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In the name of the Father and of the

Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Honouring God by Loving our
Parents and Our Neighbours
Thee Ten Commandments given at Mt.

Sinai were to prepare God’s people

for life in relationship to him and to one another in the promised land.  Thee firrst 

Table of the Law that we have covered thus far in this series, the firrst three 

commandments, is directed toward God.  Now the second Table with the firnal seven

is directed toward our neighbour.  Today we look at the firrst two of the second 

Table: “Honour your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land

that the LORD your God is giving you”1 and “You shall not murder.”2  

Thee greatest sin in Israel was to defy the First Commandment, which prohibited 

blasphemy and idolatry.  Thee punishment was death.  Working on the Sabbath in 

defirance of the Theird Commandment also could result in death.  Cursing God and 

1 Ex 20:12.
2 Ex 20:13.
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cursing one’s parents received the same punishment.  “For anyone who curses his 

father or his mother shall surely be put to death; he has cursed his father or his 

mother; his blood is upon him.”3  Thee Fourth Commandment also carried the 

severest penalty of the Decalogue.  Proverbs added a gruesome description: “Thee 

eye that mocks a father and scorns to obey a mother will be picked out by the 

ravens of the valley and eaten by the vultures.”4  Theis commandment connects 

obedience with being allowed to stay in the land.  God adds to the command to 

honour father and mother, “that your days may be long in the land that the Lord 

your God is giving you.”  Thee judgment once again is death.  If you don’t obey this 

commandment, you will die out as a people.

Why is this commandment so serious?  We don’t legislate honour and respect in 

our society, unlike other parts of the second Table like murder, theft,, even slander.  

No, this is a personal matteer, not one for state involvement.  It’s nice if people 

honour their parents, but should we shoot them if they don’t?  No.  But we can 

understand the seriousness of this commandment in how this commandment 

bridges the two Tables of the Law.  Thee firrst commandment calls us to respect God; 

the other commandments call us to respect others – their property, their life, their 

reputation.  Thee Fourth Commandment deals with honouring and obeying and 

respecting authority as an implication of the firrst.  As Luther writes in his 

3 Le 20:9.
4 Pr 30:17.
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explanation, “We should fear and love God so that we do not despise or anger our 

parents and other authorities, but honour them, serve and obey them, love and 

cherish them.”  Theese words cover God’s representatives on earth who carry out his 

will – in the home, in government, at work, and in the courts.  Remember that the 

First Commandment is all about how God gives himself to us and wants to be our 

God.  Now we see one of the ways in which this is worked out among his people.  

Theese structures prevent anarchy.  In Lutheran theology, they are called the “orders 

of creation.”  Theey are the ways God controls the spread of evil and chaos.  Every 

society has some form of family, marriage, and government.  Theese structures must 

be respected and honoured or all hell – literally – will break loose.  

We therefore honour the position even if we do not respect the person who holds 

the position.  Sometimes Satan usurps the officce.  Theen, for the sake of the officce and

in obedience to God, we must oppose the one who perverts and misuses the 

divinely ordained authority.  However, we still honour the officce.  If a parent tells 

his child, “If the phone rings, tell him I’m not here,” what should the child do?  If a 

boss asks a salesperson to give false or partial information when making a sales 

pitch, should he do it?  If the government draft,s a young person for a war he 

considers unjust, should he obey?  If a parent is abusive, must he or she still be kept 

in your life?  People may have positions we honour, but we respect them only if 

they are faithful to their responsibilities.  Nobody has a right to hurt anyone else, 
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especially if he or she is in a position of authority and power.  For the sake of God 

and his order, that person must be rejected and opposed and disobeyed.  As Peter 

told the Sanhedrin, “whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you rather 

than to God, you must judge.”5

But seldom do we need to say, “We must obey God rather than men.”  When’s the 

last time your parents or the government commanded you to sin?  More oft,en we’re

disobedient toward authority because we think the one in authority is doing a bad 

job and we know betteer than he does.  Theen we justify rebellion by firxating on the 

failure of the one in authority to do his duty, while at the same time turning a blind 

eye to our own duty.  Here then is how we can tie this commandment to the firft,h – 

you shall not murder.  And a great illustration of this is in the account of Absalom 

and his father David in the Book of Samuel (see 2 Sam 14 and 15).  We see there 

how Absalom ended up forming a conspiracy again David, who was both his father 

and his king.  Here’s how it began: Absalom had an older half-brother named 

Amnon, who was David’s firrstborn son.  Amnon violated Absalom’s sister Tamar, 

and David didn’t do anything about it.  Was it not David’s duty, both as father and 

as king, to uphold justice and mete out punishment against the evildoer?  Yes, it 

was.  But no consequence came against Amnon.  So Absalom took matteers into his 

own hands and murdered Amnon.  Breaking the Fourth Commandment goes hand 

in hand with breaking the Fift,h.  A child is displeased with mom and dad’s sense of 

5 Ac 4:19.
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justice, and so takes matteers into his own hands and hits a sibling.  A group of 

disgruntled citizens rebel against the civil authorities and start a murderous 

uprising.  Children despise their parents, and so don’t care for them physically in 

their old age.  So it’s not surprising that Absalom quickly went from breaking the 

Fourth Commandment to breaking the Fift,h.  

