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Introduction

The Decalogue or “ten words” are first recorded in Exodus 20:1-17 although they are not
labeled as such until Exodus 34:28. They are set apart from the rest of the commands in the
Torah in that they are recorded as to have been spoken directly to Israel from the mouth of God.
The intent of this paper is to first provide the best literal translation based on the Biblia
Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS) along with footnotes describing where there are textual variants
among the original manuscripts and then to provide an in depth grammatical and syntactical

analysis of the text in order to discuss the nuances found in the original Hebrew text.
Translation

And YHWH? spoke all these words saying:

I am YHWH your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, from the house of slaves.
You shall not have other gods for yourself against My face?.

You shall not make a divine image of worship for yourself or® any form that is in the heavens

above or in the earth below, or in the waters beneath the earth. You shall not bow down to

1 DY) (“God”) in the Masoretic text. The Septuagint and Vulgate render KOptog instead of
Be0g. Kuplog is translated from the Hebrew 117 over 75% of the occurrences in the Septuagint.
Furthermore, the phrase ’nbx 7277 is found only three places in the Hebrew Bible (Genesis
8:15, Exodus 6:2, and Exodus 20:1) and two of the three are translated with Kuptog in the
Septuagint, while the phrase 7);7? 72721 is found one hundred times in the Hebrew Bible with
most occurrences found in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers.

2 Septuagint renders AV €uod (“except Me”)

3 The parallel text in Deuteronomy 5:8 fails to have a waw after the noun, which changes the
syntax of the sentence so that the final clause is describing the divine image, rather than
prohibiting a separate type of idol (Childs, 387)



them, or shall you become subservient them because |, YHWH your God, am “El Qana”*>, the
One who brings to bear the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth
generations of the ones who hate Me, but acting in covenantal loyalty to thousands; to the ones
who love Me and guard My commandments.

You shall not lift up the name of YHWH for perjury® because YHWH will by no means leave
unpunished whomever shall lift up His name’ for perjury.

Remember? the Shabbat day to consecrate it. Six days you may labor and do all your
occupational work, but on® the seventh day is a Shabbat to honor YHWH your God; you shall not
do any occupational work on it'%; you, or your son, or your daughter, or your male servant!?, or

your maidservant, or your domestic animal, or the stranger who is within your gates!?, because

4 “)ealous God” or “Passionate God”; used as one of the title’s of God (cf. Exodus 34:14)

> Nash Papyrus alternately spells as X1){. This spelling can be seen in Joshua 24:19 and Nahum
1:2.

®NX1W is used in legal text speaking about committing perjury (cf. Exodus 23:1, Deuteronomy
5:20).

7 Nash Papyrus renders as N (“its name” or “her name”)

8 Samaritan Pentateuch renders as the infinitive N (guard) instead of 1127 as it appears in

Deuteronomy 5:12. M2t is preferred here as there is a different reason for Shabbat observance
given in each account, thus it is improper to assume that the rendition of the “Ten Words” in
Deuteronomy was intended to be a verbatim copy of the rendition in Exodus.

9 Nash Papyrus, Medieval Manuscripts, Septuagint, and Vulgate render D1'21 instead of D1".

10 Nash Papyrus, Septuagint, and the Syriac Peshitta add N2, translated here as “on it”

11 Medieval Manuscripts, certain copies of the Septuagint, Syriac Peshita, and Targums render as
‘V1 (“neighbor”).

12 Septuagint renders as 0 apolk@v £v ool (“dwelling beside you”).



in six days YHWH made the heavens and the earth and*3 the sea and all that is in them, but He
rested on the seventh day; therefore YHWH greatly blessed the Shabbat!* day and consecrated
it.

Honor your father and your mother in order that it may go well with you!> and in order that
they may cause your days to be prolonged upon the good!® ground that YHWH your God is
giving to you.

You shall not murder.

You shall not commit adultery?’.

You shall not steal.

You shall not testify against your neighbor as a false'® witness.

13 Masoretic text renders as D'N-NN while the Medieval Manuscripts, Septuagint, Targums,
Syriac Peshitta, and Vulgate render as D'N-NX1 which fits the context of the clause.

14 Nash Papyrus, Septuagint, and Syriac render 'Y'2wWn (“the seventh”) instead of NaWnN.
15 Nash Papyrus and Septuagint add 1Y 79 2L (“it may go well with you and in order that”)
16 Septuagint adds tfi¢ ayabfic (“the good”).

