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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, AMEN. 

 In our discussion of the fourth commandment last week we came to the end of 

the first table of the law.  As you remember, the law is divided into two tablets: The 

first deals with our responsibilities toward God and the second with our 

responsibilities toward our fellow man. The first table of the law is vertical; the 

second table of the law is horizontal.  Before we get down to the details of the fifth 

commandment, let me give you a brief review.   

 The law of God starts out with our responsibilities to him, for without 

godliness there can be no righteousness.  In fact, if there is ungodliness there will 

necessarily be unrighteousness.  Righteousness is ever and only built upon a 

foundation of godliness.  So we need to start with God, and that is what the first four 

commandments do.  The first concerns the object of our worship, the being of God, 

and it tells us that he alone is God and Lord of all and we are to have no other gods 

before him.  He is the one and only and, being a jealous God, will not share his glory 

with any other.  The second commandment concerns the method of our worship of 

the one, true God.  We are to worship without using idols.  Why?  First of all, 

because God commands it.  That alone is sufficient cause for our obedience.  But that 

said, we can consider this: We are not skilled enough to make an image of God.  Any 

image we might create would be wrong.  It would be skewed.  The plain truth is that 

 2



whenever people try to make a portrait of God, they always end up making self 

portraits instead.  We can rejoice, then, that God, the great artisan, is the one who is 

working through his Holy Spirit to make all believers into the image of his Son.  We 

don't mould God; he moulds us.  The third commandment deals with our attitude in 

worship of the one true God.  We are not to take the Lord's name in vain.  That is, we 

are not to make his name and his word of no account, but we are to submit ourselves 

to his word reverently, with all fear and in all good hope.  And the fourth 

commandment deals with the day that God has set apart for our special service in his 

name and it looks to that last day, when we will be ushered into his eternal kingdom 

and the eternal Sabbath will begin. 

 While the first table of the law deals with our responsibilities toward God, 

then, the second table of the law deals with our responsibilities one to another.  

Before I get to its structure, though, let me say this.  Although there are two tables of 

the law, the law is really one and both tables are founded upon and bound together by 

the holy and loving character of our heavenly Father.  Or to put it another way, the 

Law is based upon the love of God.  Jesus said this in Matthew 22 when asked by a 

lawyer, "Which is the greatest commandment": 

 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the 
second is like it: Love your neighbour as yourself.  All the law and the 
Prophets hang on these two commandments. 
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By connecting love of God and neighbour, Jesus taught that the two tables of the law 

cannot be separated.  They always go together.  It is a fantasy to think that you can 

love God without loving your neighbour.   

 Augustine once explained it this way.  He said that the law was very simple 

and could be reduced to this: "Love God and do whatever you want."  Augustine was 

able to say this because he understood that love of God must be expressed in 

obedience to God and love for neighbour.  The Apostle John put it this way in his 

first letter: 

 Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in 
darkness.  Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in 
him to make him stumble.  But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness 
and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, 
because the darkness has blinded him. 

In any event, the second table of the law deals with our responsibilities toward one 

another.  It begins with the family and the honour of our parents, because the family 

is the basic, foundational unit of society.   

 Let me make an aside here and speak for a moment about the way the family 

has come under attack from those who wish to redefine marriage to include the 

coupling of homosexuals.  There are many who say, "So, what's the big deal?  Why 

can't homosexuals marry one another?  If we don't let them, aren't we guilty of 

discrimination?  Isn't this simply a matter of human rights?"  Now on the surface this 
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seems like a convincing argument.  After all, there are certain similarities between 

couples that are married and homosexual pairings.  Let me mention a few.  Both 

relationships involve two people.  Both involve particular rights and responsibilities.    

Both involve setting up house, sharing bank accounts, health care plans, insurance 

and pension benefits.  In both you can find affection and love.  In both you will find a 

degree of intimacy, although in the homosexual union it is of a depraved and 

unhealthy kind.   

 These similarities, however, are surface ones and if you look at the foundations 

of marriage you will quickly see why so called homosexual marriage is a sham and a 

cheat.  First of all, God ordained and instituted marriage as the joining together of a 

man and a woman.  It is a holy estate.  On the other hand, God forbids the coming 

together in this way of a man and a man or a woman and a woman.  It is an unholy 

estate that needs to be repented of.  Second, God ordained and instituted marriage for 

the procreation and raising up of children.  Now while it is true that for any number 

of reasons married couples may not have children, nevertheless the model of 

marriage God gives us in the Bible, with one man and one woman, is focused on 

children and raising them up in a family that has been geared to meet their needs to 

have a mother and a father, to be nurtured, to be taught, disciplined and led.  

