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Introduction 
 We’re going through the Ten Commandments this summer, one-by-one.  We took 

a break last week to plant a church.  Today we come to commandment #5.  It’s not 

exactly the half-way point, but it is a turning point in this famous list.  The Ten 

Commandments have been arranged, assessed, examined, pored over, dissected, reflected 

on, and written about quite a bit through out the ages.  A common delineation you’ll find 

in the literature on the Ten Commandments is that between the ‘First Table’ and the 

‘Second Table’.  For most students of the Ten Commandments the ‘First Table’ has 

included commandments 1-4.  The ‘Second Table’ covers 5-10.  And that’s how we’ll 

approach them in our investigation. 

It was thought for a great while that the two tablets of the Law that Moses 

eventually came down from Mt. Sinai with (31:18) were the two tables.  That is, they 

were divided with commandments 1-4 on one piece of stone and 5-10 on the other.  Since 

recent discoveries have shown that ancient treaties were made in duplicate, it’s become 

more likely that the two tablets just represent two copies; each stone contained all ten, 

instead of some on one and some on the other. 

But the distinction between the two tables of the Law is certainly not arbitrary or 

something foreign imposed upon the text.  Like an orange that when pealed naturally falls 

into distinct parts so the Law when inspected falls easily into two sections.  In Matthew 

22 an “expert in the law” came to Jesus with a question to test him – “Teacher, which is 

the greatest commandment in the Law?”  Jesus replied, “‘Love the Lord your God with 

all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’  He’s quoting Dt. 6:5.  “This 

is the first and greatest commandment.”  And, he says, “the second is like it: ‘Love your 

neighbor as yourself.’”  There he’s quoting Lev. 19:18. 

And then he adds this: “All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 

commandments” (Mt. 22:35-40). 

So picture a log cabin and on one wall there are two wooden pegs fixed in.  

You’ve come home from swimming and you empty your beach bag and hang all of its 
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contents up on one of these two wooden pegs.  Jesus says that if you take the Law and 

sort it all out, everything finds a place on either of these two pegs – love of God and love 

of neighbor.  If that’s the case for the whole Law, certainly that would be the case for the 

summary found in the Ten Commandments.  Its structure hangs on these two points.  

Commandments 1-4 hang on the peg of loving God – worshipping god only, worshipping 

god truly, living solely for him by living in simple rhythm.  Commandments 5-10 hang 

on the peg of loving others – not murdering, not stealing, etc…  We’ll see much more 

how this is the case as we go through them in coming weeks, but this ‘Second Table’ is 

all about how we are supposed to care for, serve, and love people. 

 Love.  It’s a popular idea.  The Beatles famously sang, “Love is all you need.”  

Love is… in the air.  But how do we understand love?  I believe our concept of love, the 

definition that most people on Taylor Street would give you, comes straight from “the 

Romantics of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries [who] wanted to be guided by love 

rather than structure, by internal desire rather than external constraint, by spontaneous 

impulse rather than rationalistic deduction, by feeling rather than fact, by beauty and 

freedom rather than efficiency and order….  Love is what we need, they said.  Not 

boundaries.  Not structures or institutions.  Not authority.”
1
 

 So if “love is the fulfillment of the law” (Rom. 13:10), if the whole ‘Second 

Table’ hangs on this idea of loving others, what does the Bible mean by love.  Is it 

consistent with the love of the Romantics, or the hippies and now the postmoderns in 

their wake?  A love that is free, that casts off restraint, that flourishes only in the wide 

open?  Well, it’s intriguing how the ‘Second Table’ starts, the part that’s all about how 

we should love one another.  It starts off with: “Honor your parents.”  And I want to think 

together with you on this today.  In short, what God appears to be saying here is just this: 

loving others means living within structures. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Command 

 As we’ve been seeing so far in our look at the Ten Commandments, there’s 

always more beneath the surface.  But first we have to get a good look at the surface, to 

make sure that we’re digging in the right place.  So what is this commandment saying on 

the surface? 

Like the fourth commandment this one is given to us initially in the positive 

format – something to do, not something to avoid.  The verb is ‘honor’.  It’s a pretty 

heavy word.  In fact, flagrant violations of this commandment carried with it the death 

penalty in Israel (cf. 21:17).  ‘Honor’ here means to give utmost respect, reverence.  

