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Lord's Day 40 

The Sixth Commandment:  Honoring the Neighbor’s Life 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.105. What doth God require in the sixth commandment?  
A. That neither in thoughts, nor words, nor gestures, much less in deeds, I dishonor, hate, 

wound, or kill my neighbor, by myself or by another; but that I lay aside all desire of 
revenge: also, that I hurt not myself, nor willfully expose myself to any danger. 
Wherefore also the magistrate is armed with the sword, to prevent murder. 

Q.106. But the commandment seems only to speak of murder? 
A. In forbidding murder, God teaches us, that he abhors the causes thereof, such as envy, 

hatred, anger, desire of revenge; and that he accounts all these as murder. 
Q.107. But is it enough that we do not kill any man in the manner mentioned above? 
A. No: for when God forbids envy, hatred, and anger, he commands us to love our neighbor 

as ourselves; to show patience, peace, meekness, mercy, and all kindness, towards him, 
and prevent his hurt as much as in us lies; and that we do good, even to our enemies. 

  

We must emphasize the necessity of looking at the second table of the law in the right light. That is, 
we must look at it in the light of its inseparable connection with the first table. If we do not look at it in 
that light, we will soon be preaching a sort of civil law, while the purpose of the law is to be a rule for 
the life and conduct of the children of God. Therefore, we must not forget that the first table of the 
Decalogue teaches that we must love the Lord our God above all, and the second table is like unto the 
first.  

The second table is not another commandment, it is not a lesser commandment. It is like unto the 
first, so that love of the brother and of the neighbor is excluded unless there is in the heart the love of 
God in Christ Jesus. Even though there be an attempt to show a certain love or feeling for the neighbor, 
by nature, we are hateful and hate God and the neighbor. Man needs the sixth commandment to 
remind him of his murderous nature.  

It is striking that the explanation which the Lord gives of the sixth commandment, and the 
application which He makes of it in the Sermon on the Mount, He does not ever mention the outward 
deed of murder. Usually it was so interpreted. The Jews looked upon the sixth commandment as 
referring to the actual deed of murder. They said, “Whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the 
judgment.” Now Jesus says to them: “Whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in 
danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, (that is, blockhead) shall be in 
danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.” But of the deed 
of murder, the Lord does not speak. The reason is that the Lord is looking at the law from the point of 
view of its significance for the kingdom of God. The presumption is that the citizens of the kingdom of 
heaven do not come, at least not easily, to the deed of murder. The citizens of the kingdom of heaven 
rarely come to the actual deed of murder. But that does not mean that they never come to the spiritual 
background of murder. They rarely come to the deed, but they are nevertheless inclined to murder. For 
that same reason, the catechism calls our attention to all these things. It speaks of the literal meaning of 
the sixth commandment. It speaks of its spiritual background, and it speaks of it positive demand. 

 

Theme: The Sixth Commandment:  Honoring the Neighbor’s Life 

1. The Literal Meaning 
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2. The Spiritual Background 

3. The Positive Demand 

 

1. The Literal Meaning  

Literally the sixth commandment forbids murder. By murder is meant the willful taking of life by 
one not having authority to take life. Murder is always willful. Whether it has been premeditated or is 
committed in a moment of anger and mad rage, or to cover up something, murder is always willful. The 
element of willfulness is always in murder. That excludes the killing of animals. An animal is not a 
person. We may not kill the animal for sport, but we may kill it for food. That also excludes all accidental 
killing. Accidental killing, according to Scripture, is not murder. The Bible mentions that if the steel fly off 
the ax and kills someone, it is not murder. That includes all killing due to carelessness. One may not 
directly intend to kill. But if one through carelessness, or by not having the proper regard for another 
man’s life, kills someone,  

It is murder. It excludes, however, the taking of life by the magistrate. The magistrate has the 
sword, and the sword is symbol of the power to put to death. Capital punishment, the righteous taking 
of life by the magistrate, is not murder. That does not mean that the magistrate never commits murder 
when it takes a life, but the righteous taking of life by the magistrate is not murder. It also excludes 
righteous warfare, although that is something very rare. The emphasis must be on righteousness. War, 
as such, is not murder. But war because of greed, or for the sake of obtaining power, is wholesale 
murder. Righteous warfare is rare.  

