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Text 
"You shall not murder.” 

 

Introduction 
 So… the Ten Commandments.  We’ve been going through them during the 

summer.  We’re ready for #6.  Do you think you could list the first 5?  #1 – You shall 

have no other gods before me.  #2 – You shall not make for yourself an idol.  #3 – You 

shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God.  #4 – Remember the Sabbath day by 

keeping it holy.  #5 – Honor your father and your mother. 

 What are we leaving out?  The prologue – I am the Lord your God, who brought 

you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.  You’ve got to get that otherwise it will seem 

as if God is just about shouting commands from a distance whereas in actuality (and in 

this context) he’s all about coming down and delivering people by grace. 

 But when the Lord becomes your God, your Savior, your Redeemer not because 

of what you do, but in spite of what you do, you begin to change.  Not overnight.  There’s 

a process.  Freedom takes awhile to get acclimated to.  There are ingrained habits.  We 

see all of this in the story of the Israelites’ rescue from Egypt.  But if the Lord has 

become your God there is a shifting of desires, a new orientation.  And the Ten 

Commandments provide the general shape that this new life should take. 

 We mentioned last week that commandment #5 marks the transition from the 

‘First Table’ to the ‘Second Table’.  The ‘First Table’ includes commandments 1-4 and 

deals with our vertical relationship – our response towards God.  We are to love him with 

all our heart, mind, soul, and strength (again, not to achieve his love, but because we’ve 

received his love).  The ‘Second Table’ includes commandments 5-10 and deals with our 

horizontal relationships – our new approach towards our fellow human beings.  We are to 

love our neighbor as ourselves. 

 The way we love God is to keep finding our total salvation in him alone, receiving 

from him, spreading his fame, resting in him.  What does it mean to love others?  Well 

first off, it means living in structures.  That’s what we saw last week.  Love is not a free-

flowing, unfettered emotion.  It’s found in the confines of marriages, families, 

governments, organizations, churches.  As we go on through the rest of the Ten 
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Commandments we’ll be looking more at what loving others looks like.  Today what 

we’ll see in short is just this: love wants the best for others. 

 

Let’s pray… 

 

Text 

This is a short commandment… to the point… just two words in Hebrew – ‘no 

murdering’.  Even though it’s short, there’s still a little bit to discuss by way of exegesis 

(understanding what the text says).  Now ‘no’ means ‘no’.  That’s not hard; no 

interpretive dilemma there.  But the second word needs a little attention.  The old KJV 

translated this, “Thou shalt not kill.”  What precisely is being prohibited here?  Is the 

taking of any life, any time always wrong?  What’s it saying precisely? 

Well there are about 8 different Hebrew words for killing that could have been 

used here, so it’s significant that this one was picked.  This word is never used anywhere 

else in the OT to refer to the slaughter of animals; it only has reference to the taking of 

human life.  So that narrows its scope.  But the word is also never used in military or 

judicial contexts; other words are used to describe human death in those cases, which 

means that whatever you think of war or capital punishment based on other biblical 

arguments, their practice is not addressed by this commandment.  ‘Murder’ seems to be a 

really good word to use in translating this term (although we do find it also used in cases 

of involuntary manslaughter).  So here’s a stab at defining what is being explicitly 

forbidden here: the improper taking of human life by a human being due to selfish or 

reckless reasons. 

 

First Use of the 6
th

 Commandment 

 So now we know what the text is saying as it stands.  Now let’s start to interpret 

it.  And to do so we will run it through a grid that I’ve outlined before, but have yet to use 

it this systematically.  I think it will be helpful, though.  So we’ll look at this 

commandment through the lens of the first, second, and third uses of the law and in the 

process we’ll also apply three different principles of interpretation to it – the category 

principle, the inside-out principle, and the flip-side principle. 

