
The Sixth Word
Deuteronomy 5:17

Have you ever heard the expression, “You can’t legislate 
morality”?  A particular law is proposed at some level of our civil 
government, and someone objects to it because it restrains some 
sort of activity that they wish to enjoy in their life.  So they say, 
“You can’t legislate morality.”

And I would respond, “Of course you can!”  And then I would 
say, “What else do you legislate?”

You see, laws are an outward way to define what is right is 
wrong.  And that is morality.  Because of sin, because of the fall of 
Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, laws are necessary to 
define sin.  And in the civil realm, they are also used to restrain 
sin, even if by threat of punishment.  In the spiritual realm, laws 
are, of course, used to lead people to Jesus Christ, for when the 
law reveals your sin it also reveals your  complete inability to 
stand before God on the basis of your own goodness.  In that 
context, the law convicts, the law condemns, and Jesus is your 
only hope.

So what a glorious promise we have in the gospel.  It is what 
we have been studying on Sunday afternoons.

Gal. 3:21 Is the law then against the promises of God? 
Certainly not! For if there had been a law given which could have 
given life, truly righteousness would have been by the law. 22 But 
the Scripture has confined all under sin, that the promise by faith 
in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. 23 But 
before faith came, we were kept under guard by the law, kept for 
the faith which would afterward be revealed. 24 Therefore the law 
was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by 
faith. 25 But after faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor.  

26 For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus.”

So we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  Your 
sins are forgiven, not because you have managed to obey the law 
sufficiently good enough, but because you trust in Jesus Christ.

But now, as Christians, the law teaches how to love God!  
Freed from the condemnation of the law, now, as we read in 
Psalm 19, the precepts and commandments of the law are,

Psalm 19:10  “More to be desired are they than gold, Yea, 
than much fine gold; Sweeter also than honey and the 
honeycomb.”

This afternoon with have another good law to study, another 
law that is sweeter than honey.  The sixth word.  Perhaps more 
than any other of the commandments, this law shows us the 
various ways in which God’s law should be applied both in the 
realm of civil government and in the spiritual realm of our walk 
with God.  I want to address both of those contexts, noting very 
clearly that this is a law that most certainly legislates morality.  It 
defines and prescribes moral conduct.  And that is a very, very 
good thing.

In other words, I am glad that our civil magistrates legislate 
against murder.  I am glad that the laws of our land prohibit 
murder, and we will look at many of those applications this 
afternon.  We will also look at how Jesus applies this law to the 
experiences of your own personal relationships.  “You shall not 
murder.”  

But first, before those applications, the underlying principle.  
Why does God forbid murder?  And I can answer that question, 
because God answers that question.  The idea is sometimes 
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called “the sanctity of life.”  Sanctity means means sacred, set 
apart as holy, set apart from everything else.  And human life is 
set apart from all other creatures because of one hugely 
important biblical truth.  As human beings, we, and we alone, are 
created in the image of God.

I. THE PRINCIPLE OF THE SIXTH COMMANDMENT IS 
THE SANCTITY OF HUMAN LIFE AS CREATED IN THE 
IMAGE OF GOD.

Gen. 9:1  “So God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to 
them: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. 2 And the fear of 
you and the dread of you shall be on every beast of the earth, on 
every bird of the air, on all that move on the earth, and on all the 
fish of the sea. They are given into your hand. 3 Every moving 
thing that lives shall be food for you. I have given you all things, 
even as the green herbs. 4 But you shall not eat flesh with its life, 
that is, its blood. 5 Surely for your lifeblood I will demand a 
reckoning; from the hand of every beast I will require it, and from 
the hand of man. From the hand of every man’s brother I will 
require the life of man. 6 “Whoever sheds man’s blood, By man 
his blood shall be shed; For in the image of God He made man.”

Do you see the distinction that is made.  After the flood, Noah 
and his family are permitted to eat mean, to kill and eat animals.  
It wasn’t that way at creation, but now it is permitted.  “Every 
moving thing that lives shall be food for you. And as I gave you 
the green plants, I give you everything.”  And man, human beings, 
were to have dominion.  They were to rule, to exercise 
stewardship over the rest of God’s creation.  And he reflects God 
to the rest of the creatures, to all of creation.  

Gen. 1:26  Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, 
according to Our likeness; let them have dominion over the fish of 
the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, over all the 
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 27 

So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He 
created him; male and female He created them. 28 Then God 
blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply; fill 
the earth and subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
over the birds of the air, and over every living thing that moves on 
the earth.”  