Murder is the willful taking of life by one that has no authority to do so. That also includes suicide. 
To take one’s own life is murder. Our life is not our own, and we have no right to destroy it. Not only 
have we no right to make an end to our life, but we have no right to make an end to our calling either. 
That is what the suicide does. It does not take a brave man to commit suicide. A suicide is a coward. He 
runs away from his calling.  

But that is not all, as far as the deed of murder is concerned. You must not look at the deed of 
murder as being simply that which is punished by the magistrate. There is much murder that the 
magistrate cannot punish. The magistrate can only punish certain cases of murder. But as the catechism 
has it, anything that lies in the direction of murder is to be considered as murder. Any willful wounding 
or hurting of self or the neighbor is to be classed as murder. This includes all the corruption in the 
sphere of industry and commerce which sucks the last drop of blood out of its employees, whose wages 
cry unto heaven. Associations, corporations, and unions often stand guilty of sinning against the sixth 
commandment. Then it is not the association that is responsible. There is something we should 
remember. An association has no heart, it has no soul. It is not the association that is responsible, but in 
that association, the individual souls are responsible before God. Murder also includes the hurting of the 
neighbor with the tongue. The law speaks of this again later on. In the ninth commandment, it also 
speaks of hurting the neighbor with the tongue. But there it refers to false speaking about the neighbor. 
That is slander. But here it refers to speaking to the neighbor. We sometimes say: “I don’t talk behind 
anyone’s back; I say it to his face.” But remember that is murder. The difference is that in the one case, 
we speak about the neighbor, while in the other case, we speak to him. All that intends to hurt the 
neighbor is murder. The Lord says: “Whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, (that is: blockhead), is in 
danger of the council; but whosoever shall say, thou fool, is in danger of hell fire.” You understand, that 
does not mean that we may under no circumstances call someone a fool. We can do that at times. The 
Lord calls the Pharisees hypocrites. The Apostle Paul speaks of fools. He calls the false teachers dogs.  

The underlying question is not how sharply you speak, but whether you speak righteously. The 
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question is whether we have a cause to so speak, and whether the cause is not our own, but whether 
that is God’s cause. 

2. The Spiritual Background 

And so the catechism points to the spiritual background of murder. Murder lies in the heart. The 
catechism points to the things that lead to murder, and in principle, are murder.  

There is in the first place the unholy anger. Not a holy anger, but an unholy anger. A man that 
cannot be angry is no Christian. There is a holy anger. God is always angry. He is angry with the wicked 
every day. God is continually angry because His anger is nothing but the reaction of His holiness. God is 
holy, and His holiness reacts against all wickedness until it is burned away from before His face. In that 
sense, God’s people can be angry. The Lord Himself could be angry. Looking about Him, He flashed 
anger, so that the question of a holy anger is a question of purpose and cause. What is the cause? If the 
cause of our anger is in God, it is a holy anger that does not lead to murder. The reason is that a holy 
anger leaves it to God to work out His own anger.  

Over against such holy anger stands an unholy passion. Such unholy anger is caused in the first 
place by the fact that our rights are violated, or we imagine that they have been violated. That always 
leads to murder, and in principle is murder. That is true of vengeance. There is a holy vengeance.  

If a man never has a desire for revenge, he is not a Christian. God avenges. He takes revenge upon 
the wicked. God is an avenging God. He plans revenge eternally. There is an eternal revenge in God. 
There is a reflection of that revenge, in principle, in the Church. It consists in the fact that as God 
avenges His cause and His people, so they cry day and night for vengeance. But again, that is never 
murder because it leaves the ultimate judgment to God. It leaves it to God to take revenge 

But over against that holy desire for revenge stands an unholy revenge. It consists in the desire to 
pay back the wrong, which either rightfully or which we imagine has been done to us. That always leads 
to murder. So it is with hatred. There is a holy hatred. Hatred is really the desire that the object of that 
hatred cease to be. Hatred is the opposite of love. Hatred is when the power with which God originally 
endowed us, and in virtue of which we loved God and the neighbor, has been put into reverse. That is 
true of all sin. Sin is not simply the loss of the image of God. Sin is the putting into reverse of the 
machine. Hatred is not another power. It is the same power put in reverse. As love is the power by 
which we seek, will and preserve one another, so hatred is the very opposite. Love is the bond of 
perfectness, but hatred is the desire to destroy its object. 

