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Murder, He Wrote
A Study of Exodus 20:13
Characteristic:  Love
Big Idea:  To be unloving is murderous.
Introduction:

A.
Well, I guess the Christmas season has officially started.  This poses a bit of a problem.  We’ve been studying through the book of Exodus, and we’re in the middle of the Ten Commandments.  The problem is the Ten Commandments aren’t all that “Christmasy.”  So, do I begin a new Christmas series?  Or do I continue through the Ten Commandments?  I’ve been encouraged to continue in Exodus, so I’m thinking I will.
B.
To make the message a little more “Christmasy” I picked up a book at Restoration Hardware called, “The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook:  Holidays.”  It provides a number of helpful tips for various holiday predicaments.  For example, what do you do when you receive a fruitcake?  That can be a real dilemma.  So, here are a few  “yuletips” on how you can repurpose that fruitcake.
1.
If you receive multiple fruitcakes, you can stack them like  a carnival game and try to knock them down with a baseball, creating hours of fruitcake fun.
2.
Or, you can use a fruitcake as  a bookend.  And who can’t use another bookend?
3.
Or, you can use a fruitcake as  a doorstop.
4.
Or, you can use it as  a tire block to keep your car from rolling.
5.
Or, you can use it as  a dumbbell to work out.
6.
Or, finally you can simply take advantage of the multi-colored beauty of a fruitcake by displaying it in your home as  a work of art, creating lots of conversation for your Christmas party guests, mostly after they leave.
So there.  Now you can’t really say that this message wasn’t Christmasy.

C.
Our text this morning is Exodus 20:13.  It’s the sixth commandment.  It  says,
NAU Exodus 20:13 “You shall not murder.”
Now, some of you are probably thinking, “I don’t really have to worry about that.  I’m not going to murder anyone.  I’m good on that one.  It doesn’t apply to me.”

Not so fast.  Some of you have already committed murder this morning, and you didn’t even know it.  Many more will commit murder this afternoon.  And before the week is out, perhaps every single one of us will be guilty of murder.
You say, “Hold on here, what are you talking about, Kerrey?”  Let me carefully unpack the biblical perspective on murder.  I think you’ll see that this sixth commandment is so relevant that it touches your life every single day.
D.
My message comes in four parts this morning.  First,  I want to consider what this command meant to the Israelites to whom it was originally given.  Second,  I want to consider the reasons why this command was given.  Third,  I want to consider certain exceptions to the command.  Finally,  I want to consider how this applies to us today.  In this last section, we’ll talk about how you might just be a murderer.
I.
Let’s begin with  the first question.  What did this sixth commandment mean to the Israelites to whom it was given?
A.
In Hebrew, the command is just two words.  There’s a verb expressing an action, and there’s a negative particle, saying don’t do it.  The  verb is rasah.  It means to murder, to kill, to slay, or to strike down (HALOT, TWOT, BDB).  I want you to notice that it includes murder, but it is not limited to murder.  It’s a broad term for killing.
1.
The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament says this:
Much has been made of the fact that the root rasah appears in the Mosaic legislation . . . as though the Decalogue only proscribed premeditated crime.  This is not the case . . . rasah applies equally to both cases of premeditated murder and killings as a result of any other circumstances . . .

2.
This is not an isolated opinion.  A chorus of Hebrew scholars corroborates the broad definition.
a.
One such scholar says of the word, “. . . it’s basic prohibition was against killing, for whatever cause, under whatever circumstances, and by whatever method . . .” (Durham, 293).

b.
Another scholar says,

“The verb has often been translated, ‘thou shalt not murder’, which avoids the difficulty entailed in reconciling the broad prohibition of killing with the frequent taking of life in war and capital punishment throughout the Old Testament.  However, it was soon recognized that the basic distinction between murder and killing, namely the factor of intentionality, cannot be sustained for the verb” (Childs, 419-420).

3.
The Bible itself also corroborates a broad definition of the term.  As part of the Mosaic Law in the Old Testament, God prescribed the selection of cities of refuge.  A person who accidentally or unintentionally killed someone could flee to one of these cities for protection against avengers.  That’s what the Lord is talking about when He says to Moses in  Numbers 35:11,
NAU Numbers 35:11 then you shall select for yourselves cities to be your cities of refuge, that the manslayer who has killed any person unintentionally may flee there.