Homosexual unions are by definition unions incapable of having issue; they are all 

about adults; their central focus is on adult desires and adult fulfillment.  What our 
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courts have done in Toronto and what our parliament is intent on doing in Ottawa, is 

to redefine marriage in such a way as to focus it upon adults--adult priorities, adult 

benefits, adult access to government pension plans and so on.  The new so called 

marriage leaves children out in the cold by denying that they require the safety and 

nurture found in an institution that places its emphasis upon them--real marriage.   

 Beloved, so called homosexual marriage undermines the family and hurts 

children.  I think of it this way.  There are certain similarities between lemonade and 

anti-freeze.  Both are liquids.  Both are yellow.  Both have certain sweetness.  But 

one, when you drink it, quenches your thirst and refreshes.  The other, when you 

drink it, kills.  It is a very dangerous thing to put a lemonade label on a bottle of anti-

freeze but that is, in effect, the direction we in Canada are going.  Marriage is the 

joining together of one man and one woman.  Period.  End of story.   

 The first table begins with God; the second table begins with parents and the 

family.   

  Honour your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the   
land the Lord your God is giving you. 
From there it moves to murder, adultery, theft and lying as it outlines our 

responsibility for our neighbour's life, his marriage, his property and his good name.  

Finally, in the tenth commandment, which deals with a covetous heart, we get what is 

in effect a summary of all the commandments.   
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 Now, as we did last week, I want to turn to our Catechism and take a look at 

what wisdom and insight it has to offer.  Here is Question and Answer 104 or the 

Heidelberg Catechism:    

 Q. 104  What does God require in the fifth commandment? 
A.  That I show honour, love and faithfulness to my father and mother and to 
all who are set in authority over me; that I submit myself with due obedience 
and to all their careful instruction and discipline; and that I also bear patiently 
their failures, since it is God's will to govern us by their hand. 

The fifth commandment deals with authority and obedience.  Authority is the right to 

impose obligations.  It is the right to require obedience.  All authority belongs to 

Jesus Christ, because his Father has given him "all authority in heaven and on earth," 

but he delegates his authority to certain office holders.  And so, for example, in our 

commandment tonight we see that men and women, not as men and women but as 

mothers and fathers, have authority over their children.  They can impose obligations 

and require obedience.  Clean up your room.  Do your homework.  Mow the lawn.  

And so on.   

 And while it is not explicitly stated, because the commandments of the Lord 

God are exceedingly broad in scope the commandment also has to do with other 

forms of authority and obedience.  Beloved, we are to submit ourselves to all who are 

set by God in authority over us. Elders, for example, have authority over church 
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members and church members promise to submit themselves to their admonitions 

and discipline.  When people join our church they make this vow, among others: 

 Do you promise...to walk in the spirit of Christian fellowship and 
brotherly love with the congregation; to submit yourself to all Christian 
admonition... 

Teachers have authority over the students under their charge and have the right and 

the duty to require the students to obey them.  No baseball caps in the school.  No 

chewing gum.  No tardiness.  Even school uniforms, if that is what they decide.   

Employers have authority over their employees and can require them to do certain 

tasks.  Type a letter.  Complete an assignment.  Show up at 8:00 o'clock sharp.  Take 

the midnight shift.  And so on.   Members of the government are in positions of 

authority over citizens and can require everything from obedience to particular speed 

limits, to the payment of taxes to the adherence to particular building codes.  [They 

do not, however, have the authority to require the church to "marry" same sex 

couples.  They have no authority to command people to sin and should they take such 

a course people are required to disobey.]  

   

 This authority belongs to Christ, but he delegates it.  He wills to govern in this 

way and he commands us to obey his agents.  Beloved, this obedience is the 

heartbeat of the Christian's life and it is a great blessing from God.   Calvin tells us 

that God requires obedience, not because he needs it or because he gains anything by 
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it, but because it is necessary for our salvation.  I ran across these words last week 

which elaborate on this theme: 

 Eliminate all authority, a house without parents, a church without office 
bearers, a State without police or justice, then [an] orderly social life would be 
impossible; people would act as they did before the Flood when there was no 
government, [and] each did what was good in his own eyes; earth would 
become hell, for hell is the great chaos and anarchy... Heaven, however, 
displays perfect harmony and its beauty does not consist in the glitter of gold 
and pearls, but in this, that all willingly obey. 

 All authority belongs to Jesus, then, and because Jesus stands behind those he 

give authority to, we are to obey in a particular way.  We are to obey with what the 

catechism calls a "due obedience."  Due obedience.  Not a different kind of 

obedience, but a due obedience.  What does that mean?  You can think of it this way.  