God hates the wicked and destroys them. So also, the Christian says: “Should I not hate them that 
hate the Lord, yea, I hate them with a perfect hatred.” That is hatred as it is rooted in the love of God. A 
love of God that we must even manifest to our enemies Love of the enemies is not that, when they 
curse and swear and blaspheme, we be nice and sweet to them. Love of the enemies is that we manifest 
the love of God to them.  

But there is also an unholy hatred. An unholy hatred is the desire to destroy what stands in our 
way. An unholy hatred always leads to murder. The hatred of the Psalmist, in Psalm 139: 21, 22, never 
leads to murder. But when the cause of our hatred is in self, it is, in principle, murder, and if worked out, 
it leads to murder. That is also true when Scripture and the catechism speak of envy. Envy is really that 
feeling of spite, that we do not possess what the neighbor possesses.  

Its counterpart is that holy jealousy, as it is in God, by which He wants His own glory. God wants His 
own glory. He will not give His glory to another. And if His glory is given to another, God is jealous with a 
holy jealousy. In that same sense, we may be jealous for God. Scripture calls that zeal. Our heart must be 
so filled with zeal that we take God’s glory away from the idols and give it to God. The Christian cannot 
be neutral. There is in him a holy anger, a holy hatred, a holy revenge, and a holy envy.  
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But there is also an unholy envy. An unholy envy is murder. If we put our hand in our bosom, there 
is not one among us who can say, “I am clean, also with regard to the sixth commandment.” There is 
murder in our heart. That unholy anger, hatred, revenge, and envy becomes manifest in our hearts in 
many ways, so that Scripture is corroborated when it says: their feet are swift to shed blood. There is a 
murder of the tongue and of the thought, the murder of malice, envy, jealousy, and hatred of the 
neighbor. It is easy to love the neighbor two thousand miles away. We are willing to give dollars for that 
neighbor to do mission work. But with regard to the neighbor next door, it is different. It is easy to love 
the neighbor far away, who doesn’t get in our way and who doesn’t have a store on the other corner. 
But when the brother and the neighbor gets in our way, then there is envy, strife, hatred, and jealousy. 
That is all that same murderous nature. In that light, we can say that we are all murderers. What 
Scripture tells us is true: our feet are swift to shed blood and we are hateful and hating one another.  

The sixth commandment points at us. There is but little of that holy anger and holy hatred and holy 
revenge and holy envy in our hearts. 

3. The Positive Demand 

But that is not all. The catechism emphasizes that there is a positive element in the sixth 
commandment. That stands to reason. For my neighbor is my brother. Suppose that I can say that I have 
never killed, that I have never hurt anyone, that I have never envied, that I have never hated, (I can’t say 
that, but suppose I could) did I then keep the sixth commandment? No, I did not. Why? Because that 
neighbor is my brother, and because he is that, I have a certain calling with regard to him. I must love 
him. That is the positive element in the sixth commandment.  

God’s commandments, so we have seen, are all rooted in truth. The first commandment, so we 
found, emphasized that God is one. The second emphasized that God is glorious. The third emphasized 
that the person and being of God are the subject of our adoration and love. The fourth emphasized that 
God is God of rest. The fifth emphasized the sovereignty of God. And so there is a truth at the basis of 
this sixth commandment also.  

It is plain what that truth is if we only ask what the positive element in the sixth commandment is. 
There is a positive commandment behind the prohibitive commandment. That positive commandment 
is expressed in 1 John 3, “”where John 3 says that if God so loved us that He laid down His life for us, we 
ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. Therefore, the basis of the sixth commandment is that God 
is love.  

