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

  

 I remember a scene from the old Jack Benny Show.  Some of you may 

remember when he was on the radio; that was a few years before my time.  I 

saw him on TV from time to time when I was nine or ten years old.  In any 

event, in the scene Jack was confronted by a mugger.  He had a gun pointed 

at him and he heard those dread words, “Your money or your life.”  Benny 

didn’t say anything.  The mugger started to get nervous.  “Your money or 

your life,” he said again, only this time in an agitated state.  Once more no 

reply came.  Finally he repeated it a third time, “Your money or your life!”  

Benny looked at him and said, “I’m thinking!”   

 Tonight we come to the sixth commandment.  “Thou shalt not kill.”  

Do you see where it is in the list of commandments?  It comes after the 

commandment to honour our parents.  As we saw last week, that 

commandment has to do with authority, obligations and obedience.  It 

teaches us that God has set in place a particular structure to society that 

begins with the family.  It is here, with a mother and father, that lessons in 

the school of obedience begin.  The first commandment to be taught in this 

school is the commandment against unlawfully killing--against murder, as it 

can best be translated.  This command against murder comes before the 
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commandments against adultery, stealing and lying.  Regardless of Jack 

Benny’s view, or the mugger’s view for that matter, God places life first.  

Our primary duty to our neighbour is not to kill him.  That obligation to him 

comes before our responsibility for his marriage or his possessions or his 

reputation.  And it only makes sense.  A person cannot enjoy spouse or 

goods or good name if he is dead. 

     

 Now that may seem straightforward enough and a fairly easy 

commandment to keep, but if we thought that we would be mistaken.  There 

are two different aspects to the commandments God gives.  First is the 

outward observance of the law and second is the inward observance of the 

law.  Both are required to be kept if we are to be obedient to God’s Word.  

We see that clearly in our Catechism.  Question and Answer 105 takes up the 

matter.  It says this:  

 105. Q.  What does God require in the sixth commandment? 

 A.  That I am not to abuse, hate, injure or kill my neighbour, 
either with thought, or by word or gesture, much less by deed, 
whether by myself or another, but to lay aside all desire for revenge; 
and that I do not harm myself or willingly expose myself to danger.  
This is why the authorities are armed with the means to prevent 
murder.   

 First, who is my neighbour?  Now these days it is fashionable to say 
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something like this: “Why everybody is my neighbour.  I am a citizen of the 

world.”  I would not argue with that.  It’s true.  But in this case it is not very 

helpful.  You see, it is easy enough not to abuse, hate, injure or even kill 

someone who lives half way around the world, someone we will never meet.  

The difficulty comes with the unpleasant neighbour next door who borrows 

your rake but won’t return it.  The fellow at work who stands in the way of 

your promotion.  The person who, for no reason you can detect, just seems 

to have taken a disliking to you and goes out of his way to make your life 

more difficult and burdensome than it need be.  The insurance adjuster who 

won’t return your call.  That’s where it gets difficult.   

 Now it is not difficult to resist actually killing your neighbour.  At 

least I haven’t found that to be a problem.  But our thought life is involved 

here too.  So are our words.  And you know what Jesus said in his Sermon 

on the Mount: 

 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 [there is your thought life] with his 
brother will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone who says to his 
brother “Raca,” [there is you "word" life] is answerable to the 
Sanhedrin.  But anyone who says “You fool!” will be in danger of the 
fire of hell. 

Veldkamp puts it this way: “One can curse another by his thoughts, destroy 

by looks, shoot down by significant gestures and kill by the razor-sharp 
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sword of the tongue.  More victims can be slain by the above-mentioned 

poisonous weapons of murder than by the bayonet.”  

 As a child did you ever have occasion to say to anyone who was being 

mean to you or making fun of you, “Sticks and stones may break my bones 

but names will never hurt me.”  As soon as you said it you knew that it 

wasn’t true.  Words do hurt.  They can scar and deform.  They can change a 

person’s life and fill it with bitterness.  They can make a normally happy 

child depressed and morose.  As a child, were you mean to anyone?  Did 

someone you taunted say to you, “Sticks and stones may break my bones...” 

and young as you were did you recognize that it wasn't true?  You knew you 

had hurt them and that their response was only bravado.  In God’s eyes, it’s a 

form of murder.   