Of significance is the fact that the word  “killed” is our same word, rasah.  Here it clearly does not mean murder.  It’s closer to what we would call manslaughter.
4.
This raises the question, why translate the word in the sixth commandment as “murder” when it clearly can include more than that?  
Well,  some translations, such as the King James Version, actually render the sixth commandment, “Thou shalt not kill.”  But most modern translations render it “murder,” not “kill.”  I suspect they do so because the Hebrew word is unique in that it limits the killing to humans (HALOT, TWOT).  One scholar says  of the Hebrew word, “the verb refers only to the killing of persons, never to animals” (Durham, 293).
So translators are faced with the challenge of trying to find a commonly understood English verb that means to kill humans only.  There isn’t a common English verb that I know of that does the job perfectly.  For example, the word, “manslaughter” is not a verb and may imply that the idea does not include premeditation, when in fact, it does.  The word, “kill” is sufficiently broad, but has the disadvantage of wrongly implying that animals could be included, when in fact, they are not.  The word, “murder” rightly limits the killing to humans, but has the disadvantage of implying that it may not include unintentional or careless killing, when in fact, it does.
B.
Why all the fuss about the broad meaning of the word?  Because the broad meaning indicates that taking the life of any human under any circumstances is very, very serious business.  The sixth commandment indicates that our default position should be not to kill another human being, period.  The rule is, don’t take the life of another person.
As we will see, there are some exceptions to this rule.  But, this command shows that the exceptions are to be taken haltingly, as a last resort, when there are no other good options.  If there is ever a doubt, we should land on the side of preserving life.

II.
Why?   What are the reasons behind the command, “You shall not murder”?  There are a number of reasons.
A.
The first reason for the sixth commandment is  God’s image. We humans are made in the image of God.  Therefore, killing another human being offends God in much the same way that killing a little boy offends his father.   Genesis 9:6 explains,
NAU Genesis 9:6 “Whoever sheds man's blood, By man his blood shall be shed, For in the image of God He made man.”
To be made in God’s image means God made us to bear some similarity to Him.  As humans, we have a spiritual dimension that connects us to God in a way that is unique in all creation.  We are made to have a relationship with God and to resemble what God is like.

If we look back at the original creation of the first humans in Genesis 1, we find that we are the culmination of God’s creative acts.  We are the crescendo.  It’s as if everything else was preparation.  We are the highest point of creation.  The final thing.

Every other aspect of creation is introduced by God saying, “Let there be.”  “Let there be light.”  “Let there be a firmament.”  But, when He comes to the creation of man, there is deliberation; there is pause.  God says, “Let us make,” indicating deliberation among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  He doesn’t say the animals bear His image.  He doesn’t say any other aspect of His creation bears His image.  He saves that for the very last, the highest creation.  That’s us.  We bear His image.  That makes us sacred.  Every person is sacred.  So to murder a person is to violate the very image of God in that sacred person.
B.
Another reason for the sixth commandment is  God’s authority.  God has authority over life and death; we don’t.  The basis for this is also in  Genesis 9:6, where it says,
NAU Genesis 9:6 “. . . He made man.”
God alone has the right to take away life because He alone created life.  To end another person’s life violates this principle.  The right time for someone to die is when God ordains it.  God says in  Deuteronomy 32:39,
NAU Deuteronomy 32:39 “. . . there is no god besides Me; It is I who put to death and give life. . . .”
C.
Another reason for the sixth commandment is  God’s gift.  Deuteronomy 32:39 says that God is  the giver of the gift of life.  We disrespect the gift and the Giver when we throw away the life He has given.

D.
Another reason for the sixth commandment is  God’s community.  Killing destroys the community God intends.  God’s people constitute a unified body, an interconnected community.  So, when we take the life of another, we are in a sense harming ourselves.   Romans 12:5 says,
NAU Romans 12:5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.

E.
Another reason for the sixth commandment is  God’s purposes.  Killing opposes God’s purposes just as Satan opposes God.  In  John 8:44, Jesus describes Satan this way.  He says,
NAU John 8:44 “He was a murderer from the beginning . . .”
So, to the extent that we are murderous, we follow Satan’s footsteps; we join Satan in opposition to God’s purposes.

F.
It is sobering to note that if, as a society, we conclude that the God of the Bible either does not exist or should not matter, then  all of these reasons no longer apply because they are all inextricably tied to God.  And if they no longer apply, then why not murder?