17 Nash Papyrus and Septuagint switch the order so that “You shall not commit adultery” comes
before “You shall not murder”.

18 Nash Papyrus renders KW instead of 1pW (cf. Deuteronomy 5:20). Both words carry a similar
meaning of “false” or “deceptive”.



You shall not desire your neighbor’s house or field!®, you shall not desire?° your neighbor’s
wife?!, or his servant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his donkey, or anything?? that belongs to

your neighbor.

Analysis of grammar and syntax
VAR NP DT DR DR 13T

The compilation of commandments in Exodus 20:1-17 is elsewhere referred to as the
"ten words" or Decalogue as was popularize by the Septuagint translation (Exod. 34:28 and
Deut 10:4). However, nowhere in the Hebrew bible is the Decalogue recorded in an ordered list
of ten distinct "words" or commands. Most attempts to divide up the passage into ten distinct
commandments agree upon the final eight but differ as to where the first commandment starts
and where to split between the first and second commandment. Recent research into ancient
Near Eastern treaties has shown that the Decalogue bears striking resemblance to the format of
these treaties and that the introductory sentence, "And YHWH spoke all these words saying" is
in the format of a preamble, while the next sentence "I am YHWH your God who brought you
out from the land of Egypt..." is in the format of a historical prologue?3, which would indicate
that these sentence would not have been considered part of the list of ten "words". Further

evidence to this fact is the lack of either a second person masculine singular prohibitive

19 Nash Papyrus, Medieval Manuscripts, Septuagint, and Samaritan Pentateuch add 1NTY (“his
field”).

20 Nash Papyrus renders as NN MNNN (“crave for”) (cf. Deuteronomy 5:21).

21 Septuagint reverses the two clauses, rendering first “you shall not desire your neighbor’s
wife” followed by “you shall not desire your neighbor’s house or field”.

22 Septuagint adds ktnvoug autol oUTte (“his domestic animal, or”)

2 Kline, Treaty of the Great King, 13-16.



imperfect ("you shall not...") or an imperative command in either phrase which are
characteristic of the other eight "words". Thus the first "word" must be the prohibition against
another god (or gods) and the second “word" must be the prohibition against formation and

worship of a graven image.

D730 IR DV PIND TONREI WK THOR Ny iy

The relative clause?* that begins with 1WKX in this sentence is used here to relate exactly
which god it is that the children of Israel are entering into a treaty with. The verb immediately

follow "WK is not in the third person as would be expected to agree with the 1WK, but is

instead in the hiphil first person which makes the subject of the verb 23X. Thus this verb is

literally stating "/ am the one who caused you to come out of Egypt".

ia7op DN DR T KD
95 11 NY is the first of twelve prohibitions found within the Decalogue. All of the
others use the formula XY followed by a second person masculine singular imperfect verb while
in this instance the negative article XD is followed by a third person masculine singular
imperfect verb. However, 17 ("for yourself") is attached to this verb with a maqqef, giving it the
same prohibitory function as the other instances of this formula. The usage of N> with the

imperfect is significant because it tends to indicate a permanent prohibition while DX with the

jussive is used for prohibitions for specific situations and tends not to be a permanent

24 Williams, Williams’ Hebrew Syntax, (WS §540).



prohibition?®, thus its usage throughout the Decalogue indicates the permanence of the

prohibitions with respect to time and situational application.
The verb M N is in the third person masculine singular form has a plural subject "other

gods". Cassuto?® notes this anomaly is used to emphasize the prohibition against even
associating with one other deity while also clearly forbidding association with all other deities in
general. This particular command would have been revolutionary to a people coming out of the
ancient Egyptian society that worshipped many gods and did not conceptualize any conflict of

interest in their polytheism. This prohibition is further strengthened by the addition of the
adversative preposition 13-DY ("against My face") indicating that the worship of other gods not
only violates the exclusivity requirement, but sets one in opposition to YHWH. The Septuagint
fails to capture the full implication of this prohibition by rendering 13-V as simply rAfjv £uod

(“except Me”).

