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Sermon 08-09-2026
“You shall not murder – the sixth commandment” – Rev. Markus Wegeanst
Exodus 20:1-4a, 7-10a & 12

Then God spoke all these words,
2 “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3 you shall have no other gods before[a] me.
4 “You shall not make for yourself an idol…
7 “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.
8 “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 10 But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work…
12“Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is giving you.
13 “You shall not murder

1)
“What part of no don’t you understand?”

Have you seen or heard this slogan before? You can find it on t-shirts, bumper stickers, in comedy shows, or as effective ways of boundary setting.
A no, is a no, right? There is nothing to interpret about it, nothing to tweak about, no means no and that’s just it – short and concise. 

Three of the 10 commandments are super short and concise: “You shall not… you shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal.” Today we are talking about the 6th commandment. It’s the first of the three super short commandments and it is probably the most famous of all the 10 commandments. 

You shall not murder

Don’t you feel like you could apply our opening slogan to this: What part of “no murder” don’t you understand? You may feel like it’s not even worth your time sitting through this sermon today because what can a preacher say for 20 minutes about something that is so clear? Maybe we should just call it a day. Let’s agree not to murder anyone this week and go home!

But friends, as with so many things in life – when you look closer you see that there is a lot of detail and depth to this commandment. Can we look into it?

2.1)
If you’ve been around for a while you may remember that older Bibles - and some Bibles still do it this way today – use different language for this commandment. In the good old KJV of the Bible you find:
“You shall not kill!” (KJV, ASV, RSV,…)
There are other English Bible translations that use the word kill rather than murder. Even I growing up in Germany where the Luther Bible is the most common Bible in most any protestant setting uses the word “kill” rather than murder. 

Maybe you feel it doesn’t make much of a difference, but it gets a little tricky. For example, in just the next chapter in the book of Exodus you find an interesting clash.
In your pew Bible or on your phone, could you find Exodus 21:12. Would you care to read that out loud with me: 
“Whoever strikes a person mortally shall be put to death.”

So how can the Israelites be given the instruction for the death penalty when one of the 10 commandments is not to kill anyone? It’s also problematic because Israel is instructed to go into war a few times in the OT and it’s very hard to wage war without killing. And then we have all the instructions on killing animals for sacrifices – that too might go against the 6th commandment!

The newer translations of the Bible have not changed the word from kill to murder because of this contradiction – that would not be an appropriate way to translate the Bible. Instead what scholars did, they looked very carefully at the Hebrew word that is used in Exodus 20 and that word is:
רָצַח / ratsach

Ratsach is usually understood to refer more specifically to unlawful killing, which is murder, not every possible taking of life. 

רָצַח / ratsach = “unlawful killing/ murder”


This may clear up why “murder” is actually the better translation of the 6th commandment. It also reconciles the fact that Israel did have the death penalty, fought wars, and killed animals.

If you are against the death penalty, if you are a pacifist and against war, or if you are against the killing of animals for food I hope you are not disillusioned by this. You may still be able to make a case for your position – it’s just tricky to do it when you base your sole argument on the 6th commandment. Does that makes sense? 
Screen blank
2.2)
Maybe our digging into translation clears things up a bit, but friends, I don’t think it makes our exploration of the 6th commandment any easier. Because don’t we have to ask: 
If the 6th commandment is about unauthorized killing, then who gets to have the authority to do so? Is it the government? A judge? A society? Do you see how tricky that gets?

It gets even more complicated when we consider some other related topics. The topics I’m going to mention now are very difficult and please don’t think that I am taking it lightly to talk about them – but I think we must if we really want to explore the depth of the 6th commandment:

What about suicide? Is that unauthorized killing? What about euthanasia (the painless killing of person or animal suffering from incurable condition), which is a subject that is becoming increasingly explored in modern cultures even though it has been part of the human story for a long time.

Of course, when you hear the term “unauthorized killing” you may think of the equally difficult topic of abortion. Our society argues hard and has been arguing hard for many decades about who has the authority when it comes to ending a pregnancy and whether it is an authorized killing. How do matters change when you throw in the difficult situation that the life of the mother may be in danger or that a woman was violated?

Some pacifists have argued that when a soldier kills someone in battle that is murder – there is a famous controversial line in a 1931 publication by the German author Kurt Tucholsky that says, “soldiers are murderers.” Some pacifists of the 60s and beyond have used this line to promote their case. 

