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Lord's Day 39  

The 5th Commandment: Honor those in Authority 

 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.104. What doth God require in the fifth commandment? 
A. That I show all honor, love and fidelity, to my father and mother, and all in authority over 

me, and submit myself to their good instruction and correction, with due obedience; and 
also patiently bear with their weaknesses and infirmities, since it pleases God to govern 
us by their hand.  

Introduction 

In connection with the fourth commandment, dealing with the Sabbath, we came to the conclusion 
that the chief idea of the Sabbath is in the positive rest, that is, in being busy in the things that 
foreshadow that final rest. Our abstaining from work on the Sabbath is merely a means to attain that 
purpose, so that if anyone requires of us to work on the Sabbath, we ought not to say, “No, I may not 
work, but we ought to say, “No, I am too busy.” Being busy with the things of the kingdom, I have no 
time to be busy with the things of this world.”  

Now this fifth commandment brings us to the second table of the law. Second at least in as far as 
the idea is concerned. It is not certain that the two tables of stone were so divided that there were four 
commandments on the first and six on the second. Neither does it matter. But this fifth commandment 
begins with that part of the law that has more respect to our relation to one another. Even as the first 
commandment stands at the head of the first table of the law, and therefore heads the entire 
Decalogue, the Godhead and sovereignty of God being basic, so the fifth commandment, for the same 
reason stands at the head of the second table and deals with the fear of God applied to the relationships 
among men, to the relationships that exist and develop in the organic relations of man.  

Among those relationships, that of the family is basic. In the relationship of the family, not the 
relationship of man and wife, but from the organic point of view, that of parent and children is basic. It 
is first also in point of time.  

The basic relationship between parent and child is not that of natural love. Natural love does not 
mean much. It does not reach much farther than the immediate family. But the basic relation is that of 
authority. For that reason, the fifth commandment occupies a natural place at the head of the second 
table of the law, and controls every other relationship among man.  

Now we must call your attention to this fifth commandment. Remembering that we do not have to 
do with some sort of police law with a body of civil precepts, but with an underlying spiritual principle of 
the kingdom of heaven, as written on the heart of the Christian, and which is for him a rule of gratitude. 
We must remember this, for, because this second table has to do with our relation to one another and 
to the world in general, the danger increases that we look upon the law as a body of civil precepts. The 
danger is that we look upon the law as a group of precepts that anyone, even the world, can keep, as if 
everybody could keep the law. That danger was already present in the first table. But it increases when 
we come to that table that has to do with our relation to one another.  

Things have become so generalized that it is said that we can preach this fifth commandment to 
everybody, and everybody can obey it. It has even been pointed out that they who have obeyed it have 
received the promise connected with this fifth commandment, as, for example, the Chinese. Instead of 
looking upon the law as a rule of gratitude for the Christian, it is looked upon the law as a body of civil 
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precepts which everybody can obey. And then we come to ourselves and say: “We have only a small 
beginning of this obedience, and how then can the world keep the law?” The law is not something 
general that can be obeyed by all, but it is a guide, a rule of gratitude for the Christian. 

 

Theme:   The Fifth Commandment:  Honor those in Authority 

1. Its Meaning 

2. Its Place in a Sinful World 

3. The Influence of Grace 

1. Its Meaning 

In a narrow sense, the fifth commandment deals simply with the relation of parents and children, 
and it addresses the children, not the parents. It has to therefore with the home. Honor thy father and 
thy mother.  

Notice that both parents are mentioned. That shows us the position of the father and mother with 
relation to their children. Father and mother stand in an equal position with relation to their children. 
The child does not, and may not make a distinction between father and mother.  

In the second place, the fifth commandment make the injunction upon the children to honor their 
father and their mother. We would expect the fifth commandment to say: “Love your father and 
mother,” —in a natural sense, with a natural love. Yet that could not be the commandment to the 
children with relation to the parents. For that natural love has no spiritual-ethical value. We find that 
love also among animals. The animal loves its young. There is no spiritual value in that natural love 
relation, as such. For that reason you find many children in the world that —in that sense— love their 
father and mother, but they never honor them. They love their parents, and when their parents die, 
they shed tears. You must not think too much of those tears. If a dog could weep, it would shed tears 
also over its young, but that natural love relation has no spiritual value. This is because the law of God 
does not deal with natural, but with spiritual-ethical values. It does not say, love your father and 
mother, but honor them, that is, fear them. Acknowledge their authority, their position which they 
occupy with respect to you, their children. In acknowledging that relation, the children must manifest 
obedience. Authority and obedience are fundamental in the home. They are fundamental for all the 
relations of man.  

