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Commandments #5 & #6  

If you’ve been around me for a while, you’ll notice that I often think in song.  A 

particular event or turn of phrase used reminds me of a song, and I start singing it, 

either in my mind or out loud.  Sometimes the songs are more appropriate than 

others.  As I prepared for this sermon, the song that kept coming to my mind was, 

“Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover,” by Paul Simon.  Only… for some reason, the 

words came out as:  “Fifty Ways to Kill Your Lover!”  Forgive me Paul Simon! 

Believe it or not, there really was a British T.V series by that title:  “Fifty Ways to 

Kill Your Lover.”  The show began its run in 2014, and it depicted stories of 

Americans (imagine that!) who killed their spouses.  It’s not a series that I would 

choose to watch, but the title does seem to fit with the topics of the 

commandments we are looking at today:  “You shall not kill” and “You shall not 

commit adultery.” 

The first four commandments focus on our relationship with God, who created us, 

and with those God gave to nurture us in our earthly lives, our parents.  The 

remainder of the love words from God focus on our relationships with others, our 

neighbors.  The first of these deals with taking the life of another person who was, 

also, created by God and in God’s image.   

“You shall not kill.”  This may be the shortest sentence in the Old Testament; 

however, it packs a punch (pardon the pun).  Literally, in Hebrew, the language of 

the Old Testament, this commandment reads, “You shall not murder.”  For this 

reason, it is helpful to start any explanation about this commandment with what it 

DOESN’T mean.  There are many ways to kill, but they are not all murder. 

This commandment does not have to do with the killing of animals, especially 

those we humans consume as nourishment.  In the first chapter of Genesis, God 

created the animals and plants and put all living things under human care.  At first, 

humans are directed to consume only plants, but in Genesis 9:3, after the Flood 

had destroyed the earth, God tells Noah and his family that animals may be 

consumed as well.  Later in the Levitical laws regarding food, there are more 

specific instructions as to which animals are clean for consumption and which are 

unclean.  Many of these dietary  laws are still practiced by people of the Jewish 

and Muslim faiths today.  Regardless, other, nonhuman life on earth is to be 

regarded as God’s creation and treated with respect and not cruelty or destructive 

disregard. 

Killing in defense from attacking enemies in times of war or self-defense when 

one’s life is threatened are not typically considered murder; however, this 



becomes questionable when killing involves innocents or excessive force. Then, 

we must rely on the judgement of the appropriate courts and judges. 

Capital punishment was permitted by God throughout the Old Testament for 

anyone who killed another without due cause or who was caught in a treasonous 

act.  There are other situations listed in the OLD Testament that were said to 

warrant the death penalty that no longer apply in our age.  Regardless, these 

penalties are to be left in the hands of the legal authorities after determining the 

truth of the offense through witnesses, questioning and not dispensed by the 

individuals who have been wronged.  In particular, it’s important to remember that 

Christians are not to take personal vengeance upon those who wrong us because 

our true citizenship is the kingdom of heaven.   

So, it’s important to realize that there can, in some cases, be a fine line between 

“killing” and “murder.”  Yet, Martin Luther, in the Large Catechism, and based on 

scripture, broadens the meaning of the commandment, “You shall not kill,” beyond 

the physical act.   

He states, “Now this commandment is easy enough and has been often treated, 

because we hear it annually in the Gospel of St. Matthew, 5, 21 ff., where Christ 

Himself explains and sums it up, namely, that we must not kill neither with hand, 

heart, mouth, signs, gestures, help, nor counsel.”  According to Jesus, even anger 

against another is akin to murder because anger destroys relationships and is 

directly against the commandment to “Love your neighbor as yourself.”   In the 

Small Catechism, Luther explains the commandment in this way: “We are to fear 

and love God, so that we neither endanger nor harm the lives of our neighbors, 

but instead help and support them in all of life's needs.’ 

The love letter from God now moves from individual murder to the “killing” of the 

covenant relationship of partners in marriage due to infidelity.  “You shall not 

commit adultery.”  In the first lesson from the Old Testament book of Proverbs, we 

read a wise father’s instructions to his son about the evils of lust and adultery. 

Martin Luther gives this explanation of the numbering of the commandments from 

the 5th on.  Please remember the historical context of the 1500’s when this was 

written: 

“These commandments now [that follow] are easily understood from [the explanation of] 

the preceding; for they are all to the effect that we [be careful to] avoid doing any kind of 

injury to our neighbor. But they are arranged in fine [elegant] order. In the first place, they 

treat of his own person. Then they proceed to the person nearest him, or the closest 

possession next after his body namely, his wife, who is one flesh and blood with him, so that 

we cannot inflict a higher injury upon him in any good that is his.” 