While this is certainly a marginal movement today, there is more traction when it comes to the question as to whether a government does not have the authority to take human life. Many churches including the Roman Catholic Church and our own denomination officially oppose the death penalty – even though we know that OT Israel had it and was divinely granted. 

What about accidental killing? What if you kill someone with your car – it clearly can’t be an authorized killing, but is that really murder? What if you were driving under the influence when you killed someone – does that change things?

When does unintentional killing, like secondhand smoke or pharma companies  producing insecticides that cause cancer become murder? 
Or when I purchase products that were manufactured under horrible conditions in countries were people including children die in the process of making it – do I become complicit then – unintentionally – in a form of murder?

I’m throwing a lot of very serious and difficult scenarios at you. I apologize if you feel uncomfortable about it. But I think there is no way to do justice to the 6th commandment without being willing to be uncomfortable.

You also notice that I’m not offering you easy answers and solutions to any of those big questions I raised and maybe you are disappointed about that. Maybe you would love for me to make a clear statement about whether the death penalty is legitimate or whether us buying products that cause the death of people elsewhere is indeed a passive from of murdering. 

Sometimes clear blanket statements are helpful and necessary, and sometimes they are not! Sometimes easy answers don’t work. What does work is being willing to take the 6th commandment seriously in all matters of life. 
God cherishes life – that’s why we have the 6th commandment. When the first person Able in the Bible got killed by his own brother Cain it was a huge tragedy. Human life is sacred and any time human life gets destroyed we have to remember that it is a tragedy – regardless of whether the killing was authorized or not.

Let’s move on to Jesus, because Jesus had something to say about the 6th comndmnt…

3)
Would you join me in reading this out loud from Matthew’s gospel:

“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder,’ and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ 22 But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister,[a] you will be liable to judgment, and if you insult[b] a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council, and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell[c] of fire. - Matthew 5:21-26

It seems like today we are getting from one uncomfortable situation into another. Yikes – I really hope that you are up for this. Maybe you were hoping to find something uplifting in worship today and now you hear Jesus tell you that if you call someone a name you’re liable to hell. That is not uplifting!

When we face challenging scripture passages it is important that we see them through Jesus and with Jesus. Jesus is our friend and a good friend can challenge because there is trust. Please trust Jesus enough to let him challenge you on the concept of murder.

Clearly in the sermon on the mount Jesus radicalizes the 6th commandment. It’s almost like he wants to tell us: “Don’t think that just because you’re not killing anyone the 6th commandment doesn’t apply to you.” Jesus not only puts actions like being angry and insulting a fellow church member on the same level with murder – I think he’s suggesting that mistreating a brother or sister is a version of murder.
Check out what Jesus’ good friend John, the disciples who wrote the gospel and the letters of John says. This is from his first letter:

All who hate a brother or sister are murderers, and you know that murderers do not have eternal life abiding in them. - 1 John 3:15

Oh, my goodness! Here we have it black in white. The connection that Jesus made between the 6th commandment and our poor interactions with others are on the same level as murder!

How does this shape how you live?
In Western culture, I believe, what Jesus and John are doing here would be received very critically if they were contemporaries of ours. Linking poor treatment of a neighbor with murder would be seen as exaggerated and offensive. But you and I we are not here today as representatives of Western culture; we are here as people who live in Western culture but want to take our clues for living in this culture from God. God encounters us in scripture, and we can learn so much about life as humans when we are willing to take our clues for living from God and his timeless standards.

The way how we live with each other, the way how we treat each other is super important to God. Not killing each other is the minimum standard for us but God wants more than the minimum! In Christ God calls us to value our neighbor – especially our brothers and sisters. He doesn’t want us to offend them by calling them names or let our anger rain down on them.

Yes, that is a tough call, but tough calls make us tough, and we need some toughness to live responsibly in this world! 
---

I earlier referenced the story of the first murder in the bible. Cain killed his very own brother. God called him out on it. When God asked Cain where his brother was Cain responded lightly, saying “am I supposed to be my brother’s keeper?”

The biblical implication is: “Yes, yes Cain, you are supposed to be your brother’s keeper, but you murdered him.”

In Christ, God calls on all of us that we are each other’s keepers. We can’t be ignorant about each other – life is precious and God calls us to honor it.

May we go from this place today and bear in our hearts the joy of loving our neighbors so much that it is unthinkable for us to do harm to them – neither in deed, word or thought. Amen.