But one thing man could not do, was to shed the blood of 
other men.  And that phrase, “shed the blood” certainly means to 
kill.  To murder.  Again Genesis 9:6, “Whoever sheds man’s blood, 
By man his blood shall be shed; For in the image of God He 
made man.”

You see, man is different.  He is set apart.  And thus his life 
must be protected.  He certainly isn’t God, he doesn’t become 
God.  He remains a creature.  But a creature made in the image 
of God.  A creature made for fellowship with God.  A creature 
made with a moral relationship with God, accountable to God, 
responsible before God.  He exists in the image of God, even 
bearing some of the attributes of God, albeit in a finite and 
imperfect way.  Thus, human life must be preserved and 
protected.  Because of that sanctity of man’s life, the principle is 
clear:  “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood 
be shed, for God made man in his own image.”

So how does that apply to our lives?  Let me first address the 
civil applications, the way this command out to inform and direct 
the exercise of authority by our earthly governments.

II. APPLICATIONS OF THE SIXTH COMMANDMENT TO 
OUR EARTHLY GOVERNMENTS.

You shall not murder.

Beloved, the civil magistrate must legislate the morality of this 
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commandment.  God has instituted civil authority for that very 
purpose, especially our protection.  And let me say something 
very profound, in a very simply fashion.  Murder is wrong, murder 
is immoral because God’s law says so.  This is a valid, even vital, 
application of God’s law to civil governments.  

Why is murder wrong?  Because God’s laws are good and 
righteousness, and this sixth commandment is clear.  Murder is 
not wrong because a majority of people might think it is wrong, by 
some vague notion of natural law that we might agree upon as a 
civilized nation.  No, there is a more fundamental reason.  It is 
wrong because God says it is wrong.  And that is what makes my 
first point of application so crucial, applying this command to the 
whole matter of,

A. Abortion.
Abortion is a moral issue.  Abortion is a biblical issue.  And this 

is the issue, biblically stated.  First, man is not permitted to take 
the life of another human being.  And human beings exist when 
God breathes the breath of life into them and makes them a living 
soul.  The key is not “breath,” as in the physical functioning of the 
lungs, but the idea of living soul.  Clearly, the Bible addresses the 
soul of human life throughout the time of development in the 
mother’s womb.  For example,

Psalm 139:13  “For you formed my inward parts; you knitted 
me together in my mother’s womb.  14 I praise you, for I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made.  Wonderful are your works; my 
soul knows it very well. 15  My frame was not hidden from you, 
when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the depths 
of the earth. 16  Your eyes saw my unformed substance; in your 
book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed 
for me, when as yet there were none of them.”

Beloved, that is a description of a human soul.  Likewise, 

David’s confession of sin,
Ps. 51:5  “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did 

my mother conceive me.

Jer. 1:4  “Now the word of the Lord came to me, saying, 5  
“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you 
were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the 
nations.”

The case law of the Old Testament makes it clear as well, 
providing legal protection for unborn children.  Turn with me to,

Ex. 21:22 (p.79)  “When men strive together and hit a 
pregnant woman, so that her children come out, but there is no 
harm, the one who hit her shall surely be fined, as the woman’s 
husband shall impose on him, and he shall pay as the judges 
determine. 23 But if there is harm, then you shall pay life for life, 
24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 
burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.”

The law of God protects the life of every human being, 
beginning at conception.  People of God, as you are salt and light 
in the world, you ought to engage yourself in the political arena 
with this biblical principle clearly in mind.  Given your freedom to 
vote, given your freedom even to protest, you ought to seek to 
protect the sanctity of human life.  And that commitment should 
have a significant influence upon those for whom you vote.  In the 
area of Christian freedom, Christians may well have differing 
political opinions, but the sanctity of human life is a moral issue 
which God makes clear.  And those who rule in civil government 
must understand that clearly.  You shall not murder.  

That addresses the whole matter of,

B. Euthanasia.
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Like abortion, we are now living in age where many people 
believe it is appropriate to end the lives of those who are not 
wanted, those who don’t measure up to some sort of external 
standard of usefulness.  Unborn children are killed because they 
are not wanted, the unfortunately the laws and the courts of our 
land not only permit that but actively protect that so-called right.  
The same principle applies to the most vulnerable of our elderly 
or infirmed.

Beloved, Scripture describes old age as a blessing.  Scripture 
affords honor and respect to those who are old.  Indeed, it is the 
essence of biblical Christianity to care for those most in need.  
That principle is expressed in,

James 1:27  “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, 
the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, 
and to keep oneself unstained from the world.”