There are basically two types of obedience.  There is the obedience of the servant and 

the obedience of the child and while they may look the same on the outside, they are 

radically different.  (Let me say too, that children can and do offer a "servant's 

obedience" and servants can and do render a "child's obedience."  It's just that using 

these terms is an easy way to remember the two different kinds of obedience we are 

dealing with.)   

 Now at the heart of it, the obedience of a servant is grumbling and forced and 

carried out against the will.  It is a grudging and muttering obedience.  If you have 

ever sworn under your breath because you were made to do something by the 
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government that you didn't want to do, you rendered a servant's obedience.  Have 

you ever resentfully and bitterly asked, "Why do I have to fill out this form to get a 

land severance?"  Or "Why do they have so many hoops for me to jump through to 

get a simple rezoning?"  There are any number of examples you might be able to 

think of. 

 A child's obedience, however, is carried out with a different attitude of heart.  

It is a "due obedience" because it is rendered with honour, love and faithfulness.   

Those are the qualities that God requires in our obedience.  As such, whatever 

particular work is necessary, it is done wholeheartedly, sincerely, quickly, cheerfully 

and with thanksgiving.  That is the spirit of obedience that is required of us.  But how 

can we obey in this way, particularly when we are called to do something we don't 

want to do?  Here is the key: Due obedience is rendered in the recognition that to 

obey those in authority over us is nothing less than to obey God.  The obedience that 

is commanded of us is an obedience "in the Lord." 

 It begins in the family, with a mother and father and their children, because 

this is where the foundation is laid.  The family is the basic building block of society 

and it is where [what Veldkamp calls] "the school of godly obedience" begins.  And 

this "school of obedience" is a manifestation of God's love and mercy.  Here is 

Veldkamp:  
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 God lets the school, where rebellious human beings must learn the 
sacred art of obedience, begin in the family, where the reins of authority are 
placed not in the hands of a despot, but in the friendly hands of a father and the 
loving hands of a mother.... 

Friendly and loving hands.  Again, do you see how this gives us a wonderful insight 

into the nature of the law itself, the law as an expression of God's love?  This is how 

Elizabeth Achtemeier put it in her book, Preaching from the Old Testament: 

 You see, when the Lord God created us, he wanted so much for us to 
understand, and so he gave us his word.  "Beloved children," he said to us, "I 
want so much for you to live an abundant life, full of all the delights of my 
good earth, my gift to you.  And so, please, please listen to me.  There is a tree 
in the midst of the garden called disobedience.  And if you eat of the fruit of 
that tree, the outcome of your eating will be death.  For example, if you hate 
one another, you will destroy your community and nation and world.  If you 
care only for yourself, you will disrupt your home and fail your children.  If 
you despoil my good earth, you will end up with nothing but ugliness and 
want.  And yes, if you do not properly use your bodies, and those of your 
spouse and neighbour, which I have created, you will surely die. 
 Can we be aware of the love in that statement--of the yearning of a God 
who wants so much for us to have life and have it more abundantly?  "Oh that 
they had such a mind as this always," God cries out in Deuteronomy, "to fear 
me and to keep all my commandments, that it might go well with them and 
with their children for ever!"  God forbids premarital, extramarital, 
promiscuous sexuality to us because he wants it to go well with us and with 
our children forever.  Is this not part of the massage we need to go out and tell 
to the church and the world in our troubled time--that God loves us, that he 
wants us to live, and so he has given us commandments about how to use our 
bodies?  The law and commandments, from Old Testament and New, are to be 
preached as merciful gifts given to us, out of the love of God. 

 The key to due obedience is honour.  Honour comes even before love.  Why?  

For this reason.  Love is for a person; honour is for an office.  We are to honour our 
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parents in the first place not because of what they have done for us, or because they 

are kind and loving, but because in their roles as mother and father they are office 

bearers and ambassadors of God, co-regents with him in the rearing of their children.  

We honour them because their office is honourable.  And because their estate is 

honourable, we can render honour in spite of all the mistakes they might have made 

in raising us up, with patience and good will.   

 Well, there is our task as children and as people who are under authority.  Let 

me close with a word to those who are in positions to exercise authority.  To office 

bearers.  With the office comes great responsibility.  To be a father or mother, a 

teacher or elder, requires wisdom and courage.  You must be wise enough to teach 

what is right and you must be courageous enough to dare to discipline and even to 

punish.  But you are not to lord it over others because of your position of 

responsibility.  To receive the honour that is your due as an office holder, you must 

act honourably.  That is your solemn responsibility and obligation.  Because it is so 

difficult, the only appropriate attitude for parents, for leaders, for employers, for 

anyone in authority, is one of humility and complete reliance upon the Lord.  Let that 

then be our watchword and let us cast ourselves upon our Lord in fear and in hope.  

In Christ's name.  AMEN.  
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