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“The Sixth Commandment”      Text – Exodus 20:13       NT Reading – 1 John 3:7-24

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In preparing for the sermon during this past week, a couple of newspaper articles caught my eye as I thought about the sixth commandment.  
		
In the first, I read that New York City is set to end the year with the lowest number of homicides since record-keeping began nearly half a century ago.  
From the high of 2245 a year in 1990, that’s a little over 6 people per day, the number has dropped to ‘just’ 470 in 2009, which is about 4 every 3 days.  

In New Zealand, the most recent police statistics reveal that 92 people died as a result of homicide in the past year; that’s about 1 every 4 days, again a slight drop in the numbers of homicides.  

Now, what statistics don’t tell us is what type of homicides are involved; murder, manslaughter, etc.  Nevertheless, what they do reveal is that despite an apparent downward trend, there is still a need for the sixth commandment.  Sadly, as we all know too well, man continues to kill man.

And when we think about it even further, those figures do not take into account what our society no longer calls murder, the killing of unborn infants by abortion.  
For if they did, homicide figures in New Zealand alone would jump up to a staggering 18,500 per year; that’s about 51 people per day.  

And it is this figure which caused me to think about another article I read in the newspaper.  
Recent figures publicised reveal that over 700 Canterbury District Health Board employees are earning over $100,000.  That means over $70,000,000 is being spent just on the salaries of those 700 people every year, and that’s just in the Canterbury DHB.  

Now, 90% of those 700 people, we are told, are clinical workers, not management.  And so, if we add their salaries to the costs of pharmaceuticals and surgery equipment and building maintenance, etc, etc etc, it shows just how much money is being spent each year on preserving life.  
Because we live in a western culture that highly values every life, there is almost no end to the amount of money and the lengths we will go to preserve life.  
And yet, it needs to be said also, that in this western culture, while millions of dollars can be spent to safely deliver and preserve the life of premature infants in one operating theatre, in the next theatre millions of dollars are spent ending the lives of unborn infants because they are unwanted.
And so, again, there is still a need for the sixth commandment.  Man continues to kill man.

Well, while murder, in all its forms, is addressed by the sixth commandment, the Lord’ Day we have just read together reveals that the sixth commandment has far more in view than the taking of one life by another.  
If we read these words here in Exodus 20 and think that so long as we have not shot someone or strangled them to death, at least we have one out of the 10 commandments under control, we are sadly mistaken.  

Well, let’s consider all this then as we look at what the Bible has to say about the sixth commandment beginning with the words of Exodus 20:13.  

Now, what we are going to do, congregation, is to look at the context of this command before going on to look at the application of this command. 

So firstly, the context of this command.  

Verse 13 contains 4 short words: “You shall not murder.”  

	And, recalling that the first four commandments have God primarily in view, and the last six commandments have man primarily in view, note that this is the second commandment of the second table of the law.  
	The first commandment focused on authority within human society.  
	It established the basis upon which society must function; that of superiors and inferiors; those who must be obeyed and those who must obey.  This we looked at a few weeks ago.  


	So now that an authority structure for society is recognized and commanded, the very next thing that is established is the value of life.  


	And again, there is a narrow context that is peculiar to the people of Israel, as well as a broad history of redemption context that applies also to us today.  
	In terms of the people of Israel, recall what has very recently happened to them.  We see it in those important introductory words of v2: “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  
	Now, how loved were the people of Israel in Egypt?  Were they Pharaoh’s favourite people group?  I don’t think so!  
	They were slaves in every sense of the word.  

You boys and girls will remember the story of Moses’ birth.  
	His mother put him in a little basket in the Nile river, where he was found by Pharaoh’s daughter.  
	And why did Moses’ mother do this?  Because Pharaoh had ordered the death of every new-born boy.  
	So the very nation of Israel was at risk of dying out if the people had remained in Egypt.  Not only would Israel have been a house of slavery for the Israelites, if they had remained any longer, it would have also become a house of death.  

And so, by bringing His people out from Egypt, God made life itself a visible sign of His grace.  Their redemption secured their lives.
	Thus, when God says to His people, “You shall not murder,” He is reminding them that they owe their lives to His grace.

Hence, if they take the life of another, they are attacking the very grace of God.

	Now, you and I have not been rescued from Egypt.  Our lives were not threatened as theirs were.  And so, we must take a step further back as we look at this command and the broader context of the history of redemption.  The command is “you shall not murder.”
	And the first thing we need to note is that this command has human life in view.  It’s not talking about animals and plants.
	And while we might see this as obvious and not needing explanation, we ought to establish how the Bible makes this very clear.  
	And we need to do this because of the concept of a reverence for all life that exists in our society.  
	There are some today who say that to kill a chicken or a tree is to murder a fellow species.  
	We see this in the radical vegetarian movement, the radical animal protection movement, and the radical environment movement. 
	And notice I have used the word ‘radical’ so as not to suggest that there is no place for such organizations or ideas, as we shall soon see.  