What is authority? What is obedience? Authority is the right of one to impose his will upon another. 
It is the right to express what is right or wrong. It is the right to lay down the law for others. It is the right 
to make laws and to demand of others that they obey them. Not the actual act of imposing ones will on 
someone else, but to have the right to do so, that is authority. If I may say, if I have the right to say what 
you must do and must not do, that is authority.  

In the second place, authority is the right to judge others according to the laws that those who are 
in authority have made. Obedience is its supplement. Obedience is submission to authority. Obedience 
is not when you tell the child to do something and the child responds with the question, of, “why?” and 
insists that you explain it to him. And, if your explanation suits him, he does it. That is not obedience, for 
then the child is following his own head. He does it, because after you explain it to him, he sees that it is 
best to obey. That is not obedience. The child obeys because you command it. The child must learn to 
obey. That is obedience.  

Now you must understand that the position of the catechism, and of Scripture, and of our 
Reformed Confession has always been that there is none that has authority except God. That must be 
the position that we must take. There is no authority except God. It stands, therefore, to reason that 
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there is but one that can impose His authority on all. God has absolute authority because He has 
authority of Himself, and because He is the absolute standard of good. God does not have authority 
bestowed upon Him. In fact, authority is never bestowed. There is but One that has authority, that is 
God. He is the absolute sovereign. He is the absolute lawgiver. Although it is often presented as though 
God bestows some of that authority on others, that is not true. No one man has no authority over 
another.  

In that respect, all men are equal —not in the sense of communism, that all are born equal, nor in 
the sense that there is no position and rank. That, however, is not authority. No man can, in himself, 
have the right to lay down the law to me. No man has, in himself, the right to make a law and demand of 
me that I must obey. Men can and have usurped authority for themselves. One may impose his will 
upon another by virtue of might. One may be stronger than I and compel me to obey him. But might is 
no authority. Neither is there authority by virtue of intellectual power. One may have more wisdom than 
I have, but his wisdom is no basis for him to exercise authority over me. There is no authority by virtue 
of financial power. A man may have more money than I have, but because he is rich, he has no authority 
to rule over the poor. Even the fact that my parents brought me into the world is not the reason that 
they have authority over me. The fact that parents bring children into the world has nothing to do with 
parental authority. The mere fact that parents brought forth their children, live in their homes, are 
stronger and know more than their children does not give them authority over them. There is no 
authority in parenthood as such. It may be connected with it, but authority is not rooted in parenthood 
as such.  

Therefore we must remember that there is only one authority and there remains only one 
authority, and that is God’s authority. Furthermore, He does not transfer His authority. However it 
pleases God to exercise His authority through men. It never becomes man’s authority. It is always God 
that rules. He does not give His authority away. It pleases God to rule and manifest His authority in all 
the various spheres. He applies it first of all in the home. That means for the parent that he stands 
before God in relation to his children as God’s vice-regent. Therefore, he cannot do with his children as 
he pleases. He cannot instruct, train, guide his children as he pleases. He stands with that relation to his 
child in submission to God. The parent is to be honored, but no man has the right to honor in himself. 
The child must honor the authority of God in the parents. Because the child must honor the authority of 
God in the parent, the parent must manifest the authority of God. They must stand before the face of 
God and acknowledge that they have no authority in themselves, and exercise authority in the name of 
the Lord. They must at all times ask what is the will of God, and submit to His word, with a view to the 
child. The parent tries to be, not a boss over the children, not a tyrant, but when they exercise authority, 
they must leave the impression that they do so for God’s sake. For the child, this means, not that it takes 
a position of obedience because of natural love for the parent, but it looks upon the authority in the 
parent as God’s authority, and for God’s sake, obeys.  