But love is not what we make of it. Love is a term much used, but it is the least found article on the 
market. We use the term “love” for most anything. We say: “I love that dog, I love that meal, I love that 
dress.” But the way we use it is different from the way the Scriptures use it. We use love for most 
anything. Love is made so general that no one thinks anything of it anymore. That is the cheapening of 
love. It is made the cheapest article on the market. Love is not a certain sentiment; it is not a certain 
liking for anyone or anything.  

Scripture speaks of love as the bond of perfection between persons. Only persons can love. Love is 
the bond which unites persons, so that with their all, they seek one another, will one another, and 
preserve one another —and that can only exist in the sphere of perfection. And it disappears where 
darkness sets in. There is no love in darkness. God is love. This is His being. He is a being of light, and 
there is no darkness in Him. Because God is light, His divine nature is essentially love.  

In the divine being, there are three persons. Love is the strong bond of perfection in the divine 
being which unties the three persons, so that they will each other, seek each other, preserve each other. 
Love is not a matter of sentiment. It is a matter of the will. God is love. Father, Son, and Holy Ghost will 
one another, seek one another, preserve one another.  
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In the second place, and that is the second step, God has willed to have that life of love reflected in 
man. Man is a person, and he was so made that the love of God could be reflected in him, so that he 
could know that love, experience it, and know himself to be the object of that love, and reflect that love. 
Not only must love be reflected in relation to God Himself, but it must also be reflected in our relation to 
each other. We must love one another. And even as the bond of love between the three persons in the 
divine being preserves, wills, seeks one another, so the bond of love between the brethren and the 
neighbor seeks, wills, and preserves one another. We must love the neighbor.  

That love must reveal itself in that I do him good. Fellowship of love is impossible if that neighbor is 
wicked. That you find in the Church only. John pictures this love of the brethren as an obligation. We 
must so love the brethren that we lay down our life for them, because it is by such a love that we are 
redeemed. God gave His life for us in His Son. You must look at the cross, John means to say. God so 
revealed His love that He did not hesitate to enter into the life of His children, and entering into their 
life, He laid down His life, because He loved them. It is by that love that the Church is redeemed. There 
could be no other sentence pronounced upon us but damnation. No murderer can enter into the 
fellowship of God. No other sentence could be pronounced upon us, if it were not for the cross. God 
took our damnation upon Himself, and removed the curse from us.  

And if God so loved us, how ought we to love each other, and lay down our life for one another. I 
must also love my enemies. But to love the enemies does not mean that I call them friends, but that I 
call them enemies. But that love does not lead to murder, but to patience, and peace, and meekness, 
and kindness. Ultimately it leads to giving our life for the brother. That was manifested in Christ. He gave 
His life for His Church, and because that love has been shed abroad in the hearts of God’s people, they 
turn away from the sin of the sixth commandment. In repentance and sorrow, they turn to the cross. 
They turn from sin, even the sin of the sixth commandment, because they love God, and also love the 
brother. They are ready to lay down their life for God’s sake, and for the sake of the brother in order 
that they may enter into eternal life.  

We are not often called upon to do it literally. But although we may never be called upon to literally 
lay down our life for the brethren, the obligation is upon us and we are obliged to seek one another at 
the expense of self. Don’t say that you have never killed and sinned against the sixth commandment. 
We never meet the obligation of loving the brother at the expense of laying down our life for the 
brother. We cannot do it as a cold obligation.  

To do it we must receive a new principle in our hearts by that same love of God, in virtue of which 
we love God, and love one another. A new commandment I give you, says John, which is after all an old 
one, that you love one another. John is serious about it. He says, if we have not the love of the brethren, 
we abide in death. If we have not the beginning of love for the brethren, we have not passed from death 
to life. If we do not love the brother whom we have seen, says John, how shall we love God whom we 
have not seen. Laying aside all malice, and envy, and hatred, bearing each other in love, that is the 
positive side of the sixth commandment. 