 First off, what’s traditionally been called the ‘first use of the law’ refers to its civil 

use, the idea that society as a whole benefits when it is practiced.  Its principles curb 

social anarchy.  It’s not hard to see in this case how homicide is bad for society.  We 

know intuitively that a place where human life is not valued, where people are killing 

each other, is not a good place to live.  When you’re looking at moving within the city 

you may look up Every Block Chicago to see how many murders have happened there.  

The lower the number, the better, right?  Last year there were 458 murders in Chicago.
1
  

We already have around 240 this year and we reached the 200 mark a couple weeks 

ahead of last year’s pace.
2
  This is not good.  Loving our neighbors on a very basic level 

means abiding by this law ourselves and finding ways to increase its compliance across 

the board.  I’ll leave it up to you to figure out what that should look like, politically, 

educationally, economically, etc… 
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Second Use of the 6
th

 Commandment 

 So that’s kind of common sense, common good thinking.  Murder is bad for the 

neighborhood.  But let’s take this out of the public sphere and start to apply it personally.  

And for that we will use what’s called the ‘second use of the law’.  The ‘second use of 

the law’ is for demolishing all pretensions of being good, moral, upstanding people.  It’s 

for showing us our unrighteousness to bring us to the place of desperation for the 

righteousness of Christ.  We use the law this way to bring awareness of the need for 

grace, for the gospel.  It’s a self-assessment test that everyone fails.  It’s a mirror for 

showing us our sin. 

 Oftentimes this commandment especially is actually used to the opposite ends.  

How many times have you heard someone say, “I’m a good person.  After all, I’ve never 

murdered anybody.”  Most of us have never killed in cold blood.  But does this 

commandment leave us alone?  Let’s apply the ‘category principle’ to it. 

 

Category Principle 

The ‘category principle’ states that when one activity is prohibited, all activities in 

that category are included.  Remember: the banned behavior is the improper taking of 

human life by a human being due to selfish or reckless reasons.  So really, we’re not just 

talking about classically understood first-degree murder, but included in this category 

would be many other things including abortion, willfully taking the life of an unborn 

baby because it’s inconvenient or unwanted.  That would raise the totals in Chicago in 

2009 from 458 up to somewhere around 25,000!
3
  And then you can also add to that the 

number of euthanizations and suicides.  So now we’re getting close to 1% of the 

population included in this category. 

But let’s keep going.  Because before we’re done the point is to see that 100% of 

the population is indicted under the 6
th

 commandment.  Within this category you could 

also include violence, couldn’t you?  What if you beat someone to within an inch of his 

life, but he doesn’t die?  Is that okay?  How much is okay?  In the last year the total 

number of assault and battery incidents reported in Chicago was approximately 8,000.  

So now we’re somewhere between 35,000 – 40,000 violators… last year.  But have you 

ever been in a fight?  How many times have you raised your hand in anger?  What about 

your voice?  What do you think: could verbal abuse fall under this category?  Proverbs 

12:18 says, “Reckless words pierce like a sword.” 

Speaking of recklessness, what about behavior that doesn’t kill or harm 

somebody, but could?  What about speeding through a red light because you’re in a 

hurry?  Or driving a little bit tipsy?  Or if you’re a landlord not changing the batteries in 

the smoke detectors because you’re lazy.  In Deuteronomy we find out that a builder of a 

house could incur the guilt of bloodshed if he didn’t build a parapet on the roof and 

someone fell off and died (Dt. 22:8).  The category is broad and encompassing, covering 

all behavior that does or could bring harm to self or others. 

 

Inside-out Principle 

 But it’s even more condemning… because there’s more to it than just behavior.  

We’re just getting started.  Let’s apply the ‘inside-out principle’ now.  That says that 

when an external action is addressed the internal affections are not exempt.  This is clear 

from Jesus’ teaching in Mt. 5 when he speaks from atop a mountain and expounds on 
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God’s law.  And perhaps the best example comes from his treatment of this very 

commandment – “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.” (Mt. 5:21-22).  1 John 3:15 

also says that “anyone who hates his brother is a murderer.” 