Now, if that were all, it would be simple. Yet the fifth commandment is one of the most difficult to 
be applied, for its scope is much broader than the family. The reason is that out of the family develop 
various other relations. The relation in the family is fundamental, but it is not the only relation. All other 
relations develop out of the home, and the root of all authority is in the home. It is often said that God 
instituted government. That is not true. Things do not happen that way. Scripture does not say that God 
instituted government, but that He instituted the relation of parents and children, of servants and 
masters, and of employers and employees. God so created things that, from the home, all other 
relations should develop. That is why the catechism attaches all authority to the fifth commandment. 
This could not be done if the home was not the root of all these other relations. All relations, in society 
or in state, develop from the home. That is why the keeping of this fifth commandment in the home is of 
such importance. The home is the root of all authority.  
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This can plainly be seen. You do not have to visit a particular home to see if the fifth commandment 
is kept there. You can see it in the children. I know you cannot always tell. But generally you can see in 
the children the relation that exists in the home. The relation in the home is reflected in the children. I 
do not mean that you have to beat them into submission. Exercise of authority is not rooted in the fact 
that you are stronger than your children. Exercising authority does not mean that your children obey 
you for fear of the stick. It does not mean that you fly into a mad rage. Exercise of authority means that 
you teach your children to obey you. If you have that in the home, it will reflect itself in every relation. It 
will reveal itself in catechism, in school, in society. That is also true of the parent. If a parent cannot rule 
the home, it will reflect itself outside. If he cannot rule in the home, he cannot rule anywhere. If he 
cannot rule in the home, he cannot rule in the Church. He should never be an elder. He should never be 
a foreman in the shop. He should never be president. If he cannot rule in the home, he cannot rule 
anywhere.  

The relation in the home reflects itself in every sphere. If the home is lax, it will show itself in the 
attitude of the children. The home is the root. I know this is not always the case. There are Esaus. But 
when children, six to eight years old, become lax and attend catechism about five or six times a year, the 
fault lies in the home. And when these children get to be fifteen or sixteen years old, you say, I cannot 
take them by the hand anymore. Of course you can’t, but it has never been any different. If the children 
have not learned to obey, it is hopeless. That is what the fifth commandment means. From the root of 
the home develops all life. And as from the home develops all life, so from the authority in the home 
develops all other authority. Out of the family develops the relation of employer and employee. Out of 
the family develops all the various relations in society. Out of the family develops the domain of the 
state. The state develops from the home. Government is not for sin. These various domains in society 
and state are not because of sin, but are a development of the home. What is of sin, is the sword. But 
the various domains in society and state develop from the home.  

Then there is the domain that does not develop from the human race, but from the wonder of 
God’s grace in Christ. That is the Church. Each of these domains has its own authority. Authority in one 
domain may not transgress that of the others. There is one authority in the domain of the state. There is 
another authority in the home, and the authority in the state may not transgress the authority in my 
home. What is true of the family, is true of every other domain. Something which is almost forgotten in 
our day is the authority of the state may not transgress the authority in the domain of business. There is 
a certain sovereignty in every domain; and the state has no authority over the Church. It may tell the 
Church how high the chimney may be. It may tell the Church what kind of coal it may burn. That does 
not belong to the Church. But it may not impose its authority upon the Church.  

All domains have a certain authority of their own. But while they have an authority of their own, 
these various spheres of authority stand in submission to each other. The President has authority of his 
own as president, but as a member of a Church, he must obey the authority of that Church. The various 
spheres of authority that have a certain authority of their own, and these limit one another. The various 
spheres of authority occupy a place of authority and of obedience at the same time. 

2. Its Place in a Sinful World 

Now there would be no trouble if there was no sin. Then everyone in authority would know his own 
place and would not impose upon the authority of others, and all would be in perfect harmony. But 
there is sin.  

What is sin? From this point of view, sin is the expulsion of God. Not in reality, but in a spiritual-
ethical sense. You must remember that there is no authority but in God. Sin is man’s attempt to 
dethrone God. Not that he can, but in the imaginations of man, God is dethroned and man does as he 
pleases.  
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You can compare the world to a large family of children that have expelled the parents from the 
home, or have agreed not to listen to them, and then try to run the home as they please. That is the 
human race. It has expelled God, and having expelled God, the world has become like a shop without a 
superintendent. In other words, the fundamental basis of all possible authority has been expelled from 
the world. And what is the result? The result is that there is no authority and no obedience. I mean, 
there is no authority and obedience for God’s sake. What happens in the world is this. Man said there is 
no God. He said, I will be my own god. If it is true —and that is true— that all authority is from God, it 
follows that when mans says, “there is no God,” he goes on to say, “there is no master.” That is the 
principle of revolution.  

Still the world goes on, and cries for authority and obedience. But there is no authority and 
obedience for God’s sake, so that no true authority and obedience exists. It does not exist in the home, 
nor in society, nor in the state. And while that does not exist, the world makes an attempt to maintain 
itself. It tries to keep up the home. It sees that the law of God is good for them, and it develops a certain 
authority, for otherwise, the house will go to pieces. The world develops a certain authority for utility 
sake. It tries to develop a certain authority to maintain itself. That is where all the corruption comes in.  