The atheist or the agnostic or the person who takes a hard line on separating church and state might say, “The prohibition of murder is just a social construct designed to preserve the species.”  Well, if the prohibition of murder is merely a social construct, then any given society can change it, and it may even do so in the name of preserving the species.  For example, we in America could decide to kill off all people in nursing homes and to kill off all people who have genetic defects because they’re not helping to preserve the species.  This may sound ridiculous, but it’s a perfectly reasonable and justifiable course if God is removed from the reasons for protecting life.
We are not to kill other people because of God’s image, God’s authority, God’s gift, God’s community, and God’s purposes.
III.
There are certain  exceptions to this rule.  Before I get into the exceptions, some of you may be wondering, “Bob, you have made the case before that the Mosaic Law, including the Ten Commandments has been done away; it’s been superceded by Christ.  So, then does the sixth commandment even apply to us?”  Good question.

When the entire Bible is considered, we see that the prohibition of murder and the reasons behind it are introduced before the Mosaic Law, and they are reiterated after the Mosaic Law in the New Testament.  So, while the sixth commandment has been superceded by Christ, it still touches on timeless principles that do apply to us today.  As a rule, taking a human life is wrong.

Now to the exceptions.  For the sake of time, I’m just going to briefly touch on these, realizing that in some cases, the exceptions are hotly debated ethical issues, even among Christians, and I’m not going to be able to treat any of the issues thoroughly.
And remember, these exceptions are to be taken haltingly, as a last resort, when there are no other good options.  If there is ever a doubt, we should always land on the side of preserving life.
A.
The Bible does seem to indicate that killing may be permissible in defending your own life or that of another.  For example, if someone is trying to kill you or someone else, striking back is allowed.  The overriding intent here is  to save a life, not to murder.   Exodus 22:2 describes a situation in which the life of a homeowner is threatened by a burglar at night.  It says,
NAU Exodus 22:2 “If the thief is caught while breaking in and is struck so that he dies, there will be no bloodguiltiness on his account.”
So, killing to save a life does seem to be an exception.  This exception does not cheapen the sacredness of human life; it upholds it.  It upholds it by taking extreme measures to save a life from the threat of one who would murderously take it.
B.
Also killing in the context of  a just war seems to be an exception.  God Himself waged war in the Old Testament.  Also,  Ecclesiastes 3:8 seems to acknowledge that war can be justifiable in saying, there is . . .

NAU Ecclesiastes 3:8 . . . A time for war and a time for peace.

It can be argued that a just war does not cheapen the sacredness of human life; it upholds it.  It upholds it when it is waged out of respect for human life and in defense of human life.

C.
 Capital punishment can also be an exception.  Remember, capital punishment was instituted by God back in  Genesis 9:6:
NAU Genesis 9:6 “Whoever sheds man's blood, By man his blood shall be shed . . .”
The New Testament reaffirms the permissibility of capital punishment, but limits the authority for carrying it out to the government.  Jesus Himself seems to acknowledge the authority of the government to give the death penalty, and that this authority is given to governments by God.  For example, when Pilate was about to send Jesus to His death, he said, as recorded in  John 19:10,
NAU John 19:10 “. . . Do You not know that I have authority to release You, and I have authority to crucify You?” 11 Jesus answered, “You would have no authority over Me, unless it had been given you from above . . .”
Also, I think the Apostle Paul is referring to the right of government to mete out capital punishment when he says in  Romans 13:4,
NAU Romans 13:4 . . . it [the government] does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil.

As with the other exceptions, capital punishment does not cheapen the sacredness of human life; it upholds it.  It upholds the sacredness of human life by dealing with the one who dares to profane it.
D.
What about  euthanasia?  Does anyone have a right to painlessly put a person to death who is suffering from incurable conditions or diseases?  In some cases, isn’t this merciful, and don’t people have a right to die with dignity?
This is an ironic question because, according to the Bible, the only dignity we have comes from being made in the image of God, and God says that dignity is violated by killing.  Moreover, the Bible does not define the quality of life by the absence of suffering.  On the contrary, the Bible says when we follow God closely, suffering is guaranteed, and it can even be beneficial.  So, with all due respect and sympathy for those who suffer, euthanasia is not a viable exception.  Euthanasia does not seem to uphold the sacredness of human life; it cheapens it.
E.
What about  abortion?  Is abortion a viable exception?  We must first answer the question, is the unborn fully human?  Without going into the details, I believe the weight of the biblical evidence indicates that God views the unborn fetus as a person from the moment of conception.  But, for the sake of argument, let’s assume that the Bible is not so clear about just when the fetus becomes a person.  Let’s assume there is some doubt about it.

