
"Life Is Sacred" 

Sermon Series on The Ten Commandments #7 

Rev. Dr. Peter B. Barnes 

First Presbyterian Church – Winston-Salem, NC 

October 21, 2018 

(Ex. 20:13; Mt. 5:21-24) 

 
 

Introduction. 
 Pope John Paul II once famously described Western society a “culture of 
death,” and he pointed to how cheap and expendable human life has come to be 
viewed by so many people in our world today.  Drive by shootings, the Terror 
Attacks of 9/11, genocide in Rwanda, public mass shootings in Orlando and Las 
Vegas, young people dying from the Opioid crisis, and police shootings of 
unarmed people have created a wave of violence that sadly has become 
commonplace.   
 Is there a day that goes by that you don’t hear or read about someone being 
killed?  In 2018 alone I read that there have been 82 school shootings in our 
country just this year, and it’s the most in any year since authorities began keeping 
record of such incidents back in 1970.  We are the most violent society in the 
history of the world. 
 When Pope John Paul II sounded the alarm about the culture of death in the 
West today, he did so in a paper he wrote which he titled “The Gospel of Life.”  
And in it he talked about the principle that life is sacred which is taught not just 
here in the Ten Commandments but throughout the pages of Scripture from 
Genesis to Revelation. The Bible says that life is sacred, and it’s a value that every 
follower of Christ needs to take seriously, especially in these challenging times in 
which we live.  

 

I.  The Prohibition Against Taking Life. 
 The sixth commandment is one of the shortest.  It is just two words in the 
original Hebrew language: lo ratzach.  It means simply “don’t kill.”  But what 
kind of killing does the bible have in mind here?  The Hebrew language actually 
has eight different words for killing, and the one that is used in this passage was 
chosen very carefully.  The word ratzach is never used in the legal system or in the 
military, and there are other words in Hebrew for capital punishment or the kind of 
killing that is done in times of war.  Nor is ratzach used when referring to hunting 
or the killing of animals.  So what the command forbids in the unlawful taking of 
human life, or murder.   
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 God’s people have always recognized there are there some situations in which 
taking a life is permitted, such as in self-defense or the protection of one’s family 
from a violent attack.  Another example would be the use of deadly force in mortal 
combat in a just war between soldiers.  The Bible also allows for capital 
punishment.  However, one could question if it is a just exercise of the biblical 
provision when the law isn’t equally applied to all people of all races in all 
circumstances.  (But that’s a topic for another sermon!)   
 So the sixth commandment emphasizes the sanctity of human life, and one of 
the reasons the Bible places such a high value on it is because the Bible says that 
people are made in the image of God.  J.I. Packer once wrote:  

“The commandment rests on the principle that human life is holy, first 
because it is God's gift and second because man bears [His] image (Gen. 1:27, 
9:6).  Human life is thus the most precious and sacred thing in the world, and 
to end it, or direct its ending, is God’s prerogative alone.  We honor God by 
respecting His image in each other, which means consistently preserving life 
and furthering each other's welfare in all possible ways.”1 

 You and I bear the stamp of God's image, and no other creature on the face of 
the earth reflects who God is like humans beings do.  So to take a human life is to 
snuff out something that is holy and sacred.  The great Puritan Thomas Watson 
once said that murder is so offensive to God because it is tearing His picture.   
 In the United States today more than 2 people are murdered every hour, of 
every day, of every year!  We are the most violent nation in the world.  The 
conditions which prompt murder are complex.  Desperation, rage and emotional 
instability all play a part.  But so does economic hopelessness, community 
indifference, social insensitivity, and the simple cheapening of human life.  
 Sociologists have speculated about what has led to this culture of violence, and 
many suggest it’s the proliferation of violent video games and the graphic 
portrayal of acts of violence in films and on television.  One study done at the 
University of Michigan estimates that the average child will view 200,000 acts of 
violence and 16,000 murders in various forms of media by the time they’re 18.2  
This can’t be helping our children learn that life is sacred.   
 Whatever the reason life has become cheap and expendable in our society, the 
Bible says it is always wrong, and Scripture reminds us unequivocally that life is 
sacred. 
 

II.  Implications for Our Day. 
 Pastor Paul Eckel once said, "The meaning of the sixth commandment is 
disturbingly clear.  It screams like a headline across every case of violence, 
inhumanity and bloodletting with which our world is stained.  The sixth 
commandment beckons to us like a mirage, it haunts us like a ... dream, and it 
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probes our uneasy consciences with its uncompromising simplicity: 'You shall not 
[murder].'"3 
 But I would suggest to you that the commandment not to commit murder 
extends far beyond the simple understanding to which is most often applied.  I 
believe the sixth commandment also speaks to the controversial moral issues of 
our day with profound implications.  Not only is murder in view in this 
commandment, but I think suicide, euthanasia, and abortion are also in the picture.   