In our Lutheran liturgy for marriage, the typical vows stated by the bride and 

groom are:   

“I take you, name, to be my wife/husband from this day forward, 
to join with you and share all that is to come, 
and I promise to be faithful to you until death parts us.” 
 
In front of God and all who are gathered to witness the marriage, the couple 
pledges their faithfulness to one another.  The ultimate end to the relationship is 
death.  The promise made is for a life-long relationship together in and with God’s 
loving care and blessing.  When one or the other in the marriage partnership 
commits adultery, this relationship of trust is destroyed - A death in the 
relationship results. 
 
In Jesus’ teachings about divorce in the Gospel of Matthew, Chapter 5:31-32, the 
only permitted reason for divorce is the infidelity of one of the marriage partners.  
He teaches his followers to refrain from re-marrying after a divorce because this 
causes the new spouse to commit adultery.  That’s pretty harsh, but our Lord was 
making a point of the sanctity of marriage and the consequences of broken vows 
even on consequent relationships.  No matter how strong subsequent marriages 
may be, there are still ghosts of the previous relationship that may affect the new 
relationship-  especially if there are children involved.    
 
Adultery takes other forms in addition to the above. Again, in Matthew 5:27-28, 

Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But 

I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed 

adultery with her in his heart.”  The Small Catechism expands the definition of 

adultery in this more positive way:   

“We are to fear and love God, so that we lead pure and decent lives in word and 

deed, and each of us loves and honors his or her spouse.”  For Luther and, 

therefore, in Christian teaching, the commandment relates to any sexual 

relationship with a person who is not one’s spouse.  In other words, one should 

remain chaste until one is married, or this commandment is broken. 

Okay, okay, I know that our society has different morés about this subject, but 

God’s Word-the holy scriptures- uphold the sanctity and blessing of the marriage 

relationship. In both the Old and New testaments, sexual relationships outside of 

marriage and infidelity within the marriage relationship are understood as sinful.  

And there are always repercussions from sin- no matter what the type. 

Consider the Samaritan woman whom Jesus met in the Gospel lesson read today: 
When she’s asked to go and get her husband, she honestly replies that she is not 
married.  Jesus acknowledges her honest answer and expresses his knowledge, 
as the divine Son of God, that she has had 5 husbands, but the man she was 



living with was not her husband.  In other words, this woman’s past and present 
lifestyle would have been considered unlawful according to the 6th Commandment.  
It’s for this reason that she was an outcast in her community and avoided others 
by going to the well for water at the hottest hour of the day, noon.  
 
Yet, we are told that Jesus looked beyond the sins of this woman into her heart 
and recognized her openness to his message.  Because of this openness, her 
honesty, and her faith that the Messiah would come, the Samaritan woman was 
given a rare gift.  This outcast, lonely woman was the first one in the Gospel of 
John that Jesus voluntarily told his identity as the Messiah of God. 
 
Like the Samaritan woman, in our own encounters with Jesus’ word of life, we are 
confronted with all the ways we have fallen short in upholding the commandments 
of God.  In our own encounters with Jesus, we are reminded that we are not given 
the authority to pass judgement on others as disciples of the Lord without first 
facing our own sin.  In our own encounters with Jesus, we learn to view life and 
living as a sacred gift given by a loving Creator God and to honor our relationships 
with and promises to others, especially our marriage partners.  Through our own 
encounters with Jesus and our faith, we are promised forgiveness and new life 
when we honestly confess our sins and turn back to God’s way of life. 

 
As Paul writes in his letter to the Romans, “8 But God proves his love for us in that 
while we still were sinners Christ died for us.   9 Much more surely then, now that 
we have been justified by his blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath 
of God.1  10 For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the 
death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by 
his life. (Rom. 5:8-10 NRS) 
 
In the story of Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well, we are 
reminded of the incredible gift of God the world has received in God’s Son, God in 
the flesh.  This gift brings the Living water of eternal life that washes away all sin 
that separates us from God.  This gift is not ours - even Christianity’s- gift alone.  It 
is for all of humanity. But it is our responsibility to share it with others so that they 
too will be refreshed with the Life Jesus brings.   
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