
SERIES IV SERMONS 

Folder: 201 

Sermon title: The Ten Commandments - The Digits of Civilization, November 
16, 1924 

Sermon code/number: 160 



''THE TEN COMMANJJ;IENTS--

THE DIGITS OJ' CIVILIZATION." 

RABBI ABBA HILLEL SILVER. 

THE TEMP IE, SUNDAY MORN IBG, -
NOVEMBER 16, 1924, CLEVELAND. -



• 

• 

• 

fhe ten Commandments do not, ot course, 

represent the whole of religion or the whole of the Jewish 

religion. !here is much whioh is now accepted as authorita

tive Judaism which is not tounded on the Ten commandments. 

!here are many ethical and religious dootrinea and maxima 

which are of superior worth than those found in the Ten 

Commandments but which are not included there. That famous 

chapter 19 of the Book of Levitioua, for example, which is 

part ot the eocalled Holiness Code. contains moral ideals 

which are not founded in the deoalogue. but which are of 

such remarkable spiritual refinement as to lead one to think 

that they come from a civilization, perhaps later and more 

developed than that which gave expression to the Ten 

Commandments. 

!he !en Conmandments do not contain euoh 

profound religious truths as "1'hou shalt not hate th7 brother 

in th7 heart.'' !he7 do not contain the Golden Rule, "Thou 

shalt love th7 neighbor as th7selt." Again, the virtues 

ot oharit7 and compassion and forgiveness, which virtues find 

euoh magnificent expression elsewhere in the Bible, are not 

at all enjoined by the decalogue. 

so that the fen Commandments must not be 

regarded as a oompendiwn of our faith, and as a eummar7 or a 

digest of religion. !hey are, rather, the foundation of 

religion. Juat aa the house is more than the foundation, 
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so is religion more than the daoalogue; but just as there oan 

be no house without foundations, so oan there be no religion 

without the !en Commandments • 

It is also a1gnitioant to note that the Ten 

Commandments do not contain any ritualism. There are no 
• 

regulations there concerning sacrifices or ceremonials, 

concerning fasts or festivals, concerning religious praotioea 

or observances. -the Ten Commandments speak of God, ot man's 

relation to God, of man's relation to his fellowmen. Thay 

speak ot the three great reverences of life--revarenoe for 

God, reverence for home, reverence for human life. 

!he fen Commandments have nothing ot the 

formalism or the eocleaiastioism or the denominationalism 

of any of the other codes, either in the Bible or elsewhere. 

fbey are universal, therefore, in scope, beoause they speak 

ot things universal. 1'he Ten Commandments transcend all 

race, all clime, all age. !hey speak now as then, here•• 

there, to us as to them. i'he7 represent fundamental truth 

which knows neither longitude nor latitude. Whenever and 

wherever men emerge from the jungle lite and set about to 

build a permanent civilization, they must build upon this 

rook ot permanence which we call the Ten Commandments, which 

I read to you this morning. And you noticed, no doubt, how 

marvelously simple they are. lothing involved, nothing 

recondite, nothing ambiguous about them. Bach of the Ten 

Commandments has a sharpness of definition, a terseness ot 

phrase, an uaambiguit7 ot meaning which are startling. and 
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almost disoonoerting. !here ie an au of finality about 

each one ot these tremendous aanotione, an air ot destiny 

about them; they seem ae ages, and as inescapable ae the 

tomb i tselt. You oannot evade them onoe you hear them; you 

cannot make them mean lees than what they say, and you know 

that the7 mean infinitely more than what they say. Baoh 

oommandment is a root commandment; each law is a cardinal 

law; each prohibition is embryonio, ae it were, of infinite 

prohibition. And they are all addressed to you in the 

second person singular. 

!he Ten Commandments are not addressed to a 

raoe or to a people or to a oommunit7, behind whose corporate 

responsibility or culpability you oan hide yourself, and upon 

whose oorporate shoulders you oan throw the blame for your 

delinquencies. i'he Ten Oommand.mente are addressed to you. 

''!bou shalt not kill." 

"~ou shalt not steal." 

"Thou shalt not commit adultery." I 
"~ou eh.alt not covet." You stand 

taoe to taoe with God in the awful presence of thee• moral 

imp era ti vea. You and God are sealing this covenant. 