 Now, have you ever been consumed with negative feelings for someone?  

Someone you felt annoyed you, or wronged you?  Ever really wished she would just go 

away?  Has another person’s successes, instead of causing you joy, poured salt in your 

wound of inadequacies.  Why is it always easy for him?  I wish he would fail.  Have you 

ever daydreamed about how hard you would hit someone if you could get away with it?  

Is there a person you can’t stand to be around, fills your stomach with excess acid, and so 

you avoid?  Do you know what road rage is? 

Behavior is never really the real issue with God.  It’s the heart.  You can avoid 

certain appearances and appear moral but be perhaps worse off, “like whitewashed 

tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones 

and everything unclean” (Mt. 23:27).  God sees into the motivations and desires of the 

heart and that’s what he counts.  The Heidelberg Catechism puts it this way, “By 

forbidding murder God teaches us that He hates the root of murder, such as envy, hatred, 

anger, and desire of revenge, and that He regards all these as murder.” 

 

Flip-side Principle 

But wait, there’s more.  The next question in the Heidelberg Catechism is “Is it 

enough, then, that we do not kill our neighbour in any such way?”  That is, literally, 

categorically, or inwardly?  Answer – “No.  When God condemns envy, hatred, and 

anger, He commands us to love our neighbour as ourselves, to show patience, peace, 

gentleness, mercy, and friendliness toward him, to protect him from harm as much as we 

can, and to do good even to our enemies.”  Here is the ‘flip-side principle’.  Remember, 

when God enjoins something he forbids its opposite.  And when he prohibits something, 

as he does here, he commands the converse. 

So God’s not just saying negatively, “Don’t bring harm to others.”  He’s really 

saying positively, “Desire and work for others’ well-being.  Want the best for others.”  

So maybe you don’t kill people or beat your wife or say mean things or really harbor 

bitterness or maliciousness in your heart for anybody but you don’t really harbor 

fondness for anybody either.  You’re largely ambivalent, disconnected, self-sufficient, 

un-entangled in the complexities and anxieties of other people.  There’s no compassion, 

no warmth. 

We’ll get even more specific about what love should entail as we cover the next 

few commandments in the coming weeks.  But broadly speaking love wants the best for 

others.  Do you genuinely desire and seek the good of other people and consistently put 

their needs above your own?  Or are you content among the company of yourself.  “It’s 

not my problem.  It’s too much of a hassle.  They brought it on themselves anyway.”  Are 

you consistently going out of the way to protect, encourage, support, and bless others?  

That’s what the 6
th

 commandment requires of you. 

 

The Gospel 
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 So how are you doing?  Anyone left standing?  Good.  That’s the point.  The 

‘second use of the law’ is to knock you down, to make you realize you have no claim on 

God.  You have violated his law.  You’ve hated his image bearers.  As the Anglican 

confession goes, “We have sinned by our own fault in thought, word, and deed; by what 

we have done, and by what we have left undone.  We have not loved you with our whole 

heart, and mind, and strength.  We have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.”  God 

demands total love and you are a murderer.  Like Lady Macbeth, you have blood on your 

hands. 

 The law helps us come to this point, like a mirror showing us our dirty face so 

that we will wash in the fountain of Christ’s mercy.  We are all sin.  And yet, as the 

Puritan Richard Sibbes so well stated – “There is more mercy in Christ than sin in us.”
4
  

And “sinners plunged beneath that flood lose all their guilty stains,”
5
 to quote an old 

hymn.  “The law requires personal, perpetual and perfect obedience from the heart.”
6
  

The gospel says that though we can’t do it, Christ has and takes our punishment and gives 

us his record. 