	So, is the Bible clear about this commandment being solely concerned with human life?  
	Given the fact that God created all life, human, animal, and plant; 
	and given the fact, as Matthew reveals, that God cares for the sparrows and the grass, ought we to see this command in relation to human life alone?  
	Well, to answer this question, we must go back to the beginning of the Bible and Genesis.  
	There in 1:29, God says to Adam and Eve, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it.  They will be yours for food.”  
	And so, plant life, the environment, is given to us to eat and to use.
	And in like manner, after the flood, God said to Noah in 9:3, “Everything that lives and moves will be food for you.  Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything.”  

So plant life and animal life, are given to man for his use by the express permission of God.  

	And this means that while it might be ok to have a vegetarian diet for health reasons, it is not ok to suggest that it is wrong to kill animals for food.  
	God has given plant and animal life to man, as food.  


	The fundamental difference between plant and animal life and the life of man, then, is to be found not in the fact that all are works of God’s creation, but in the fact that only of man do we read, “God created [him] in His own image.”  
	God created man to be His representative on earth.  
	And it is because He created man in His image that God said to Noah, “From each man … I will demand an accounting for the life of his fellow man.  "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man. "”  

Perhaps it will help us to think of it this way: 
	Think of a famous statue like Michelangelo’s statue of David, or the Venus de Milo.  Think of a famous painting like Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, or a Rembrandt.  

Think of the time and effort that has gone into creating that statue or that painting, and its value.  
Well, are you able to go up to that statue or painting and touch it or chisel it or draw on it or slice it?  No you are not!  If you go to any gallery where such valuable art is on display, you will find that it is protected by lasers and shields and safety glass and all sorts of security systems.  These items are simply too valuable to allow them to be damaged.  
Well, God’s creation masterpiece is man!  And because He created man to be a reflection of His own image, God has put in place a security system to protect the masterpiece of His creation.  And that security system is Exodus 20:13; “You shall not murder.”  
	And so, this commandment only has human life in view.


	Now does this mean that we can treat the rest of God’s creation however we like?  No it does not.  
	The fourth commandment says, “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy … on [the Sabbath day] you shall not work … nor your animals.”  
	Proverbs 12:10 says, “A righteous man cares for the needs of his animal.”  
	God wants us to be those who are concerned for the welfare of animals.  
	And so, there is a place for organizations that educate and watch out for the welfare of animals, providing this work is kept in biblical perspective.  


	But listen also to Habakkuk 2:17.  There, God speaks this word of judgment against Babylon: “The violence you have done to Lebanon (which has in mind specifically the wasteful destruction of the cedar trees of Lebanon) will overwhelm you, and your destruction of animals will terrify you.  For you have … destroyed lands and cities ...”   

In Deuteronomy 20:19, even in war times, God warned His people not to needlessly cut down trees.  He said, “Are the trees of the field people, that you should besiege them?”  

	And so, may we do with animal and plant life whatever we like?  Absolutely not.  

Must we be concerned about environmental pollution and waste?  Most certainly!  
	But we must not put animal and plant life on a pedestal that God has not established.  We must not join with our fellow-human-beings who increasingly worship animals and the environment, often times at the neglect of the needs of humans.  


	Mankind, congregation, and mankind alone, has been created in the image of God.  He is God’s representative on earth.  And it is for this reason, God says, “You shall not murder.”


This then is the context of the sixth commandment.  
But next we must also consider the application of the sixth commandment; our second point. 

Now, for those of you with the King James Version before you, this verse says, “Thou shalt not kill.”  All other English translations, however, say, “You shall not murder.”  And the choice of the word “murder” is an improvement on the choice of the word “kill,” as far as the Hebrew is concerned.  However, probably clearer than both would be to render the word as “kill unlawfully.”  
And this is because the word “kill,” by itself, can be taken to suggest that at no time, ever, is it right to kill.  
And this is unhelpful because the Bible explicitly defends, for example, the right to kill an intruder, at night, in self defense.  
The Bible also defends the right of a nation to undertake a just war, which will inevitably involve killing.  
In addition, the Bible also calls on the government to kill those who commit murder through capital punishment.  
Now, each of these is worthy of investigation in their own right, but we do not have time for that today.  
What they indicate though is that not all killing is forbidden by this command.  
That’s why the word “kill,” by itself, is rather unhelpful.  

The word “murder,” on the other hand, also appears unnecessarily restrictive.  For this commandment has more in view than simple murder.  
It includes murder; premeditated and intended homicide, 
it includes suicide, death at one’s own hand, 
it includes manslaughter, whether voluntary or involuntary, 
and it includes accidental death.  
You see, if someone takes a loaded gun, drives round to someone else’s place and shoots them, that’s murder.  
If two people are fighting and one picks up a pot and hits someone over the head with it and they die, that’s voluntary manslaughter.  
If a nurse accidentally puts the wrong medicine into a patient’s drip and they die, that’s involuntary manslaughter.  
And if someone swings an axe and the head flies off and hits someone in the head and they die, that’s accidental death.  