 “Ken, you can’t really believe that, can you?”  Yes, I can.  You see, 

this is so important that the catechism asks basically the same question 

again, in order to repeat the lesson and hammer it home.   

 Question 106: But does this commandment speak only of 
killing?   
 A.  In forbidding murder God means to teach us that he abhors 
the root of murder, which is envy, hatred, anger and desire for 
revenge, and that he regards all these as hidden murder.”   

Hidden murder.  Strong words, but true nevertheless.   
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 Beloved, it’s time to put down our weapons.  It’s time to work for the 

preservation of life.  Now that is done in two different ways.  We preserve 

life on the one hand by doing good and on the other hand by fighting evil.      

Look at Question and Answer 107: 

 107. Q.  Is it enough, then, if we do not kill our neighbour in 
any of these ways? 
 A.  No; for when God condemns envy, hatred and anger, he 
requires us to love our neighbours as ourselves, to show patience, 
peace, gentleness, mercy and friendliness toward him, to prevent 
injury to him as much as we can, also to do good to our enemies.   

Beloved, there are different elements involved in obedience to this command 

and I want to go through them with you tonight.  The first element of 

obedience has to do with what the commandment expressly forbids.  We can 

call this the negative expression of the Law.  This commandment forbids 

every unlawful injury or exposure to danger that we might inflict upon either 

ourselves or our neighbour.  That seems straightforward enough.  Let me 

make just two comments.  First, it is here that suicide is forbidden.  We 

cannot take our own lives.  They do not belong to us.  They belong to God.  

He is the only one who has the right and authority to bring life to an end.  

Now you may say, "But Ken, I am old and sick.  I am bed ridden.  I am 

miserable and in diapers.  I am in pain a lot of the time and, worst of all, I 

feel useless and a burden.  I can't do anything anymore.  Why can't I just 
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have an overdose and be done with it; it would be a mercy.  You wouldn't 

deny an animal a merciful release; why would you deny it to me?"  Here is 

the answer.  You do not know what God knows.  You have a limited 

understanding of what is needed and what is best for you in this situation.  If 

it were best for you to be dead don't worry--your Father will call you home.  

Until that time, endure what God has given you with Christian fortitude, as a 

good soldier of Christ.  Receive your burdens with faith; suffer in fellowship 

with Jesus Christ; learn with the apostle Paul to be content in any and every 

situation.  And in doing so, lay up for yourself treasures in heaven, 

remembering always that the sufferings of this age are not worthy to be 

compared to the glory that is to be revealed to us.  Look to the things that are 

unseen, for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are 

unseen are eternal. 

 We are not allowed to take our own lives.  Nor are we allowed to 

expose ourselves to unwarranted danger.  There may be times when we must 

place ourselves in danger.  Police officers, for example, do no wrong when 

they place themselves in harm’s way for the sake of public safety.  The same 

is true for firefighters and soldier.  But it seems to me that this 

commandment is broken when people, for the sake of thrill seeking, head off 

to the Himalayas to climb Mount Everest or race their cars through the 
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streets.  There is such a thing as taking a stupid risk, and treating our God-

given bodies negligently in not honouring of him who gave them to us in the 

first place.  It's bad stewardship. 

 And the second thing to note is this: We are forbidden to inflict 

unlawful injuries.  Some injuries are perfectly legal to inflict.  A doctor is 

allowed to stab you with a knife and cut out a diseased and cancerous kidney 

if that is what you have decided.  Parents are allowed to spank their children 

if need be.  But we are dealing here with what is not allowed.   

 Now unlawful injury can be inflicted upon our neighbour in two ways, 

either by omission or commission.  First, omission.  We injure our neighbour 

when we do not assist him according to our ability.  According to the law of 

the land, if you see a child fall into a wading pool and start to drown, you are 

under no legal obligation to make any effort to rescue him.  But the law of 

our land is not the Law of God.  God commands us to help our neighbour 

according to our ability and opportunity.  Anything less than an active 

concern for the welfare of our neighbour is disobedience. 