God speaks to you because he regards you aa 

of equal importanoe with the whole of the raoe, and the whole 

ot ~erioa, and because he regards you as the equal ot 

anyone else. fhe Ten Commandments, again, are not addressed 
• 

to the elite, to the ohoaen few . God has no separate set ot 

law■ tor kings and other laws tor slaves; one oode ot 1~•• 

tor the white and another code ot lawa tor the blaok; one 

oode ot laws tor the rich and another code ot laws tor the 
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poor. In the sight of God there are no ohoaen ones, and 

there are no elite, but just ohildren of dust and of the 

stara--men who are struggling to fashion themselves 

progressively in his image. l.nd so God speaks to eaoh of 

us alike, and to every one of us separately. 

Lord, thy God." 

"I am the 

The !en Comnandments may be divided into 

three group■: the laws relating to man in hie relation to 

God; the lawa relating to man in hie relation to hie home; 

and the laws relating to man in hie relations to hie fellow

men. Of the first group--the laws between God and man--

there are three: the first three commandments. "I am the 

Lord, thy God, who brought thee out of the land of Egypt, 

out of the house of bondage." "I am the Lord who is 

ohangelese and eternal." ~e same now as then. 

Lord who brought thee out ot the land of Eg1J>t." 

"I am the 

"I tJ1D the 

God of human experience. I am the Godot human history. I 

am a providential God. I am not eo far removed from the -
wo~ld as to be unoonoerned with the struggles and the 

tribulations and the efforts of the children of man. It is 

I who fashioned their destiny. It ie I who fashioned their 

purposes. I am the Lord thy God who brought thee out ot the 

land of Bgypt. I will be with thee in all th7 individual 

and thy oolleotive enterprises." 

!he aeoond commandment goes a step further. 

"!liou shalt have no other Goda before me." God is one 

beaauae God ie ap1r1\, and spirit is one. All things derive 
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from the one. Behind all the manifold manitestationa of 

reality there is one essential unit7--the creative and 

banetioent will whio-h expresses itself infinitely and in 

infinite forma, but whioh in essence and in purpose remains 

always the one and the same. file unity of God is enjoined 

in the second oommandment, and it is well to remember that the 

unity of God is more than a metaphysical notion, more than a 

mere philosophic oonoept. AB long as mankind belived in 

many Goda, it believed in many fundamental divisions ot the 

human raoe. Eaoh people had its own God; each God was 

partisan to that people, am each people was intolerant o:1' 

any other God-worshipping people. 

!he unity of God, the universality of God, 

means the unity of man and the universality of humanity. A 

.common fatherhood of God means a common brotherhood o:1' 

mankind. !hvetore, ••~hou shalt have no other gods before 

me. thou shalt not make unto thyself any graven image." 

For when a man worships a graven image he worships not the 

oreator but the creation. When• man worships the symbol 

of a thing, he soon comes to worship the s,snbol of reality 

and not reality itself. Image worship means the worship ot 

things material, but God 1s spirit and oan be worshipped only 

in spirit and through spirit. fherefore, "thou shalt not 

make unto thyself any graven image." ~. we think that 

this commandment no longer applies to us civilized peoples. 

We no longer worship idols. Only the primitive peoples, the 

peoples ot antiquit7. the b,n18hte4 peoples worship idols. 
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We are tree and emancipated. We know better. 

It is folly to assume that iDaDk1D4 toda7 doea 

not worshi~ graven imagea. We may perhaps not set up blocks 

ot atone, or treea, or carved likenesses ot things and 

prostrate ourselves betore them and worship them, but we 

nevertheless worship imagea as destr~ctive and as cruel aa 

those worshipped by the ancients. •• make idols ot racial

iBlll, idols ~t tribalism, idols of chauvinism, idols of the 

pride ot birth, and pride of place, and the pride ot 

position, and the pride ot power. Infinite idols. And we 

worship them. !hinge! Forgetting God. 

~eretore. "fhou shalt not make unto th79elt 

any gfaven image. Bor I, the J.ord thy God, _am a jealous God." 

You oannot worship God and Mammon, Moloch and spirit, at the 

same time. You oannot bring your youth and ofter them on 

the altars of Mars and Kammon, destroying them as ruthlessly 

and in greater numbers, ottering them as holooausts, burnt 

otteringa, upon the altars ot war and lust tor power and 

desire tor territorial aggrandizement. You oannot do that 

and think that you are worshipping God. 