And the law looks at each one differently in terms of the severity of the penalty.  
But if you read through Numbers 35, for example, where the differences between these types of deaths is considered in relation to the cities of refuge, you will see that regardless of how the death has come about, a life has been ended.  
And in Deut. 22:8 God’s says, “When you build a new house, make a parapet around your roof so that you may not bring the guilt of bloodshed on your house if someone falls from the roof.”  

You see, God is not just concerned about murder in the sixth commandment, He is concerned with all unlawful killing.  
He is so concerned about those He has created in His image, He wants anything and everything to be done to preserve life.  
He wants every death that occurs by the will of man, whether intentional or unintentional to be investigated and judged to establish the level of guilt.  

So, not only does the sixth commandment forbid us from murder, it also calls us put a fence around our swimming pools.  
It also calls us to continue to proclaim the evils of abortion and euthanasia.  
It also calls us, particularly men, younger and older, to drive carefully.  
It also calls us to be concerned about the treatment of the elderly in senior’s homes.  
It also calls us to be concerned about the drug trade.  
 It also calls us to take note of health warnings on the side of cigarette packages, and information about the dangers of cholesterol and excessive alcohol.  

And that’s why a better way of translating the Hebrew word here in v13 is “You shall not kill unlawfully.”

However, as I briefly alluded to at the beginning of the sermon, the sixth commandment penetrates into our lives much further than the matter of unlawful killing.  
For we must also reckon with Matt 5 and what we read earlier from 1 John 3.  
Most of us, if asked, would probably rank abortion and homosexuality at the top of our lists of the most despicable sins in the eyes of God.  And there is no doubt that the Bible is very strident on both of these things.  
But from Jesus’ own words, and the words of the epistles, we ought also to see the seriousness with which the Bible treats all forms of anger and hatred.  And it’s here, isn’t it Brothers and Sisters, that the sixth commandment gets uncomfortably close to home.  
For in His commentary on the sixth commandment, Jesus said, “Anyone who is angry with his brother shall be subject to judgment … anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.”  
And yes, while Paul in Galatians 5 did begin his list of the acts of the sinful nature with “sexual immorality,” notice where he spent the burden of his time: “Hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, and envy … I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.”  
Boys and girls, it’s very easy to hate your brother or sister isn’t it.  They use our stuff.  They break it.  They say nasty things.  They push us around.  
Well, when we allow ourselves to get angry and hateful like this, we are breaking the sixth commandment!  
Husbands and wives, we know each other’s weaknesses and failings, so well.  There is so much opportunity given the closeness of the marriage relationship for hurt and upset and offense to be given or created.  
But when we allow anger or hatred or discord to arise, we too break the sixth commandment.  
Brothers and sisters, the words of Galatians were written to the church because Paul knew exactly the types of behaviours and attitudes can live amongst the people of God.  
Well, God is working to sanctify each of us according to His timing, not ours.  
We don’t all agree with decisions that are made or the way things are done or how other believers go about living the Christian life.  
But when we allow anger, dissensions, factions, discord, and hatred to arise in our hearts, we break the sixth commandment.  

But it doesn’t even stop there does it.  For in speaking of murder, the apostle John says, “Anyone who does not do what is right is not a child of God; nor is anyone who does not love his brother … Anyone who does not love remains in death … And this is [God’s] command … to love one another as He commanded us.”  
Yes, the sixth commandment might be a “you shall not” commandment, but it is equally a “you shall” commandment.  “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”  

And what is the love that the sixth commandment calls us to?  
It is love for enemies.  It is patient, it “is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  Love never fails.”  
And when these things are absent, or half-hearted the sixth commandment is broken.

And that, congregation, is why to fully understand the preciousness of human life, we must go not to Mt. Sinai and the law, but to Mt. Calvary and the gospel.  
For while the law reveals how precious life is in the eyes of God, it also reveals how cheap it has become in our eyes, because of the many and varied ways we find to injure it.  

But at Calvary, the only life that never killed, that never hated, that never flew into a rage, that always loved, perfectly, was murdered because of your sins and mine.  
For people like us who spill human blood, so easily, the blood of Jesus Christ was spilled. 
And His blood was spilled so that those who confess sins against the sixth commandment may have eternal life!  

As one commentator so beautifully puts it, at Calvary God says to you, “Here, give me your life, such as it is, and I will give you mine!  Give me your sin, and I will give you my Son!  Give me your hate, and I will give you my love!”

Congregation, the sixth commandment calls us to protect life, to avoid anger and hatred, and to love our neighbour.  Praise God that Jesus is the fulfillment of the sixth commandment.

Amen.

