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To my lifelong friend and teacher, Joseph Telushkin


“Make for yourself a teacher, and acquire for yourself a friend.”


—The Talmud




FOREWORD


The history of the human race has not been morally impressive.


Slavery was nearly universal. Women, when not enslaved, had few rights. And while progress has been made on both fronts—slavery has been largely extinguished and in some societies women are treated as the equals of men—murder, robbery, rape, and a hundred other crimes, not to mention monstrous horrors such as genocide, continue to this day. Indeed the twentieth century was perhaps the bloodiest century in recorded history. Cruelty has been so widespread in history that it can almost be considered the human norm.


Clearly human nature, while not evil, is not primarily predisposed to goodness. And it is certainly morally weak. When confronted with temptation to do what’s wrong, temptation often overpowers conscience.


It would seem obvious, then, that having people do the right thing ought to be the single most important question preoccupying every society and every religious and secular ideology.


But it usually isn’t.


Societies are preoccupied with just about everything other than making good people.


For some, it is intelligence. Parents are often more concerned with their children’s IQs than their children’s characters. And many people confuse higher education with decency and moral insight.


For others, the primary social concern is “face.” This has characterized many Asian and Arab societies; hence, such things as “honor” killings.


Or it might be physical beauty, as in ancient Greece, or building an empire as in ancient Rome and nineteenth century Europe.


Or perhaps theology. People have too often valued “proper” religious beliefs more than proper moral behavior, and even slaughtered others for not having the right religious beliefs. This is a common occurrence even in our time.


It might be nature. For such people, it is deemed better to ban rice that has been genetically modified to include vitamin A, and allow a million East Asian children to go blind from vitamin A deficiency than to tinker with nature, thereby potentially harming the environment. Likewise those preoccupied with the natural environment deemed it preferable to ban the pesticide DDT despite the fact that such a ban directly led to the death of millions of Africans to malaria.


And, of course, innumerable individuals are preoccupied with wealth or power.


To repeat, preoccupation with morality—how people treat other people—has been rare.


There was an exception.


The Ten Commandments are preoccupied with goodness. Each commandment is a moral tour de force. Together they present the most compelling plan ever devised for a better life and good world. Yet, they were written—and in the eyes of hundreds of millions, revealed by the Creator—three thousand years ago. The Ten Commandments are what began humanity’s long, arduous journey toward moral progress.


With all our sophistication, the remarkable fact is that the Ten Commandments are more or less all we need. That is what I endeavor to explain here. If you want to improve your life and make a better world, here is the blueprint. The understanding of human nature that you will find in the Commandments is startling in its depth and sophistication. And most important, the Ten remain as germane today as they were to our ancient ancestors.


If people lived by these Commandments, little else would be needed to make a world in which armies spent their time playing football; police would rarely be needed; the doors to our homes could be left unlocked; and women would walk anywhere at any time of day or night without fear of being sexually assaulted. Political corruption would vanish; courts of law would be trustworthy. Strained relationships between parents and adult children would be mollified.


This Prager University book and the corresponding video courses are the culmination of forty-five years of study and teaching. These projects, consisting of eleven parts—an analysis of each commandment plus an introduction—represent a great deal of hard work. I cannot sufficiently thank the many people who made these unique products possible: the editors, the producers, the makeup and lighting people, the brilliant artists, and, most especially, my wife Susan Prager who edited every text, and Allen Estrin, who also edited every text and supervised every phase of production. Prager University is his brainchild.


I hope you enjoy this book, and that it touches your life in a deep way. If so, please consider watching the video courses and know that there are scores—soon hundreds—of other video courses on almost every subject at www.prageruniversity.com. We release a new course weekly.


We live in a world filled with evil and moral confusion. There is only one way out: affirmation of a God Whose primary demand of us is that we treat our fellow human beings decently. Faith in any god who makes any other primary demand will ultimately fail to solve the problem of evil. And any moral system that is detached from God, no matter how noble and sincerely held, will likewise fail.


That’s why the Ten Commandments are the most important thing ever written. They inextricably link God and goodness, making it clear beyond doubt that God Himself is preoccupied with goodness.


And if that is so, what else matters?