Thee story gets worse.  Absalom fleed Jerusalem to another country and was there for 

three years.  Eventually David brought him back to Jerusalem.  It took two more 

years aft,er arriving back to Jerusalem before Absalom appeared before his father 

and king.  Finally “he came to the king and bowed himself on his face to the ground 

before the king, and the king kissed Absalom.”6  A firne outward show of honour.  

But Absalom does not honour his father and king.  He has it out for him.  He sneaks

around and cleverly wins the hearts of the people, and soothes his conscience by 

saying, “Oh that I were judge in the land! Theen every man with a dispute or cause 

might come to me, and I would give him justice.”7  He starts a rebellion, and 

eventually David must fleee for his life, in fear of his own son.  

So we see how the Fourth relates to the Fift,h.  We can also take this a step further.  

Luther’s explanation of the Fift,h Commandment is “We should fear and love God so

that we do not hurt or harm our neighbour in his body, but help and support him in

every physical need.”  We are certainly familiar with the hurting and harming part.  

6 2 Sa 14:33.
7 2 Sa 15:4.
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We know it when we see it, at least we think we do.  We see Absalom killing his 

brother, and many other examples in the Holy Scriptures of this kind of strife.  But 

which part of these two commandments is easier to carry out, the positive or the 

negative?  Is it easier to not despise or anger our parents and other authorities, and 

to avoid hurting or harming or killing our neighbour, or is it easier to “honour 

them, serve and obey them, love and cherish them” and to go out and “help and 

support him in every physical need”?  Obviously, the positive side of the 

commandment is much more difficcult, much more demanding, much more open-

ended.  We can avoid hitteing and killing people, but how do we help them?  But 

both the positive and the negative are included in each commandment, as Luther 

notes in his explanations. “Honour your father and your mother” is positive.  

What’s the negative form?  Luther said, “Do not despise or anger our parents and 

other authorities.”  Thee Theird Commandment also is positive: “Remember the 

Sabbath Day by keeping it holy.”  What’s the negative form?  “Don’t skip church.”  

What’s the positive form of the Fift,h Commandment?  Thee Fift,h Commandment is 

more than not killing or hurting.  It means going out and helping.  It means 

sacrifircing for the sake of others’ welfare.  It means thinking of others’ needs, not 

just your own.  It means “count[ing] others more signifircant than yourselves.”8  It 

means “look[ing] not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.”9  

8 Php 2:3.
9 Php 2:4.
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Theat’s hard.  Theat’s demanding. Theat’s downright impossible.  And that’s the point!  

It is impossible.  Thee Commandments are not a game God gives us to play against 

impossible odds.  Theat’s why Jesus came and fulfirlled all the Law’s demands in our 

place.

Every Sunday we confess: “We have not loved our neighbours as ourselves.”  In fact,

we have loved ourselves firrst and foremost and unfailingly.  What have we ever 

really sacrifirced for the sake of others in need?  Even what we have given hasn’t 

really dented our pocketbook.  We hardly missed it.  We haven’t come close to 

carrying out the command of Jesus to the rich young man: “Sell what you possess 

and give to the poor.”  And that’s why we honestly confess, “We justly deserve Your

present and eternal punishment.”

Theat’s also why we boldly and devoutly cling to Christ: “For the sake of Your Son, 

Jesus Christ, have mercy on us. Forgive us, renew us, and lead us.”  Jesus came to 

bring us that perfect, eternal mercy from God.  Thee game is over.  It need never be 

played again.  Jesus played it and won.  He was the perfect sacrifirce for sin in our 

place.  In spite of all our sin and rebellion and weakness, we are accepted.  We are 

welcomed into his presence.  He calls us his own, rebels though we are.  And then 

he sends us out to spread his kingdom of love.  He sends us to be his arms of mercy 

in a hurting world.  He teaches us to pray, “Our FatherOgive us this day our daily 

bread.”  Not just for us, but for our neighbours, through us.  We learn from our 
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heavenly Father to respect and love and give and serve.  Theat makes us blessed and 

loved and respected in the land.  Theanks be to God that he loves us so that we can in

turn love, honour, and respect those in authority and those who are in need of body 

and spirit.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠
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