Who’s it saying to honor?  “Honor your father and your mother.”  So this is talking about 

parent-child relationships.  Home-life.  Family structures.  Submitting to parental units. 

The Bible often gets a bad rap for being dreadfully patriarchal.  So it’s worth 

pointing out that fathers and mothers are listed here.  She’s not just some child-bearing 

chattel.  Mom is worthy of honor right alongside dad.  The same thing can be seen in the 

book of Proverbs – “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your 

mother’s teaching” (Prov. 1:8; cf. 6:20).  So dad and mom stand together as equals.  Now 

I think a good case can be made for the father ideally being the head of the home from 

the Bible (and I’d like to do a lot of defining of that term if I had time), but if there are 
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other places in the Bible that teach that (and I think there are) whatever that means it 

clearly can’t be conceived of in any way as a denigrating concept that puts the woman on 

the level of the children.  Mom and Dad are equal partners in the leadership of the family 

deserving of equal honor.  In fact, in another place in the OT this commandment is found 

with the order of mother and father switched.  Leviticus 19:3 – “Each of you must respect 

his mother and father.” 

So, kids are supposed to hold in high regard, respect, listen to, obey, submit to 

their mothers and fathers.  That’s the bare injunction. 

Other commandments we’ve seen have been followed up with reasons – “for…”  

Well here we get not a reason but a promise – “so that…”  “Honor your father and your 

mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord your God is giving you.”  After 

quoting this commandment in Eph. 6:2 Paul comments that this “is the first 

commandment with a promise.”  Living long was a way of saying living well, not 

necessarily a guarantee against early death.  “So that it may go well with you” (cf. Dt. 

5:16).  Living in compliance with this principle of parental respect is where the good life 

is found.  It will result in blessing.  It’s where there is human flourishing. 

A recent incident in my own parenting might illustrate this.  Lucy’s really into 

Polly Pockets right now – miniature dolls that you can dress.  Mom was cleaning out the 

car with the kids and found a Polly Pocket shoe that a yogurt covered raisin had melted 

on.  I was coming down the stairs as Lucy was going up them with her dirty Polly Pocket 

shoe.  She explained the situation to me and I told her not to try to wash it off in the sink 

until mommy or daddy got up there because she could accidentally drop it down the sink 

and it could be lost forever.  Well, guess what happened.  Shortly after, I heard crying 

from upstairs.  She had tried to wash it herself and it went down the drain.  She was 

devastated.  I pointed out to her that not listening to mommy or daddy results in things 

not going well; we know best and have her best in mind. 

 

The Family 
So – “honor your parents so that it will go well with you” – that’s kind of a 

surface scan of the text.  Let’s start digging a little deeper at this point and when we do 

things get a little muddy, but there is gold to be found.  First of all, some assumptions 

stand behind this command, one being the institution of marriage.  You don’t have dad 

and mom and kids without husband and wife.  The institution of family is built upon the 

sacred institution of marriage – one man and one woman in a life-long covenant.  With 

this, another assumption here is that homes will have two parents. 

Now the reality is that in our culture the idea of marriage is suspect and the 

institution of marriage is in a sorry state.  Most of us don’t come from families of a mom 

and a dad.  There are all kinds of other configurations.  We read things like the fifth 

commandment and think, “Life’s not like that.”  And what about parents who are 

ignorant, incompetent?  Dead beat dads?  Abusive?  What does this mean in those 

scenarios? 

These are good questions.  I think what this text is calling us to is a recognition 

that the ideal is presented here and that in this fallen world one way you love your 

neighbor is to strive to promote and practice this ideal as much as possible.  Love is the 

answer to our mess.  And it doesn’t mean anything goes.  Love needs institutions.  So, if 

you really love the person of the opposite sex you’re dating, get married.  Be husband and 
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wife, till death do you part and you’ll learn so much more about true love through the 

commitment.  Throw yourself into living as equal partners in this effort to image forth the 

greatest love of all – Christ’s love for his church. 

And then have kids.  Don’t just live for yourself, but learn to love by serving and 

giving yourself to others who will totally cramp your style, and write in your books, and 

wake up at 4:30 AM on your vacations, scream through meals.  There may be a buzz 

about love among the hipster scene in our city, but it kind of rings hollow when the idea 

of marriage and family is scoffed at.  Where’s the love?  It’s just bumper sticker love.  