Remember, in the face of doubt, the sacredness of human life warrants that we land on the side of protecting that life.  So, even if there is some doubt, I would argue that we should make decisions as though the fetus were fully human.
On the assumption that the fetus is fully human, then abortion would involve killing a person.  And we must then ask, is it a kind of killing that is permitted by  any of the biblical exceptions that have been identified?  The short answer is no.  Abortion is not capital punishment.  Abortion is not a just war.  Abortion is not to save a life.  Yes, it can be argued that, in some rare cases, abortion may be justified as an attempt to save a mother’s life when it is clearly threatened.  Aside from this, abortion does not seem to uphold the sacredness of human life; it cheapens it.
IV.
Well how does all this  apply to you and me this week?  I have noted in previous messages that, in some cases, Jesus takes an Old Testament command and raises the bar.  He takes certain commands and expands them in a way that tests and reveals our hearts.

In Jesus’ day, Jews would have understood the sixth commandment to prohibit the killing of human life.  In  Matthew 5:21, Jesus says,
NAU Matthew 5:21 “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT MURDER ' and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.'”

You can almost hear the Jews thinking to themselves, “Yup, we got it.  It’s the Law of Moses.  It’s the sixth command of the Decalogue, the Ten Commandments.  We’re not supposed to murder anybody.  We’ve heard that.”

Now Jesus presses the command inward.  Jesus shocks them with a statement that challenges us even today.  Jesus says that merely being angry or hateful or malicious toward another person—whether in thought or word—this, too, is murderous.  He says in  Verse 22,

NAU Matthew 5:22 “But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.”
Jesus is saying, “You think taking a person’s life is murderous.  You’re right.  But, I’m telling you, if you say a single hurtful word to one other person, you’re guilty.  If you even think a single malicious thought toward another person, you’re guilty.  You, too, are a murderer.”
You may say, “That’s a little harsh.  Isn’t that exaggerating a little?”  Well, just listen to  1 John 3:15.  It says,

NAU 1 John 3:15 Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer . . .
That’s pretty direct.  But, you may say, “Well ‘hate’ seems like such a strong word.  I’m not sure I’ve ever truly hated anyone.  So I’m not so sure I’m really a murderer.”  Actually, the context of this verse defines for us exactly what “hate” means.  The last half of the verse immediately preceding provides a useful parallel.  It  says,
NAU 1 John 3:14 . . . He who does not love abides in death.

The last part of Verse 14 and the first part of Verse 15 are synonymous; they are restatements of the same idea.  Therefore,  the one who hates in Verse 15 is the same person as he who does not love in Verse 14.  As such, to hate here simply means to fail to love.  And this is not just my idea.  For example, in commenting on these verses, one Bible scholar agrees,  saying, “Abruptly, and pointedly, the concept of ‘not loving’ in v 14 is identified as ‘hating.’” (Smalley, WBC, 1, 2, 3 John, 190).
That leads us to the inevitable conclusion.  It’s a conclusion that serves as  the big idea of this entire message.  Here it is:   To be unloving is murderous.  This is a sobering idea.  A simple failure to love kills.  Withholding love from people who are starving for it strikes them down. To be unloving is murderous.  Two things occurred to me as I applied this idea to myself.
A.
First, to be unloving is a lot more serious than I thought.  I didn’t really think of it as murderous before.
1.
What’s worse?  Bludgeoning an innocent person to death, or failing to love him?  Seems like a ridiculous example, but let’s think about this.  Bludgeoning versus a failure to love.  Both come from a heart that is murderous.  Both are points on the same continuum of spiritual heart disease.  Both come from the same kind of sin that lurks in the heart.  Both defile the image of God in the other person.  Both are destructive to the other person.  Both are murderous in the eyes of God.

2.
You may be thinking, “Exactly how is the failure to love murderous?  It still doesn’t seem as bad as that.”  Let’s think about this.  Jesus says in  Matthew 5:22,
NAU Matthew 5:22 “. . . whoever says to his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty . . .”
a.
Why is this little thing so bad?  After all, in our culture we are masters of the put down.  We’ve got a million ways to tell other people they are good for nothing, and we learn most of them in junior high school.  It toughens us up.  What’s the big deal?