 You see Jesus always did good (Acts 10:38).  He healed people.  He was filled 

with compassion (Mk. 1:41).  He never hated anyone.  And yet “though he had done no 

violence” (Is. 53:9b), he was despised and killed.  But it was more than just an unjust 

death.  He was dying the death penalty for our sin, including our sins of lovelessness, 

hatred and malice and anger, violence and abuse and murder.  This ‘great exchange’, this 

substitutionary nature of his death is taught and illustrated in so many places, but one 

detail of the story that stuck out to me again this week is that when Jesus is condemned to 

death, Barabbas goes free; Barabbas… a murderer (cf. Mt. 27:15-26; Acts 3:14)!  On the 

cross, Jesus pronounces forgiveness to what’s traditionally branded a ‘thief’ but is more 

likely an insurrectionist who had killed for his cause.  And we know that Jesus died for 

the sin of murder for as he was being crucified he prayed for his enemies, “Father, 

forgive them” (Lk. 23:34). 

 No matter who you are, no matter what you’ve done or not done, there is 

complete exoneration found in Christ.  Acknowledge your sin and trust that Christ died 

for it and gives you his standing as a perfect Lover.  This is the ‘second use of the law’ – 

to flush us out from hiding in ourselves and cause us to flee to Christ because there 

judgment can’t touch us. 

 

Third Use of the 6
th

 Commandment 
 Now then, having been devastated by the command not to murder and driven to 

the cross to find forgiveness (the ‘second use of the law’), we can also use the law a third 

way.  The ‘third use of the law’ refers to the way God’s commands can guide believers in 

living in light of their forgiveness.  We now want to love the God who loved us at such a 

cost (the ‘First Table’).  And we’ve been freed up to love and serve our neighbor because 

we have an overflow of love and are secure (the ‘Second Table’).  Having the guilt that 

this commandment produces taken away by the grace of Christ we now out of gratitude 

want to grow in loving people, truly wanting the best for them.  “We love because he 

first loved us” (1Jn. 4:19). 

 Martin Luther put it this way: 
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From faith there flows a love and joy in the Lord.  From love there 

proceeds a joyful, willing, and free mind that serves the neighbor and 

takes no account of gratitude or ingratitude, praise or blame, gain or loss.  

We do not serve others with an eye toward making them obligated to us.  

Nor do we distinguish between friends and enemies or anticipate their 

thankfulness or ingratitude.  Rather, we freely and willingly spend 

ourselves and all that we have, whether we squander it on the ungrateful or 

give it to the deserving.
7
 

 

 Or maybe this story will help.  Once when I was really sick… 

How does this work and what does this look like practically? 

 Well, what causes our hatred and lack of love?  Why are we so easily annoyed 

with people?  Often it’s just because they’re not like us and we’re in love with ourselves 

so we don’t love anyone who is different.  Other times we don’t have patience for other 

people’s faults because we’re so often we’re smug in our self-righteousness and feel that 

we have things all together.  But in Christ our pride is smothered.  Nothing less than the 

death of the innocent Son of God could save us.  We are no better than other people.  

When we let the law slay us and find our life and identity in Christ, we can’t help but be 

patient and forgiving of other people’s faults. 

 Why are we often angry at other people?  We feel frustrated because they are not 

serving us.  But when we realize that Christ has served us in the ultimate way showing us 

the full extent of his love, we can become servants of others.  He has washed us from 

head to toe; we can wash the feet of others. 

We are also often angry because we feel threatened.  Other people’s gifts or 

success make us feel less special or important; they steal attention or they may even 

subtly or outrightly put us down.  But if we get the gospel then it doesn’t matter.  Others 

aren’t competitors anymore.  It’s not a zero-sum game (if Suzy is at +5 then that makes 

me at -5; I have to knock her down).  It’s a positive sum game.  In Christ there’s enough 

grace to go around.  This is a major theme.  Our anger towards others stems from a deep 

insecurity, a deficit mentality that keeps us focused on ourselves and getting our needs 

met.  We use others in that self-centered pursuit or perceive them as rivals.  But when we 

recognize that despite all our maneuvering we are still at negative infinity, but in Christ 

we are brought to positive infinity we don’t resent others because we have no need to 

measure ourselves by them.  Then we can get on with loving them. 