Dennis Prager


January 2015




INTRODUCTION


THE TEN COMMANDMENTS


STILL THE BEST MORAL CODE


No document in world history so changed the world for the better as did the Ten Commandments. Western civilization—the civilization that developed universal human rights, created women’s equality, ended slavery, created parliamentary democracy among other unique achievements—would not have developed without them. As you will see when each of the Ten Commandments is explained, these commandments are as relevant today as when they were given over three thousand years ago. In fact, they’re so relevant that the Ten Commandments are all that is necessary to make a good world, a world free of tyranny and cruelty.


Imagine for a moment a world in which there was no murder or theft. In such a world, there would be no need for armies, or police, or weapons. Men and women and children could walk anywhere, at any time of day or night, without any fear of being killed or robbed. Imagine further a world in which no one coveted what belonged to their neighbor; a world in which children honored their mother and father and the family unit thrived; a world in which people obeyed the injunction not to lie. The recipe for a good world is all there—in these ten sublime commandments.


But there is a catch. The Ten Commandments are predicated on the belief that they were given by an Authority higher than any man, any king, or any government. That’s why the sentence preceding the Ten Commandments asserts the following: “God spoke all these words.”


You see, if the Ten Commandments, as great as they are, were given by any human authority, then any person could say: “Who is this man Moses, who is this king or queen, who is this government to tell me how I should behave? Okay, so why is God indispensable to the Ten Commandments? Because, to put it as directly as possible, if it isn’t God who declares murder wrong, murder isn’t wrong. Yes, this strikes many people today as incomprehensible, even absurd. Many of you are thinking, “Is this guy saying you can’t be a good person if you don’t believe in God?”


Let me respond as clearly as possible: I am not saying that. Of course there are good people who don’t believe in God, just as there are bad people who do. And many of you are also thinking, “I believe murder is wrong. I don’t need God to tell me.” Now that response is only half true. I have no doubt that if you’re an atheist and you say you believe murder is wrong, you believe murder is wrong. But, forgive me, you do need God to tell you. We all need God to tell us. You see, even if you figured out murder is wrong on your own, without God and the Ten Commandments, how do you know it’s wrong? Not believe it’s wrong, I mean know it’s wrong? The fact is that you can’t. Because without God, right and wrong are just personal beliefs. Personal opinions. I think shoplifting is okay, you don’t. Unless there is a God, all morality is just opinion and belief. And virtually every atheist philosopher has acknowledged this.


Another problem with the view that you don’t need God to believe that murder is wrong is that a lot of people haven’t shared your view. And you don’t have to go back very far in history to prove this. In the twentieth century millions of people in Communist societies and under Nazism killed about one hundred million people—and that doesn’t count a single soldier killed in war.


So, don’t get too confident about people’s ability to figure out right from wrong without a Higher Authority. It’s all too easy to be swayed by a government or a demagogue or an ideology or to rationalize that the wrong you are doing isn’t really wrong. And even if you do figure out what is right and wrong, God is still necessary. People who know the difference between right and wrong do the wrong thing all the time. You know why? Because they can. They can because they think no one is watching. But if you recognize that God is the source of moral law, you believe that He is always watching.


So, even if you’re an atheist, you would want people to live by the moral laws of the Ten Commandments. And even an atheist has to admit that the more people who believe God gave them—and therefore they are not just opinion—the better the world would be.


In three thousand years no one has ever come up with a better system than the God-based Ten Commandments for making a better world. And no one ever will.




COMMANDMENT


I


I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD





GOD WANTS US TO BE FREE


What is the first of the Ten Commandments? It might seem like an odd question, but it’s not. Jews and Christians give different answers. The reason is that what we know as “The Ten Commandments” is, in the original Hebrew, “The Ten Statements,” aseret ha’dibrot ([image: ][image: ]). And since the Hebrew is the original, we begin with the first statement, which all religions agree, is: “I am the Lord your God who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” This statement is so important that none of the other commandments make sense without it.


First, it asserts that God is giving these commandments. Not Moses and not any other human being. Second, God is the One Who delivered you from slavery. Again, no human being did this, not even Moses. Therefore you have an obligation to Me, God. And what is that obligation? That you live by the following nine commandments.
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