We are to visit widows in their distress, not kill them.  Should 
we have laws protecting the lives of unborn children and the 
elderly?  Absolutely.  

But what about,

C. Capital punishment.
Interesting, isn’t it, that the verse I read defining the very 

essence of the sanctity of human life, defined it in such a way as 
to claim that capital punishment was a means of preserving the 
sanctity of human life.

Gen. 9:6  “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his 
blood be shed, for God made man in his own image.”

The reference is to the lawful exercise of government, not the 
evil vengeance of a man.  It is not that you, privately, have the 
right to kill a murderer, but that the rule of law among with a 
society requires such a law.  It is necessary for our protection and 

even survival.  The principle is made explicit in Romans 13.  
Speaking of governing authorities which have been instituted by 
God, Paul writes,

Romans 13:4  “...for he is God’s servant for your good. But if 
you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. 
For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s 
wrath on the wrongdoer.”

You see, the governing authorities act on God’s behalf.  They 
carry out God’s wrath.  According to Peter, they are to “punish 
those who do evil.”  And to that end, they “bear the sword.”  The 
governing authorities have the right to put murderers to death.  
Indeed, according to Genesis 9:6, they have the responsibility 
and the duty to do so!  In order to preserve the sanctity of human 
life.

With reference again to Romans 13, I would also mention 
briefly the whole subject of,

D. Warfare.
Simply put, the civil authorities, the governing authorities, have 

the right to bear the sword.  To kill.  Not murder, a word which 
more specifically refers to unlawful killing.  So there is such a 
thing as lawful killing.  Even a just war.  When the protection of 
her citizens requires it, the governing authorities do not bear the 
sword in vain.  The whole notion of pacifism is not a biblical 
position.

One more related subject in terms of application to our earthly 
governments.

E. Self-defense.
Simply put, Scripture allows self-defense.  Biblical justice 

allows for self-defense, protection for your property as well as for 
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your life.  One verse, 
Exodus 22:2  “If a thief is found breaking in and is struck so 

that he dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for him, 3 but if the sun 
has risen on him, there shall be bloodguilt for him. He shall surely 
pay. If he has nothing, then he shall be sold for his theft.”

So you can defend yourself and your home against an 
invasion.  Even if you kill a thief, it is not murder.  There shall be 
no bloodguilt.  But the next day you can’t go chase him down to 
get even!

Now, all of those could be separate sermons, and I have 
consciously just touched upon them this morning, because I also 
want to be able to emphasize the application of this 
commandment to our personal relationships.

III. APPLICATIONS OF THE SIXTH COMMANDMENT TO 
OUR PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS.
So let’s get personal.  You shall not murder.  The broad 

principle is,

A. The preservation of life.
Our Larger Catechism expresses the duty of this command to 

include the following:  “all careful studies and lawful endeavors, to 
preserve the life of ourselves and others by resisting all thoughts 
and purposes, subduing all passions, avoiding all occasions, 
temptations, and practices, which tend to the unjust taking away 
the life of any;..quietness of mind, cheerfulness of spirit; a sober 
use of meat, drink, physic [or medicine], sleep, labor, and 
recreations.”

So the preservation of your life.  A sober use of meat and 
drink.  You break this commandment when you harm your body 
by what you eat and drink!  Drunkenness.  Gluttony.  Or by not 

sleeping enough, or getting enough exercise.  By not doing 
whatever you can reasonably do to preserve your health and 
strength.  That would include the abuse of alcohol, tobacco and 
drugs, anything that would harm your life.  The Catechism even 
mentions “quietness of mind and cheerfulness of spirit.”  The 
proof text is,

Prov. 17:22  “A joyful heart is good medicine, but a crushed 
spirit dries up the bones.”

Beloved, there is a lot involved in the preservation of your own 
life, as well as the lives of others.  And as creatures created in the 
image of God, we are called to do just that.  Not merely a 
prohibition against suicide, but a positive duty to do whatever is 
appropriate to preserve, promote and protect the well-being of 
your own life.

That’s the first personal application.  Then the second.  

B. Hatred and the duty of love.
1 John 3:14  “We know that we have passed out of death into 

life, because we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides 
in death. 15 Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and 
you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.  16 By 
this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought 
to lay down our lives for the brothers.”

Clear, isn’t it?  If you hate your brother, if you hate your 
neighbor, if you hate one another, you are a murderer.  So let me 
emphasize the positive duties of this commandment.  Not simply 
the prohibition, “You shall not murder.”  But what shall you do?  
Love one another!