We can even love our enemies when we remember that we were enemies of God 

when Christ died for us (cf. Rom. 5:10).  “He who has been forgiven little loves little,” 

Jesus said (Lk. 7:47).  But if we realize we have been forgiven much we will love much.  

We will understand that all sins will be paid for somehow – on the cross (like ours were) 

or in hell (like our deserved to be), but we can leave that up to God and not take 

vengeance into our own hands, but keep repaying insult with kindness, truly desiring 

others to find the mercy that we have found. 

 Why are we plagued with apathy towards other people?  I think it’s often because 

I’m so busy with my own internal self-salvation project that I have no time for thinking 

of others.  I may seem stable, but really my equilibrium is fragile because it’s self-

wrought.  Jesus steadies and stabilizes us with an unshakeable status so we can reach out 

to others without fear of losing our bearings.  Besides, when we are moved by the fact 
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that we were rescued, that God didn’t stay far off or detached, but laid aside his comfort 

to come comfort us, how can we not step out in risky love to comfort the afflicted? 

And sometimes we are also stuck in inaction because the needs of others are too 

overwhelming.  Have you ever felt this way?  You know how when you have something 

seemingly impossible to do you can’t bring yourself to even start?  We feel like there’s an 

enormous quota of love demanded of us and we are paralyzed and hide behind apathy.  

And it’s true, the call to love is impossibly demanding and relentless, but when we realize 

that Jesus has met our quota for us, we don’t HAVE to do anything, then we can start 

doing something. 

 These are our incentives to love.  So if loves wants the best for others, what 

does it look like more specifically?  And again we will be digging into this more in the 

coming weeks, but here are some thoughts.  I think it starts with prayer.  If you really 

want the best for others then begin praying regularly for them.  Make a list of people in 

your small group, at your office, in your family, on your block.  Set aside disciplined time 

for prayer.  I have a stack of index cards for this that I take with me to the gym or on car 

rides.  Praying for people is a great way to love them.  And it doesn’t matter if they don’t 

know that, what, or how much you’re praying for them… because you’re not doing it for 

yourself – for praise – because you have your fill of that in the Father’s approval in 

Christ.  You’re doing it out of love. 

Other avenues: if you’re an introvert love means giving time – have people over 

or go out some of the times you’d rather just stay at home and watch TV.  If you’re an 

extrovert love means going deep – don’t just be a mile wide and inch deep.  Love means 

having hard conversations even if people may not like you as a result.  It doesn’t matter: 

God likes you. 

Love in some situations means sharing yourself.  Love always means listening to 

others.  Once you do you can discern expressions of love that will connect with those 

certain people.  For some it’s gifts.  For others it’s notes of encouragement.  For others 

it’s meeting a tangible need. 

Love always means sacrifice.  It means you keep giving even and especially when 

they don’t give back.  It means ‘wasting’ yourself on others. 

Love also means evangelism, for if you know that everyone is a law-breaker 

(including you) and headed for death (apart from faith in Christ), to willingly withhold 

the information that will save them is tantamount to murder. 

 The law of love, as much as it may be touted, is actually damning to those outside 

of Christ because we can’t keep it, but for those in Christ it is a welcome guide and 

instigator towards holiness.  It’s never abolished.  It’s just that apart from the gospel there 

is no ability to keep it, but through the gospel we have motivation and power to not 

murder our neighbors or do anything that falls into that category, to not hold them in 

derision or harbor other related inward emotions, but to actually actively want the best 

for them.  This is the ‘third use of the law’. 

 

Lord’s Table 
 Let’s spend some time in prayer asking the Lord to use this law to break our 

hearts, then come to this table to remember his body broken and his blood shed for us 

(symbolized in the bread and wine).  And get up from the meal full, full of love and 

energy to go out into this world and love our neighbors. 
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Benediction 
May you be spurred on towards love and good deeds by the good news of Jesus’ love and 

good deeds for you. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 25, 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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