Even in one of the largest churches here in the city on Father’s Day “when a pastor 

recognized the dads… no more than 10 in the crowd of hundreds stood.”
2
  Now there are 

loving reasons for not having kids and there are many other avenues of love.  Agreed.  

But if we are really eager to love and really love our neighbors many more of us will get 

married, settle down, and raise kids in the city (cf. Jer. 29). 

Again, the world is fallen and many couples are infertile.  The world is fallen and 

there are also many orphans in the world without moms or dads.  What a demonstration 

of love to adopt and bring the unwanted or abandoned into this kind of setting where love 

flourishes?  So many kids need a dad and a mom who will love them.  Maybe you 

haven’t had that (and God in his love is the only perfect parent and can redeem that) but 

if you truly seek to love others you will seek to promote that – healthy, loving, 

committed, families.  This first commandment in the ‘Second Table’ “presents the family 

as the foundation on which a well-ordered society has to be built.”
3
  To diminish or 

denigrate or destroy the family is to hate people. 

Of all the ways that God could go about talking about our responsibility to love 

our neighbors he starts first with family.  Family comes first.  It’s the most important 

social structure.  It’s here where we first begin to learn to live with others, to share our 

toys with a sibling, to be considerate of others and put down the toilette seat.  It’s here 

that we learn that living in love means sacrificing our rights and desires for the common 

good.  A friend of mine and his family was going through a financially hard time.  Money 

was tight.  Three kids; one Saturn sedan.  And as they came across challenges their motto 

would be – “We’re on ‘Team Borkowitz’!”  They were in it together and learning to love 

and serve each other, living for the greater good and not just their own comforts. 

In families we are bound to others, others that we didn’t necessarily pick.  We 

have an obligation to care for people in our family.  The NT tells us that “if anyone does 

not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the 

faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1Tim. 5:8).  In families we belong to a larger 

community of people we didn’t choose because they were like us and we can’t just shun 

them because of inconvenience.  We’re stuck… so we can learn to love.  And Jesus 

seems to insinuate that the fifth commandment doesn’t just apply to young children living 

under their parents’ roof when he takes the Pharisees to task for the whole Corban thing 

(Mt. 15:1-9).  If you’re not familiar with that story they were essentially using religious 

vows to shelter money that should have been used to care for their elderly parents.  And 

Jesus says, “You’re breaking this commandment.”  Families give us opportunities to love 

when we stand at a bedside and sing a kid back to sleep after a bad dream at 2:00 in the 

morning or swab our dad’s mouth with water as he dies to help him be more comfortable. 

I’ve already hinted at this, but families teach parents how to love as they relate 

down to their kids, changing poopy diapers and such.  One of our retreat speakers in the 
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past said that becoming a spouse is a major de-centering project – there’s someone else to 

serve.  But being a mom or a dad is takes that exponentially farther – you really have to 

learn to consider the needs of others above your own.  It’s easy as a parent to be lazy, let 

the boob tube babysit or pass off responsibilities to teach and instruct.  But this 

commandment for kids to honor their parents also implies that parents are to be involved 

with their kids.  It’s your responsibility as a parent to give orders, commands, employ 

discipline that kids should submit to.  If you’re not doing that you may think it’s love, but 

it’s not love.  If you let them do anything, you’re not loving them.  Instruct them in the 

faith, correct them.  Don’t be like King David who many would laud as a loving parent 

for his lax style, but the Bible faults because he never interfered with his son by asking 

him, “Why do you behave as you do?” (1Kngs. 1:6).  But also don’t just bark orders out 

of frustration because they are getting on your nerves, but patiently instruct – mixing one 

part rebuke with three parts affirmation.  Oh, this takes not just loving our own comfort 

and truly caring for others. 