TWRI ANDN PRI WK SVED 1DMWa WK ABnn521 903 17nbun &9
PIRY nonan [ona

The second of the twelve prohibitions prohibits the creation of a YD ("image of the

divine") or any "form", a term which is elaborated upon using a relative clause to explain the

prohibition includes any form existing in the heavens, on the earth, or in the sea. These were

25 WS §396.

26 Cassuto, Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 241.



the realms where the deities of the ancient Near East?’, especially Egypt existed and thus YHWH

elaborates to ensure the children of Israel understand the totality of the prohibition.

Dravn N71'DRY MOPYnTRY

This clause is not a separate “word", but is in fact functioning as a circumstantial
subordinate verbal-clause?8 that contains two more prohibitions and should be understood to
clarify that the prohibition against making an image is prohibiting the making of an idol to which
people will bow down and become subservient; that they will worship. The Hebrew Bible
contains multiple instances where God Himself commands Israel to create both heavenly and
earthly objects such as cherubim, flowers, pomegranates and even a bronze serpent. None of
these creations are problematic when this clause is understood as clarifying the circumstances
of the image-prohibition commandment. However, in 2 Kings 18:4, the texts indicates that the
bronze serpent had become problematic as it had become an image of worship and was thus

destroyed by king Hezekiah.

The verb MINAWN is either in a rare form called the ‘estafel’ or ‘histafel’ with a verbal
root of MN (“to bow down”) or is in the reflexive hithpael with a verbal root of NNW?°. Its
meaning is to cause one’s self to prostrate one’s self .

The verb DTV is recognized as being in an irregular form of the hofal stem. Cassuto3°

states that the vocalization was intentionally changed in order to express contempt (similar to

27 ibid, 236.
28 Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, (GK §156.d—g)
2% Heiser and Setterholm, Glossary of Morpho-Syntactic Database Terminology.

30 Cassuto, Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 241.



how ashtereth was intentionally changed to ashtoreth by substituting the vowels for bosheth,
“shame” into the name). This would be to indicate that the worship of idols does not merit the
honorable title of “service” but “servitude” instead. Gesenius3! also proposes that the Masora

intends the meaning of “thou shalt not allow thyself to be brought to worship them”.

RIP DR TIOR MY IR 0D

This causal clause3? functions to explain why Israel may have no other god or gods nor
may they make any sort of image of worship. The reason given is in the form of another title for
YHWH, ‘El-Qana’ (“God of Jealousy” or “God of Passion”). The reason for keeping of a
commandment as “because | am (Title for God)” is used quite frequently throughout the Torah.

The character of El-Qana is then elaborated on in the next clause:

"INRY DEFNY TON NP1 VY DPITHM DWRWOD 03379 Nk i TRs
ign *IRYY
The character of El-Qana is dualistic in nature and is contrasted with two different
groups; one is identified by the participle YNJWY (“those who hate Me”) and the other by a

construct chain containing two participles YDIXR M INWN 22NNY (“those who love Me and

guard My commandments”). The group who “hate Me” are addressed first with a relative

31 GK §60.b.

32 WS §533.



clause that starts with the participle T3 “the one who brings to bear”33. This clause brings to

bear the ]ﬂ_{ upon up to four subsequent generations. ]ﬂ_{ is used in the Hebrew Bible to refer to
three aspects of the the sin: the sin itself, the resulting culpability for the sin, and the
punishment for the sin34. In this clause it is clearly referring to the punishment for sin since it is
preceded by the particle Ta.

The second group who “love Me and guard My commandments” are addressed after the
first group using the adversative clause NWW “but (the One) doing”3®. This group is contrasted
against the first group in that instead of bringing to bear the punishment of sins, instead El-
Qana does ‘TDN (“covenant-loyalty”) towards them. “TDT is a word with no known cognate in

other ancient Near Eastern languages but is used in the Hebrew Bible exclusively in covenant
relations to express bilateral commitment through the performance of beneficent action to
render assistance to a needy party who is unable to help himself3¢. Also contrasted is the
punishment of the first group which is limited to only three or four generations while the latter
group is promised unmeasurable covenant-loyalty (certainly one thousand generations is a time

beyond human comprehension).