!he third commandment closes the c70le. "Thou 

shalt not take the name of the Lord, thy God, in vain." 

sacred thing■ must be spoken· of in reverence. One dare not 

enter the aanotuariea ot lite with unclean feet. Perjur7. 

profanity, nlprit7 are not only evidences ot moral oowar4-

1oe; the7 betray the utter absenoe ot that mood and attitude 

whioh are necessary tor spiritual contacts. In the preaenoe 
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of God, in the presence of the vast solemnities of lite, 

man should stand with bowed heads, in humble spirit, and 

speak reverently. 

The fourth commandment belongs both to the 

tiret group and the second group, and to the third group. 

It has to do with God and with the home · and with our fellow-

men. "Remanber the sabbath day, to keep it holy." "Dix 

daye shalt thou labor and do all th7 work, and the seventh 

is the S&bbath unto the Lord thy God. On it thou shalt do 

no manner of work. '' !hat is perhaps one of the most 

revolutio!Mlry laws of all time--• day of rest made obligatory 

upon the human raoe. fh,t da7 of rest is the Magna Charta 

of tree men. A slave works all the time; a free man oan 

enjoy a day of reat from labor. !he Sabbath day is the 

authentioation of man's higher estate. It is the SJl!lbol of 

hie emano1pat1on from slavery, and therefore the Bible says 

that the seventh day ot rest is a memorial of the exodus from 

Bg7Pt, trom perpetual bondage. 

Labor is en~oined,labor is commanded. Without labor man 

oannot exist, but with labor man only exists. A man cannot 

develop spiritually, man oannot exercise his mind and hia 

imagination and reach out for the higher things of life it 

he is harnessed to his task and saddled to his occupation every 

day, every week. every month, ever l'- year, without a ohanoe to 

str~ighten out his bowed baok and lift up his eyes and gase 

upon the stare. 

And notice, please, _how generous and 

_,,_ 
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marvelously liberal is this commandment. "OD it thou shalt 

do no manner ot work. Beither thou, nor thy eon, nor th7 

daughter, nor thy manservant, nor thy maidservant." In the 

sight of God there are no slaves. 1'here· may be servants; 

there may be men and women doing physical labor to enable 

others to do other kinds ot l~bor, but there are no slaves. 

Therefore, "leither thy manservant nor the7maideervant 

shall labor seven days M week." And notice turther: "On 1 t 

thou shalt not do any manner ot work, thou, nor thy son, nor 

th7 daughter, thy manservant nor thy maidservant, nor thy 

oattle." fhe beast of burden belongs to God; the beast ot 

burden is a creature ot God. It, too, should rest. 

What a marvelous genius our race had tor 

things humanitarian. The cattle shall rest. The stranger 

shall rest. We have lost our Sabbath. Israel made of the 

Sabbath a beautiful thing. It was not merely a day of rest, 

ot physical indulgence, of sleepfulness; it was a day of 

spiritual recreation; it was a day of worship, a day of stud71 

a day of visiting the sick and the old and the lonely; it was 

a beautiful day; a day of poetry. We have lost that day, and 

our Sunday does not mean the Sabbath to us, except tor 

cessation from work. Sunday is as ordinary and commonplace a 

da7 tor ua as any other day in the week. We have, 

unfortunately, lost a beautiful and helptul institution in 

Jewish lite. 

1'he fifth commandment, said one of the great 

philosophers of our people, is the link between the first 
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fpur and the last tive--between God and man; because parents, 

he said, stand as the bridge between divinit7 and humanity. 

"Honor thy father and thy mother." All moral habits must 

derive from the home. Sound homes make a sate nation. It 

bas been truly said that the cornerstone of our commonwealth 

is the hearthstone. You send men and women out into the 

world oarrying in their souls a marvelous love for father, 

for mother, for family, and you have sent out into the world 

men and women who are going to be good citizens--builders ot 

society. 

someone has trul7 said that because ot our 

sinfulness God drove mankind out ot the garden ot Eden. out 
• of Paradise. BUt the merciful God had pity upon hie 

children and gave them the opportunity to build,by means ot 

filial devotion and paternal love a little Paradise, eaoh 

fkmily for itself, which shall be called the home. That is 

the implication ot the fifth commandment--the sanctity, the 

divinity of the home, which husband, wife and children build. 