But the relationship of children up to parents is what this commandment is 

explicitly addressing.  So let’s think of things that way for awhile.  It’s in the family that 

we first learn how to submit, that we are not the center of the universe.  We learn to learn 

from others, that we don’t know everything.  When a child doesn’t bristle under his 

parents’ authority, he’s learning an important lesson in loving.  He’s learning to let others 

have the last word.  He’s learning to love his parents and respond in gratitude to those 

who give so much for him.  In two places in the NT we see disobedience to parents listed 

as one of the indicators of cultural depravity, where things head when people are “lovers 

of themselves” (Rom. 1:30; 2Tim. 3:2; n.b. 3a).  But the OT ends with the hope of a 

coming kingdom of love where (last verse of the OT) the hearts of the fathers will be 

turned to their children and the hearts of the children will be turned to their fathers (Mal. 

4:6). 

For those who have experienced the lavish Fatherly love of God, having been 

graciously adopted as his son or daughter in Christ, they will seek to grow in love for him 

(the stuff of the ‘First Table’) and love for others (the stuff of the ‘Second Table’).  And 

right away we see that one of the greatest ways you can love others is to submit to the 

institution of family.  Don’t avoid it; don’t ignore it; don’t rebel against it.  Embrace it. 

 

Authority 
 But there’s more here.  Let’s dig even deeper.  Keep in mind that during this time 

period in Israel’s history there was no king, there was no official priesthood yet.  They 

didn’t live in a society of government agencies or multinational corporations.  They 

didn’t get up and drive through intersections with traffic lights, drop kids off at school, 

and go to the office to work.  It was very different; much simpler.  My point is that in that 

culture the family units were, by and large, the social structure.  Later on as life in the 

land develops and time passes the implications of this command multiply, right up to the 

present.  So really what is being talked about here is not just dads, moms, and kids, but 

rather the larger issue of authority structures in general.  So if you’re not married or don’t 

have kids, this commandment still has multiple points of contact with your life. 

 In the Bible we see that the terms ‘father’ or ‘mother’ are often used of others in 

authority besides literal parents.  Job, as a civic leader, was “a father to the needy [who] 

took up the case of the stranger” (Job. 29:16).  Naaman, as a leader of a large estate, was 
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referred to by his servants as, “My father” (2Kngs. 5:13).  Deborah, as a judge, was 

called “a mother in Israel” (Jdgs. 5:7).  Saul, as a king, was addressed by David as 

‘father’ (1Sam. 24:11).  Elijah, as a spiritual leader, Elisha calls his ‘father’ (2Kngs. 

2:12).  And similarly Paul says to the Corinthians that “I became your father through the 

gospel” (1Cor. 4:15) and in other places church takes up this family imagery. 

 So the principle of parental leadership in the home found analogies in other 

spheres.  The Bible regularly advocates for a life of submission and respect for authority 

structures, not a disdain and desire to throw them all off in the name of love.  This means 

family.  This means government.  Romans 13:1 says, “Everyone must submit himself to 

the governing authorities,” and 1Peter 2 says, “Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to 

every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to 

governors….  Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear 

God, honor the king” (1Pe. 2:13,14,17).  Chain of command in the workplace is to be 

observed.  Ephesians 6:5 – “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and 

with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ.”  In church.  Hebrews 13:17 – 

“Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.”  In society.  Leviticus 19:32 – “Rise in 

the presence of the aged, show respect for the elderly.” 

 All in all, a well-ordered society is prescribed in the Bible.  So if the Bible says 

that the greatest of all virtues is love (1Cor. 13:13) and yet it also calls in place after place 

for us to submit to authority then loving others must mean living within structures.  

However, the research of the respected sociologist Christian Smith on what he calls 

‘emerging adults’ (many of us) has demonstrated that they are largely disconnected from 

family life, stable long-term employment, civil society, and thus not surprisingly 

religion.
4
  But when we desire to throw off structures as confining straightjackets we’re 

acting selfishly, not in service to the cause of love. 

Rather, submitting to societal constraints, coloring in the lines, staying within the 

boundaries, far from being simply a capitulation to conservatism and complicity with 

violence done to others in the form of control, actually promotes love.  The environment 

within which love grows is a highly ordered society: institutions like marriage and 

family, authority structures like government and bosses; defined arenas of submission 

and commitment.  The best society, and thus what would be the most loving pursuit in 

service to your neighbor, is a society that has stable authority structures.  The breakdown 

of such leads to anarchy, poverty, violence, injustice and all kinds of things that love does 

not wish on people. 