 A. Suicide.  Suicide is the act of self-murder, and this heartbreak should invite 
our sympathy more than it does our judgment.  Whenever this kind of tragedy 
touches life, our hearts go out to the stunned family, and we struggle to understand 
the pressures which drove the person to take their own life.  And yet it is still an 
act of taking life which is precious to God.   
 Some Christians have wrongly thought that to commit suicide meant that a 
person forfeited God's grace in their life.  While it’s clearly a direct breach of 
God's command, the grace and forgiveness of Jesus Christ can extend even to this 
tragedy.  It’s not the unforgivable sin.   
 At this point I should also add that just as it is wrong to kill yourself instantly, 
it is also wrong to kill yourself in a gradual way.  Many people are killing 
themselves bit by bit with alcohol, drugs, smoking, and through their eating and 
work habits.  Hear me clearly when I say your life is a gift from God, and it is not 
your prerogative to take it – whether instantly or slowly bit by bit. 

 B.  Euthanasia.  The word “euthanasia” comes from two Greek words which 
together mean “good death,” and today there are many advocates for active 
euthanasia.  The National Hemlock Society even puts out literature on the subject, 
and Dr. Jack Kevorkian became a cult hero for his advocacy for physician-assisted 
suicide.  Advocates suggest that it should be lawful to “put a person out of their 
misery” just as we lawfully shoot horses or get vets to put our pets to sleep.  But 
we shouldn’t bracket a human being with horses or pets.  People are made in the 
image of God, and the sixth commandment forbids active euthanasia.     
 Some time ago ABC’s 20/20 aired a program in which a camera crew followed 
a Dutch family through the stages of their choice for physician-assisted suicide, 
which is now widely practiced in the Netherlands.  The man had ALS, or Lou 
Gehrig's disease.  Discreetly positioned behind the patient's bed, the 20/20 
cameras filmed the last few seconds of his life.  A doctor injected a toxic solution, 
the man's breathing slowed, and then it stopped.  His wife held his hand.  She kept 
looking at the doctor, as if seeking reassurance.  “It's beautiful, isn't it?” the doctor 
said.  He meant it as a statement, a comment on the pain-free ending, but it came 
out more as a question, a very haunting question.4  
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 The Lord is the giver of life, and the Bible says that it should be left to God to 
take it, even in those difficult circumstances when a person lingers between life 
and death. 

 C.  Abortion.  I also believe abortion is another matter which comes under the 
purview of the sixth commandment.  The subject ignites passion, argument, guilt, 
and even violence in our world today, but I would suggest that the facts are not in 
question.  Genetic science shows that the fetus is from the moment of conception a 
human being in the process of arriving, even as an infant is a human adult in the 
process of arriving.  The fact that for several months the unborn child cannot 
survive outside the womb does not affect his or her right to the same protection as 
all other human beings, and the termination of a pregnancy terminates a life given 
by God.  
 The psalmist writes, “For You created me in my inmost being; You knit me 
together in my mother’s womb.  I praise You because I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made, I know that full well.  My frame was not hidden from You when 
I was made in the secret place.  When I was woven together in the depths of the 
earth, Your eyes saw my unformed body” (Ps. 139:14-16a).  
 These are complex and difficult matters, and I don't pretend to offer easy 
answers.  But I believe we must come to see that if we devalue life on any level, 
we will begin to devalue it on all levels.  And when we do, then we start down the 
slippery slope of moral ruin as a society.   
 Some of you here today, both men and women, have been responsible for an 
abortion.  Others of you have loved ones who have taken their lives by suicide or 
even by means of euthanasia.  What does the Gospel have to say about all of this?  
The promise of the Gospel is that God’s love covers all of our sins, and His grace 
is what each every one of us needs more than anything else.  No matter what 
we’ve done in the past and no matter what our loved ones have done, God’s 
forgiveness is available to every person who asks for it.  It’s only a prayer away.  
Take your pain to the Lord, and ask God to heal your broken heart. 
 