Well, it strikes down the image of God in another person.  It murders the sacredness of another person.  It kills their worth, their value, their importance.
b.
Let’s consider how this can play out.  There’s a little girl.  She’s fearfully and wonderfully made in the image of God, and God loves her deeply, and God thinks she is sacred, special, remarkable.  There’s no one like her.  She’s the Father’s little girl.

But she doesn’t know it.  She can’t see it.  She can’t understand God’s love because she’s never seen it modeled by another person toward her.

Her earthly father works hard at the things that are important to him.  But he doesn’t spend much time with her, so she thinks, “Maybe I am good for nothing.”  Murder.
She goes to school and some boys tease her because she’s a little chunky.  They call her some cruel names.  She thinks, “Maybe I am good for nothing.”  Murder.
She goes home and watches TV and the subliminal messages stream from the story lines.  In order to be good for something, you must be pretty.  In order to be good for something you must be smart.  In order to be good for something, you must be popular.  In order to be good for something, you must be dating.  In order to be good for something, you must be an achiever.  She thinks to herself, “I am not any of these things.  Maybe I am good for nothing.”  Murder.
And the little girl may spend the rest of her life looking normal on the outside.  But on the inside, she’s driven by conflicting desires:  self-protection and self-promotion.  She’s the American girl.  Murdered, looking for life in all the wrong places.
She is self-protective in the sense that she doesn’t want people to get close enough to her—she doesn’t want to be vulnerable enough that people can hurt her again by pointing out that maybe she is good for nothing.  Murder.
She is self-promoting in the sense that she desperately wants someone to love her, so she identifies a niche where she has the best shot and she pursues acceptance through fashion, or sports, or sex, or scholastic performance, or whatever.  She’s hoping against hope that someone will disprove her suspicion that maybe she’s good for nothing.  Murder.
You try to tell the girl that Jesus loves her.  But, she doesn’t know what you’re talking about.  She’s never seen that kind of love before.
B.
The first thing that occurs to me is that to be unloving is a lot more serious than I thought.   The second thing that occurs to me is related to the first thing.  It’s the flip side.  To be loving is a lot more important than I thought.

1.
No wonder Jesus says in  John 13:34,
NAU John 13:34 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.”
2.
No wonder  love is one of the most important characteristics in becoming complete in Christ.  Without love, we Christians have nothing to say.  Without love, we’re shooting blanks in this spiritual war.
3.
No wonder  the mission of this church is to love God in a way that reaches another generation.  Without love, our reach is little more than a marketing gimmick.

4.
No wonder  God in the person of Jesus Christ had to become a man and die on a cross in our place and on our behalf to demonstrate the extent of His love for us.  The image of God in us is so warped and wounded, the only way we could grasp His love was for Him to take our sin upon Himself, and to pay for our sin by dying on a cross, and on that basis, to offer eternal life to all who simply believe Him for it.  And to receive eternal life from Him by simply believing Him for it is the only way He could tell us that we are good for something not because of what we do.  We’re good for something because of who we are—made in the sacred image of God.
5.
Once we trust Jesus Christ as our Savior from sin—once we begin to understand that we are the sacred object of God’s love—once we begin to understand that we no longer have to chase love through self-protective, self-promoting games, but that as believers, we already have it—we then begin to feel free to take the risk of truly loving others—we then begin to see how vitally important it is to love others as Jesus has loved us—proactively, sacrificially, unmistakably, publicly.
The only way people are going to understand God’s love is if they see it in you.  Jesus says in  John 13:35

NAU John 13:35 “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
Your neighbors are starving for the kind of love that Jesus offers.  If you withhold it, you murder them.

6.
Joseph Stowell is the president of the Moody Bible Institute in Chicago.  He was formerly a pastor and was asked what he would do differently if he were to return to the pastorate.  This is what he said:

I would want to revolutionize the “status quo” mind-set of those who claim to be faithful followers of Jesus.  Most of us have thought that being a good Christian is about accepting Christ, embracing and defending sound doctrine, keeping the rules, and in our best moments cultivating a relationship with Jesus.  And while all this is vital, it’s not the total package.

If I could pull up a chair beside you right now, I would want to look in your eyes and tell you how pivotally important my next words are.  Listen carefully.  Authentic Christianity is not just about keeping and protecting the faith and keeping the rules.  It is even more than living to deepen your relationship with Jesus.  Authentic Christianity, the real deal, is about embracing all of these important elements and using them as a resource to actively and intentionally engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus (The Trouble with Jesus, 107-108).

I would add just one thing:  Anything less is murderous.
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