The world succeeds for a while to establish a certain authority, but it does not last long. Why? 
Because they have not in actually expelled God, and He blows on all the attempts of the world to 
maintain itself. That is why we have corrupt politics. The world tries to patch things up, but God blows 
on these attempts and brings them all to naught.  

If the world had actually succeeded in expelling God, it might have maintained itself. But that is not 
the case. God blows in all the attempts of the world, and the result is confusion. There is no peace for 
the wicked, says God. That fact lies at the basis of all the confusion of the world. That is why, while they 
talk of peace, but the thunder of war is heard in the distance. That is why, on the one hand, you have 
individualism, and individualism is false emancipation. Individualism says, “I have just as much right as 
you have.” The woman says to the man, “You have no right to rule over me.” And the child says to the 
parent, “You have no authority over me, I am my own boss and can do as I please.” And the parent says 
to the child, “You are right,” and the child goes its own way and is placed on the throne. That is 
individualism. But the result is bolshevism, revolution and ruin.  

Individualism does not ask for the will of God. And when God continues to create these relations, 
revolution is the result. Or if that does not develop, you get this, the relation of tyrant and eye-service. 
Much that is called authority is nothing but slavish fear and tyrannical power. That is not only the case 
with the monarch on the throne. When people work in the shop and the foreman is around, they work, 
but, as anyone can see, they cannot keep it up for nine hours. But as soon as the foreman is gone, they 
don’t do anything. That is experience.  

The Christian ought not to do this. Life is full of this eye-service and tyranny. It is true of every 
relation. Honor they father and thy mother means, obey them as before the Lord. The world does not 
do it. Therefore there is no peace, but confusion in the world. 

3. The Influence upon It of Grace 

There is but one peace. That is the peace by which we are brought back to the fear of God. If we 
look at the fifth commandment as it has been influenced by the grace of God in Christ, we have this. He 
that was in the form of God, became man. The Lord became Servant. He gave the opposite answer to 
what the rebellious family had said, when He entered into the death of the cross and gave the perfect 
answer of obedience to God’s authority. He set right the relation and changed it from a relation of 
rebellion into a relation of obedience. And because He gave the perfect answer of obedience, God made 
Him Lord. For the simple reason that only He can be Lord that stands in a relation of perfect obedience 
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to God.  

He then receives the Spirit, and by that Spirit, He breaks down the throne of the devil in the heart. 
And by that same Spirit, that heart opens the door and says: “I am sorry that I have banished the 
Father.”  

The Spirit breaks down the rebellion in the heart. He does that by His Spirit. And having broken 
down the rebellion, He gives that heart to ask: Lord, “What wilt thou have me to do? And the result is: a 
small beginning of the obedience of the fifth commandment. When the grace of God enters into the 
heart, He takes that revolutionary spirit out of that heart, and that heart begins to seek God. And when 
he seeks God, then all other relations will be dominated by it. He will walk pleasing to God.  

And then it makes no difference in what relation he is placed, he will obey for God’s sake. If the 
parent asks: “Lord, what thou wilt, that shall I do,” he becomes a fit parent. If the magistrate asks: “Lord, 
what wilt thou that I shall do,” he becomes a fit magistrate. If the employer asks: “Lord, what wilt thou 
have me to do,” he becomes a fit employer. By grace we can imagine a perfect society. There is no social 
problem for the Christian. However, there is no social solution for the world.  

The second result will be that there will be a struggle. If Christ would set His throne in the hearts of 
all, if there was no election and reprobation, there would be no conflict. But because Christ does not set 
up His throne in the hearts of all, there is conflict. There is, in the first place, conflict in the heart. There 
is still much in the heart of that old rebellion, that was with that principle of new obedience in the heart. 
In the second place, there is conflict between the conception of the Church and the conception of the 
world. In the third place, there is conflict that they who are in authority impose their own will upon you 
and not the will of God. Then it becomes a question of obeying God or man.  

In every relation in which God places us, we must obey for God’s sake. But there you also have the 
limitation. If anything contrary to the will of God is asked of us, we must refuse to obey. But even if we 
refuse to obey, we do not refuse submission. And if we refuse for conscience sake to obey, we do not 
rise up in revolution, but receive the punishment. That is suffering for well doing.  

Finally, all the various relations shall be perfectly manifest when Christ shall be Lord of all. Then all 
shall be in perfect harmony. That is in the new heavens and the new earth. 