33 WS §539a.
34 Ludwig Koehler et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, 800.
35 WS §552.

36 VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology & Exegesis, 211-212.



IRYNR RPIWR DR AT ARY N7 "3 RIWY TIOR8 MO NR RPN K
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The fifth prohibition is against lifting up the name of YHWH for perjury; swearing a false
oath in YHWH’s name. One’s name is directly associated with one’s honor3” in the honor and
shame based culture of the ancient Near East thus if an Israelite swore an oath using the name
of YHWH and it was later discovered that he or she actually lied, it was incumbent upon the
Deity to punish the individual or face being dishonored in the eyes of the people. This
prohibition was later interpreted as a prohibition of misuse of the name and ultimately lead to a

prohibition of pronouncing the name of YHWH for fear of violating this commandment. This can
be seen in the Septuagints translation of X1W as pataiw, “frivolous”.

The prohibition is followed by a causal clause3® that explains that YHWH will uphold His
honor by punishing the perjurer through the usage of the negative X for denial of the fact3*
followed by the verb Np) in the intensive Piel imperfect form to amplify the fact of forthcoming

punishment.

WIRY nawn oi-ng Nin

il'DJrThere is in the infinitive and yet contextually is functioning as an imperative.

Gesenius? refers to this as an emphatic imperative and the fact that this fifth “word” alone out

37 Stansell, “Honor and Shame in the David Narratives,” 58-59.
38 \WS §533.
39 WS §395.

40 GK §113.bb.



of the entire Decalogue uses the emphatic imperative must indicate its importance among the
ten. The causal clause following this command indicates that the reason why the Shabbat day
must be consecrated is because it is the mark of YHWH’s authority over His creation. This
elevated purpose explains an emphatic imperative would be used here alone since it is a means
of reciprocating with giving honor to one’s Creator.

1WTRY is in the intensified Piel infinitive form indicating that the day is not just simply
set apart from the other days, but is elevated above all other days of the week. This is further

evidenced by the subsequent instructions.

TR MY N2V Dawn b naRon o vy Taen o nwy

NI TAYN are in the Qal imperfect and waw + Qal perfect here and stand in contrast
to the frequent usage of imperatives throughout the Decalogue. As such, they should not be
interpreted as commands but as permissive imperfects*! authorizing the children of Israel to
work for six days but not requiring a six day work week as has sometimes been suggested. The
expression the time of six days coming before the verb is a normal variation of word order*? as
is the subsequent “but the seventh day”.

T2N9n should be understood as occupational work for one’s own benefit as it
emphasizes skilled labor and its benefits*3. Contextually, it does not include work that is in
direct service to God since the prescribed cultic functions of the priests and Levites did not

cease during the Shabbat.

41 WS §170.
42 WS §572b.

43 vanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology & Exegesis, 943.



TLOX NN NAY ’Q’JWD bﬁ: is a verbless equational clause** and thus is translated
with a form of the verb “to be”, thus should be translated “but the seventh day is a Shabbat to
YHWH your God". It is equated and contrasted to the six other days of the week mentioned in

the previous clause.

TR TN THRADD TORKR TTIV AT [A0KR 1980 nbunNy
TV

The sixth prohibition that appears in the Decalogue prohibits any occupational work and
is followed by an unmarked relative clause® that explains that the prohibition not only includes
the head of the household (“you”) but also includes any of your children, your servants, your
hired help, and even your animals through the usage of the alternative 1%¢. This relative clause
exemplifies the contrast that the Torah makes between the laws of YHWH and the laws of the
other nations. Other law codes of the ancient Near East typically do not apply the laws equally
across all classes of citizens but allow the upper classes to enjoy freedoms not permitted and to
face lesser punishments for crimes committed against those of the lower classes*’. Here, YHWH
requires that the consecration of the Shabbat through a cessation in occupational work be

enjoyed by all people and work animals regardless of their perceived status.

4 WS §564.
45 WS §540.
46 WS §433.

47 Pritchard, The Ancient Near East an Anthology of Texts and Pictures, 3rd ed. with Supplement,
part 2, chapters 1-3.



The relative clause ]’j)j\{)ﬂ YN specifies “the stranger who is within your gates” and is
used to refer to a class of people who dwelt in the land along with Israel but did not actually

own any property and thus were susceptible to being taken advantage of.

NI DITIWRDITNRY DITNR PIRDTTN DRWATDR i 1YY Dmnw
NPT N3WA DN MY 133 19700 A o3

The causal clause is used here?® to give purpose to why the Shabbat day is to be elevated
above all other days; it was the pinnacle of His creation. The account of the actual creation
begins with a normal variation of word order for expression of time* and ends with a relative
clause® used to explain that everything in the three realms mentioned was in fact created by
God Himself. This distinction was important to the ancient Israelite because the surrounding
nations worshipped various gods in these three realms and YHWH is subtly informing the
Israelites that those things are in fact not gods but simply things that He created along with
mankind.