ihe third group. as I said, conoerne the 

relatioA ot man to his fellowmen. Religion must lead to 

ethics; worship must lead to oonduot; love of God must lead 

to love of man. "thou shalt not kill." Human lite was 

very oheap in ancient days. and 1 t ia still very oheap today; 

and nowhere as cheap as in our. own land . "!hou shalt not 

kill" means to impress upon the hearts and souls of men the 

aanoti t7 of human lite. He who deatroya a man deatro79 a 

part of d1'91n1t7 that dwells in that man. But men kill 

- .. 
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without weapona, and men destroy lite without physioal 

violenoe. He who robe a man of his opportunity kills him. 

He who stultifies a child of God, he who denies a child ot 

God his freedom, the right to express himself and to fulfill 

himaelt kills and deeeoratea; and he who hates kills, because 

hatred is the murderous instinot of the coward, unable to 

express itself in aotual phyeioal violence. And so a great 

Jew oenturies later said: "He who hates his brother commits 

murder." "fhou shalt not kill." "Thou shalt not commit 

adul terr. " 

fbe Rabbis said that the last. tive command

ments oorreepond to the first five commandments; the first 

with the sixth, the aecond with the seventh. The aeoond 

command oonoerns idolatry; the seventh commandment concerns 

adultery. Just as idolatry degrades the majesty of God, so 

adultery degrades the majesty ot man. It devastates life; 

it devastates homes; it devastates character; it wipes out 

the line of demaroation between man and the beast. "Thou 
I 

shalt not commit adultery"is an all-inclusive command whioh 

applies to all forms of laxit7, all forms of moral unolean-

nesa. one wonders whether the ease with which men and 

women today, esp eoiall7 in this land of broken-up homea under 

the legalized form ot divoroe,--whether that ease and that 

complaoenoe are not a legalized form ot adulter7 . 

"!bou shalt not steal.'' • Thou ehal t not steal 

in your business; thou shalt not steal trom an individual, or 

from a gover11ment; thou shalt not ste~l from the wages of 
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thoae who work tor thee. Thou shalt not steal trom the work 

which yoµ owe to your employer. !bou shalt not steal a man's 

good name, a man's reputation. fhou shalt not steal a man's 

thought. a man's invention, a man's very lite. All these 

things. and many. many more, are implied inexorably. unavoid-

ably in this commandment. • 

"'lhou shalt not bear talse witness against 

thy neighbor." --false witness in the oourt of justice, false 

witness in the world at large. Thou shalt not slander. Thou 

shalt not be a tale bearer. Thou shalt not be the vehicle 

tor the transmission of un~ounded rumors which may hurt your 

neighbor. fhou shalt respect hie lite, hie name, hie 

family. his position. fhou shalt not trespass on the sacred 

ground which belongs to thy neighbo~. !hou shalt not gossip . 

!hou shalt not backbite. "!hou shalt not bear false witness 

againat thy neighbor." 

And at the grand climax to this marvelous 

code and these tremendous sanctions oomes the last command

ment: "thou shalt not covet." There is the root ot all 

evil. ~ere is the aauee of murder. and ot adultery. and ot 

theft. and ot bearing false witness . . !bou shalt not covet 

thy neighbor's house, thy neighbor's wife. thy neighbor's 

possessions, or anything that is thy neighbor's. 

It is well and proper tor• man to have 

laudable ambition; to exoel himself; to rise above hie 

present position; to strike out tor new tielda, tor new 

oonqueata. f}iat is lite. But it is another thing _to be 
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obaeaaed by jealoua7 and envy and oovetouanesa, things whioh 

embitter our life's interest, whioh drop poison into our 

souls, things which destroy us. "!hou shalt not covet. 

Attar all, happiness and oont~ntment are not 

found in the possession ot things, or in the possession ot 

things whioh belong to my neighbor. I mQy have all that 

he has and muoh more, and still remain miserable and 

unhappy. ''!hou shalt not covet." 

And so here you have the Ten Commandments-

the digits ot civilization--inesoapable, inexorable law, 

without which you cannot live, without which you and I 

oannot live in a oommon settlement, in group lite--without 

whioh civilization cannot endure . 

---o-.. 
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