each other 

and how to conduct themselves.  They are all about relationship not rules.  Up until this time God had not revealed himself 

in a special way to the nation of Israel.  They knew about him (sort of), but not really who he was and what he was like.  The 

Ten Commands provided them with a starting point and clear boundaries as to how they were to relate to God.  They also 

drew some lines in the sand for how the Israelites were to relate to one another.  We’ll look at this in a later installment. 

 
1 Definition from Online Etymology Dictionary  
2 Six Honest Serving Men poem from “The Elephant’s Child” – Just So Stories written and illustrated by Rudyard Kipling 
Originally published in 1902 by MacMillan 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/decalogue