Jesus said,
John 13:34  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love 
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one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one 
another. 35 By this all people will know that you are my disciples, 
if you have love for one another.”

What does that mean right here, in our midst as a church?  It 
means that you love one another here in this body.  That begins, 
of course, with talking to one another.  Getting to know one 
another.  Honoring one another.  Thinking well of one another.  
Considering others more important than yourself.

And not just a few selected people.  The duty of love begins 
here with the people of God, it begins with the whole church, not 
just with a few selected friends.  “By this all people will know that 
you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Similarly, if you love one another, you will put away and put to 
death,

C. A vindictive spirit.
Getting even.
Romans 12:19  “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave 

it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will 
repay, says the Lord.”

Similarly,
Eph. 4:31 “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor 

and slander be put away from you, along with all malice.”

Lots of applications there, which would summarize as,

D. Evil speaking.
Bitterness, the root of bitterness toward someone that defiles 

you.  Wrath and anger, which I’ll focus on in just a minute.  Then 
clamor, crying out with uncontrolled outrage.  And slander, literally 

blasphemy.  Here the word is sometimes specifically translated 
evil speaking.  Using your words to speak badly of others.  If you 
harm other with your words, you are breaking this sixth 
commandment.

But we do it so easily.  Sometimes so thoughtlessly, so 
carelessly.  Slander, speaking in ways intended to hurt.  Words 
intended to hurt, intended to be a put down, an insult.  And 
sometimes, with malice, with evil intent.

So, children, every time you do that to your brothers and 
sisters, you break this commandment.  Husbands, every time you 
malign your wives, you break this commandment.  Every time you 
speak evil of others, especially within the church, when you 
gossip, when you harm another’s reputation, you are breaking 
this commandment.

The positive application comes next in,
Eph. 4:32  “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving 

one another, as God in Christ forgave you.”

Likewise, the positive standard for your words,
Eph. 4:29  “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, 

but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that 
it may give grace to those who hear.”

That’s the application of the sixth commandment to your 
personal relationships, and I hope you see that this 
commandment applies much more broadly than merely to those 
who have actually, literally, physically, committed murder.  In that 
context, one final application according to Jesus’ own exposition 
of God’s moral law in,

Mat. 5:21  “You have heard that it was said to those of old, 
‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to 
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judgment.’ 22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his 
brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will 
be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable 
to the hell of fire. 23 So if you are offering your gift at the altar and 
there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 
leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to 
your brother, and then come and offer your gift.”

Jesus applies this sixth commandment to the whole subject of,

E. Sinful anger.
So to the Pharisees, who thought themselves innocent with 

regard to this commandment, he says, if you are angry you are 
guilty of murder.  Now, to be clear, some anger is not sinful.  Paul 
writes, 

Eph.4:26  “Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go 
down on your anger.”

God himself is shown to be angry, as was Jesus in the flesh.  
But the focus of Matthew 5 is the much more common sinful 
anger, the anger without cause.  The anger causing you to insult 
your brother.  The anger that would cause you to call him names, 
to malign him, “you fool,” to attack him with your words.  That 
anger will ultimately make you liable to the hell of fire!  Strong 
words.

And clear words of application.  If you have such anger, if you 
have offended your brother or sister in that way, if they have 
something against you because of your anger, then go and be 
reconciled.  Even before you come together to church to worship, 
even before you come to offer your praise to God, go and be 
reconciled.  That’s the application of the sixth commandment.

I don’t think any of you has even been guilty of murder, 

literally, physically.  But I suspect every one of us is guilty of 
breaking this commandment as Jesus expounds it.  Thankfully, 
there is always redemption.  There is always the promise of the 
gospel, the promise of the forgiveness of your sins.  And may the 
law of God continue to drive you to Jesus, that you might rejoice 
in that blessing of forgiveness.

But then there is more to do.  If you are a Christian, there are 
a lot of practical applications of the law both in the realm of the 
civil government and in the realm of your own personal 
relationships.  A lot of applications for every one of us to consider 
in our relationships with one another, even within this church.  
Your willingness to put away the sinfulness of your own anger and 
your own pursuit of reconciliation with one another, is of 
absolutely  utmost importance.  So I will end with a passage that I 
quote often.  Listen to these words, hearing and receiving them 
as the voice of God speaking to you this very afternoon,

Eph. 4:1  “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk 
in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, 2 
with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love, 3 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace.”

Therefore, people of God, you shall not murder.
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