 The second way to inflict injury upon our neighbour is by 

commission, by actively doing something that is against his interest.  This 

8



can be done externally and overtly.  Murder.  Slander.  Injuries of all 

descriptions.  These are the obvious ones.  But murder can also be done 

internally and covertly.  We wrong our neighbour, in God’s eyes we murder 

him, when he is the object of our unwarranted anger, hatred, animosity and 

desire for revenge.  If we smile yet inwardly harbor an active malice against 

someone, we are murdering him in our heart.  We are forbidden to injure our 

neighbour in any such way.   

 Let’s look now at the second way, the positive way the law can be 

fulfilled.  In this commandment God requires that we actively preserve our 

own and our neighbour’s life and safety.  This is done first by not injuring 

anyone.  First, we are not to injure if we are not provoked.  This is a matter 

of simple justice.  Second, even if we are provoked, we are not to injure.  We 

are to act with gentleness and equity.  Gentleness in the face of provocation 

means for example, that even though we are indignant that someone has 

taken the Lord’s name in vain, or mocked Christ, we are not to desire the 

destruction of that person.  Instead we are to plead for the person to be 

changed, forgiven and saved by the Lord.  Gentleness means that we put 

thoughts of revenge behind us. 

 Equity is very much like gentleness.  It means moderation.  For 
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example, when we as a society protect someone from a violent criminal, we 

are to do two things.  We are to take the circumstances into account, so that 

we are neither too harsh nor too lenient.  The punishment is to be fitting.   

 And third, whether provoked or not, we are to be peaceable.  This is 

how Ursinus describes it: 

 Peaceableness, or a desire of peace and harmony is a virtue 
which consists in diligently and carefully avoiding all unnecessary 
occasions and causes of offence, discord, strife and hatred, and in 
reconciling those who are offended, whether at us, or at others, and 
which for the sake of retaining or preserving peace does not shrink 
from troubles, or from the endurance of injuries, so long as there is no 
reproach cast upon the name of God or grievous wrong inflicted upon 
our own safety or that of others.  In a word, it is a virtue avoiding all 
offences and occasions of anger and discord, and which at the same 
time endeavors to remove and bring to an end such strifes and 
misunderstandings as arise from time to time. 

As Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers.” 

 We also preserve life and safety by rendering assistance to others.  

This includes first of all repelling injuries from our neighbours.  How?  First 

through commutative justice.  Commutative justice is what the courts give 

when they punish offenders in accordance with the crime committed, neither 

too severely nor too leniently.  Our society has a problem with this sort of 

justice today.  Many crimes are committed that are not punished adequately.  

A horrible case wrapped up in Toronto some time ago.  It's one of those 
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cases that is hard to forget.  A man, who worked as a nurse at a hospital, was 

convicted of raping a patient under his care.  She was a victim of cerebral 

palsy, unable to speak, unable to cry out, unable to move.  She had a mental 

age of six and she weighted all of 80 pounds.  They only caught the man, 

who continued to care for her after the rape, because he had made his victim 

pregnant.  The pregnancy threatened her life and she miscarried.  He only 

got four years in prison.  My brother Jim, who has legal experience, said that 

the sentence was on the high side of what is generally given for such crimes.   

 This refusal to apply commutative justice is a breach of the sixth 

commandment.  It arises from a lack of fortitude.  A lack of courage.  An 

overabundance of timidity.  Those politicians who make the laws are 

responsible for this breach.  Those judges who administer the law are 

responsible for this breach.  And so are those who elect the legislators.  

Where is the indignation that is so sorely lacking in our legislatures today?  

Indignation here would simply be zeal and love for justice.   

 And finally we obey the commandment when we help our neighbour 

through the exercise of humanity, mercy and friendship.  Humanity is a 

sincere good will that seeks to treat others as we ourselves would be treated.  

Mercy is a grief or pity directed towards others in their troubles and burdens.  
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Friendship is a mutual good will between people who seek the good of the 

other and do what they can to preserve and protect the friend from harm.   

 Thou shalt not kill.  With God’s help may we seek to obey this 

commandment in all of its dimensions.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 
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