 

But… 
 But, I know what you’re thinking.  I haven’t addressed the most glaring problem 

with this.  I can maybe see if it’s a wise and good person, but how can I put myself under 

the authority of others who are so corrupt?  Remember: loving God is the greatest 

commandment.  So if anyone else – parent, boss, government authority – teaches you to 

believe something that is false about God or tells you to do something that violates God’s 

will, that detracts from his worship or does harm to another, you disobey… respectfully.  

You disregard it with regard.  As Peter and the apostles said when caught disobeying the 

command of the religious authorities not to speak about Jesus – “We must obey God 

rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 
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 But you still must maintain a gracious, respectful demeanor.  It’s interesting: 

when David called Saul ‘father’, Saul was trying to kill him and he had an opportunity to 

kill Saul!  When Paul said that “there is no authority except that which God has 

established” (Rom. 13:1) the Caesar at the time was Nero who persecuted Christians!  I 

love how the Heidelberg Catechism – a 16
th

 century document used for teaching the faith 

– explains what God requires in the fifth commandment: 

 

That I show all honour, love, and faithfulness to my father and mother and 

to all those in authority over me, submit myself with due obedience to 

their good instruction and discipline, and also have patience with their 

weaknesses and shortcomings, since it is God’s will to govern us by their 

hand.” 

 

How do you remain married to a difficult man?  Honor a parent that has some 

very annoying flaws?  Resist the temptation to gripe about a president that has policies 

that offend you?  Not bad-mouth a supervisor that you perceive to be utterly incompetent.  

How do you bear up under the pain of unjust suffering (cf. 1Pe. 2:19) …this can only 

come from a loving heart.  So the larger question is: how do you cultivate a loving heart? 

 

Jesus 

A man once complained, 

 

Youth today love luxury.  They have bad manners, contempt for authority, 

no respect for older people, and talk nonsense when they should work.  

Young people do not stand up any longer when adults enter the room.  

They contradict their parents, talk too much in company, guzzle their food, 

lay their legs on the table, and tyrannize their elders.
5
 

 

Do you know who said that?  That man was Socrates who lived almost 2 ½ millennia 

ago.  This problem has always been with us.  It is always within us.  All of us are 

loveless, brash, and inconsiderate people.  We have demeaned those in authority over us.  

And when we’ve ever been in authority over others we have been incompetent and 

imperfect ourselves.  So how do we “have patience with [others’] weaknesses and 

shortcomings?”  How can we be people who are respectful?  How do we bear with the 

imperfections of others?  Stick it out with people we can’t stand?  How do we live within 

structures that are fallen?  How can we be gracious and kind and loving to others?  When 

we consistently experience the grace and kindness and love of God for us. 

As we’ve been digging in this area we realize that we’ve all got dirt on us, but 

here’s the treasure we find: though God has only always used his authority righteously 

and we have repeatedly resentfully spurned him, yet he sent his Son, Jesus who lived in 

this fallen world as a man, obedient to his parents (Lk. 2:51a), even providing for his 

mother as an adult while he hung on the cross (Jn. 19:26-27).  He paid taxes to Caesar 

(Mk. 12:17) and submitted to Pilate (Jn. 19:11).  He played within the rules of the 

religious system of his day.  But most importantly, he was “obedient unto death” (Phil. 

2:7; KJV).  He came “down from heaven not to do [his] will but to do the will of [the 

One] who sent [him]” (Jn 6:38).  He honored his Father and was obedient to him all the 
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way to the end.  He stuck it out.  He was true to his covenant, faithful unto death.  “This 

is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us” (1Jn. 3:16). 

So if you let your lack of love, as evidenced in your antipathy to living within 

structures, sink in and yet you recognize the perfect submission of the Son of God to 

death on a cross to pay for your sins, you will be humbled, you will be overwhelmed by 

his patient love for you, you will then be able to extend that love to others by remaining 

committed to them through institutions like marriage, family, and church even though 

they frustrate you or take advantage of you or don’t serve you the way you want. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Maybe you’re divorced or feel like a horrible parent or bad kid.  Maybe you’re 

convicted of ways that you’ve dishonored others…  Let’s not wallow in our guilt, but 

soak in God’s love.  Let’s repent of our lovelessness and remember God’s love for us, so 

that we might better love him and love others… 

 

Benediction 
May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all (2Cor. 13:14). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 18, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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