III.  Murder in the Heart. 
 The cheapening of human life isn’t just seen in the many murders that take 
place in the world every day, or just in the crisis in biomedical ethics we are 
wrestling with as a society.  It’s also evident in how callously we treat people in 
everyday life.  And while you and I might not be involved the physical taking of 
human life, Jesus said we nevertheless devalue people and commit murder in the 
heart whenever we denigrate a person, or act in a dismissive way toward them, or 
express anger in a destructive manner.   
 In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus took the demands of the sixth 
commandment, and He helped His disciples see that even if they refrained from 
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actually killing someone physically, they were still guilty of breaking this 
command in the attitudes they harbored in their hearts or the things they said or 
did to another person.   
 Jesus said, "You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not 
murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.'  But I tell you that 
anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone 
who says to his brother, 'You idiot!' is answerable to the Sanhedrin.  But anyone 
who says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire of hell" (Mt. 5:21,22).    
 In the Greek language there are two words for anger. There is thumos which is 
like a flame that comes from dried straw.  It’s the anger which quickly blazes up 
and which just as quickly dies down.  Then there is the word orge which is anger 
that has a long shelf life.  It’s the anger over which a person broods and won’t 
allow to die down.  It’s this second word for anger – orge – that Jesus uses in the 
Sermon on the Mount.  Christ called His followers to avoid all anger, but 
especially this kind of anger which builds and broods, the anger which refuses to 
forget, that can’t be pacified, and that seeks revenge. 
 Jesus’ contemporaries had heard that the Ten Commandments said murder was 
wrong, but He insisted that while that was indeed true, the root of all murder is 
anger in the heart.  And Christ suggested that one has not fulfilled the “greater 
righteousness of the kingdom” simply by refraining from committing physical 
murder.  The person who has anger in his or her heart is also liable to the judgment 
of God.   
 Jesus went on to give some examples of what He was talking about, and He 
said that even calling a person a “brainless idiot” or speaking to them in a 
contemptable or dismissive tone of voice was just as bad and pulling the trigger of 
a gun.  To cast aspersions about a person’s moral character or to spread rumors 
about them kills their reputation and destroys their good name.  Jesus said all of 
this defaces the image of God in another human being.   
 How many times have you and I talked about a person behind their back and 
said mean and hurtful things about them or directly to them?  How often have we 
raised suspicion about a person’s character or spread rumors about an individual?  
Jesus said that this kind of activity is like committing murder because it destroys a 
person’s reputation.   
 Hate in the heart can be as much murder as any physical violence against a 
person.  Jesus pointed out that killing doesn’t just bounce off the surface of life.  
Rather, it springs from those deep, hidden inner-recesses of the heart where anger, 
prejudice, contempt and slander are nursed.  And this is right where the 
commandment begins to mess with our personal lives, isn’t it?  It speaks directly 
to our uneasy consciences, because while we may never have squeezed the trigger 
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of a gun, in our hearts we have killed many people through our hate, prejudice, 
and our dismissive attitudes.  We’re all guilty, friends.  Every single one of us. 
 

Conclusion/Application. 
 On June 8, 1941, C.S. Lewis preached a sermon at the University Church of St. 
Mary the Virgin in Oxford, England.  Later on it was made into a little book.  It 
was called “The Weight of Glory, and it was one of the most insightful sermons of 
the 20th century.  In his sermon the famous British author said:  

“It is a serious thing...to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting 
person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you 
would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such 
as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare.  All day long we are, in some 
degree, helping each other to one or another of these destinations.  It is in 
the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the 
circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings with 
one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics.  There are no 
ordinary people.  You have never talked to a mere mortal.  Nations, cultures, 
arts, civilizations – these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a 
gnat. But it is immortals with whom we joke, work, marry, snub and exploit - 
immortal horrors or everlasting splendors."5 

 Remember that life is sacred, and every human being is made in the image of 
God.  So each of us should be careful to treat every person with whom we come in 
contact with dignity and respect.  Life is so sacred and so precious to the Lord that 
it took the death of Jesus Christ on the cross to pay the penalty for all our 
violations of God's command.  The Lamb of God, the Savior of the world, died in 
our place.  He was killed so that we might have life abundant in this world and life 
eternal in the world to come.  If the Lord values human life that much, shouldn't 
we?  Amen. 
                                                 
1J.I. Packer, I Want to Be a Christian, p. 288. 
2 http://www.med.umich.edu/yourchild/topics/tv. 
3Paul Eckel, from a sermon entitled, "Sixth: No Contempt for Life," preached in 1987. 
4Taken from an article by Philip Yancey, "Propagandists for the Grim Reaper" in Christianity Today, May 15, 1995, 
p. 80. 
5 C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory. 