The second part of the causal clause is an adversative clause®! that begins with Nin
(“but He rested”) contrasting YHWH’s work of creation during the initial six day period followed

by His subsequent rest.

48 WS §533.
49 WS §572b.
50 WS §538.

51 WS §552



1275V (“therefore”) begins a result clause®? within the overarching causal clause and is
used to explain that the result of YHWH resting on the seventh day is that the seventh day is the
recipient of YHWHSs action described by the intensive Piel verbs 712 (“to bless”) and WTp (“to

set apart”). Thus, our requirement at the beginning of this “word” to consecrate the day
through cessation of occupational work is seen as a direct reciprocation to YHWH’s initial

consecration of the day when He created us.

T2 108 TN TIPS TR DY T DAY D07 TRRTINY TINIE T3

The fifth “word” begins with the imperative command T22 (“Honor!”) and is the only
one of the ten “words” that does not contain a prohibition. Additionally, this commandment is
emphasized within the Decalogue by the placement of six prohibitionary statements in the form
of X2 followed by an imperative before this command and six prohibitionary statements after
this command. This emphasis on honoring one’s parents should be expected in an honor and
shame based society and is paralleled to the fourth “word” which honors God through
consecration of the Shabbat.

]A_J)’_Jb starts a result clause® followed by 77X in the Hifil imperfect third person
masculine plural. Since the verb is in the third person masculine plural, the agents of this action
can only be referring to the recipients own parents. Thus the result clause should be translated
“in order that your parents may cause your days to be prolonged upon the soil which YHWH

your God is giving to you”.

52 WS §527.

>3 WS §525



NN starts a circumstantial clause® that specifies that it is the plot of land that

YHWH is giving to you as an inheritance is the land upon which your days may be prolonged.

ngn K&y
I K
2530 N7
The sixth, seventh, and eighth “words” all occur in a shortened form that only contains
the negative article and the imperative verb. There is an omission of the expected direct object
of the verb>®> which most likely occurs because of the universal understanding and applications
of these laws in almost every known society. Cassuto® points out that by using their absolute
form without object or complement, these commands transcend any condition or circumstance.
Being of upper class or royalty does not remove these absolute restrictions as was common
practice in many ancient Near Eastern nations. In 2 Samuel 12, the prophet Nathan uses a
parable to make king David realize that he has in fact used his position to justify adultery and

ultimately murdering him to steal his wife and cover up his deed. Thus this universal and

absolute application of these commands was important to emphasize in such a manner.

>4 WS §494
> WS §589

>6 Cassuto, Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 246-247.



RW T T3 MWNNY

PY TY (“a false witness”) functions as a predicate adjective describing the manner of
the subject’s witness and is thus functioning as an equational clause®’. The usage of the term
V1 (“your neighbor”) in the prohibition against testifying as a false witness against your
neighbor should be understood as a universal prohibition against false testimony against any
human being since Cassuto®® has argued convincingly that the Hebrew Bible uses the term to

speak of any inhabitant of the land of Canaan while Israel is dwelling in it or to refer to those

living around you while Israel is dispersed outside of the land.

WK 521 FInm 1wy innR 170 797 nWR TANN N, 11 13 Thnn &)
877

The final “word” of the Decalogue contains two prohibitions against having a strong
desire for anything that belongs to your neighbor. It is not grammatically necessary for the
repetition of the prohibition ‘r’fJnn‘N? thus this may have been intentionally added to create

the two set of six prohibitions on either side of the command to honor one’s parents.

Conclusion

Analysis of the Hebrew text of the Decalogue unveils a rich understanding of the true

intent of YHWH’s commands for His people Israel and gives us a better idea of how those laws

>7 WS §563.

>8 Cassuto, Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 247.



were intended to be applied to one’s life. While there are ten “words” or commands found,
internal evidence strongly suggests that there is an emphasis on the fourth and fifth
commandments; the commandment to honor YHWH through remembering His Shabbat and
the commandment to honor one’s parents. These two commands are surrounded by eight
others which focus on exclusive worship of YHWH and treating all other human beings with

respect and dignity.
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