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Exodus 20v13 : You shall not murder 

 

 

The command: the unauthorised killing of another human being 

Now the Hebrew word translated “murder” is not the usual one to describe killing. This suggests not 

all killing is being forbidden here. And this is confirmed by the big picture of God’s law. You see 

elsewhere, the LORD actually AUTHORISES killing in two particular instances. The first is in the 

case of divinely sanctioned wars. The second is as punishment for certain crimes.
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Now these are tricky subjects we cannot deal with in a small section of a sermon. But if we were 

able to establish from the NT that there are still times when war or the death penalty is justified, then 

we would have to agree that these are not forbidden by this commandment either. 

 

In other words, the command outlaws only the UNAUTHORISED killing of another human being. 

And in the bigger picture, there are four forbidden outfits that death might come dressed in. 

 

(1) deliberation (Num 35:22-24 cf. Ex 21:12-14)
2
 As in our law, the issue of intent is a key factor 

in determining whether killing is murder. (2) conspiracy (2 Sam 12:9) 
3
 Intentionally arranging the 

circumstances leading to someone’s death is condemned too. (3) hostility (Num 35:16-21).
4
 This is 

less obvious to us. If someone died as a result of an everyday fight, even if death was not intended, 

then the one who struck them was classed as a murderer too. I have to say, seeing such 

consequences in such a serious light would certainly curb the rise in violence we see in our culture. 

 

(4) negligence (Ex 21:28-29) 

We’ll spend a bit more time on this because it is perhaps most relevant. Would you turn over one 

page to Exodus 21? From verse 12, this whole chapter seeks to apply the sixth commandment just as 

we have already done. Well take a look at verses v28-29 [READ] 

 

There are just two preconditions in verse 29 that make the owner’s actions a breach of command “do 

not kill.” The bull has previously been dangerous, and the owner has previously been warned. 

Unless these two things have taken place, verse 28 tells us the owner is not to be held responsible. 

But where they have, the owner is guilty. 

 

Illustration: Just a few years ago, five year old Ellen Lawrenson was killed by her uncle’s dog. 

Well not only was the dog illegal under the dangerous dogs act, but the uncle had been warned twice 

by police about incidents involving the dog. 

 

It would seem that just this sort of scenario is envisaged here. But we might ponder other scenarios 

too. The driver who kills a pedestrian having been previously warned about their driving. Or the 

boss whose machinery kills a worker, but who has been warned about getting it serviced. 

 

                                                 
1 Apologetics on these forms of killing. 
2 Would you turn just one page to Exodus 21? The whole section from verse 12 to 36 applies our command. Let’s take a look first at verses 12-14 
[READ] Now this seems to fit our common idea of murder. The stress is on the intent of the action. In his concern for justice, God makes provision for 

accidental death, designating cities as havens for offenders to run to and escape any vengeance. 

 
3 Although not mentioned here, we should note that intentionally arranging the circumstances leading to someone’s death is condemned too. 

Remember David? Having got Bathsheba pregnant, he sends her husband Uriah into battle and arranges for the troops to leave him exposed so that he 

is killed. David wasn’t even there. But Nathan the prophet declares in 2 Samuel 12v9: “YOU struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword…YOU 
killed him with the sword of the Ammonites.” The point is simple. To arrange for someone to be killed is as if you have done the killing yourself. 

 
4 Back to Exodus 21. Take a look now at verse 18-19 [READ] The situation seems to be one where a fight occurs, perhaps not with the intention of 
murder. Now the point here is that someone shouldn’t be held responsible for minor injuries that result. But the assumption seems to be that they 

should if the person dies. This is made explicit in Numbers 35:21. There the person is called a murder. This would certainly curb the rise in violence 

we see in our culture. 
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The point throughout, is that life should be cherished. It is therefore murderous not only to 

deliberately take it, but to show so little regard for it that we enter into violence against one-another 

or fail to protect one-another where we are responsible for doing so.  

 

And this leads us next to: 

The reason for the command: We bear the image of God (Gen 9:1-7) 

Let me read again Genesis 9v5-6 [READ] 

 

I wonder whether you react against the command being applied to areas we would today consider as 

manslaughter? I imagine most of us struggle with the fact that these crimes received the death 

penalty. 

 

Well, whether or not we see a place for the death penalty today, we can only grasp the seriousness of 

these crimes when we grasp the wonder of being in God’s image. How we treat his representatives is 

how we treat him. And so killing another human being is an act of violence against God, second 

only to killing his actual Son. 

 

James applies this principle to every one of us when he writes in James 3v9 of the inconsistency of 

Christians who “with the tongue…praise our Lord and Father, and with it…curse men, who have 

been made in God’s likeness.” 

 

How we treat one-another really is the most serious of issues? Why? Because a lack of respect for 

one-another demonstrates a lack of respect for God. 

 

With that in mind, we come to specific application: 

Application 1: murderous attitudes (Matt 5:21-22, 1 Jn 3:15) 

We know Jesus’ teaching well and so will not dwell on them. [READ Matthew 5v21-22] 

 

In Mark 7 Jesus declares that: “Out of men’s hearts come” things such as “murder.” Again, in 1 

John 3v15, John writes: “Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer.” 

 

The principle behind the commandment then is that we sin not only by committing murder, but by 

feeling the sentiments that lead to murder. 

 

Illustration: If a spring of water is contaminated, the river will be contaminated too. So it is that we 

are condemned not just by our actions, but by the attitudes from which they arise. 

 

We would do well then to seek God’s forgiveness for unjustified anger. And seek his Spirit as 

chlorine to decontaminate our spring. 

  

Application 2: ‘mercy-killings’ 

I’m sure you know that the two ethical issues our commandment most touches on today are those of 

abortion and euthanasia. 

 

Now we looked at abortion last autumn, and you can get a transcript or recording of that talk from 

Brendan if you want. Here we focus on euthanasia and assisted suicide. 

 

The Christian Medical Fellowship defines euthanasia as follows: “The intentional killing by act or 

omission of a person whose life is felt not to be worth living.” Assisted suicide is slightly different. 

The NHS website defines it as: “The act of deliberately assisting or encouraging another person 

who commits, or attempts to commit, suicide.” 
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Now the one-sided and anecdotal coverage of this issue by the popular press has changed public 

opinion on it quite a bit. “Why shouldn’t we decide when our own life ends?” we might ask. “Why 

not rescue people from painful and undignified death?” “Surely this is a loving thing to do?” 

 

Well we don’t have time to cover the many biblical and ethical principles that suggest it is not that 

simple. Suffice to say, only God has authority to take life (Job 1:20). And he explicitly commands us 

to do nothing to endanger it (Leviticus 19:16). More than that, the Bible consistently stresses the 

importance of standing up for the elderly, sick or handicapped – the very people at threat from 

euthanasia or who may be pressured toward assisted suicide, 

 

We might add that modern medicine means that that as things already stand, people are not kept 

alive indefinitely, and are actually unlikely to die in great pain.  

 

We might also question the assumption that giving individuals or their families the decision to end 

their life is truly loving. After all, the family may be motivated by selfishness; the patient by the 

sense of being a burden. And whatever decision a family make one week may be regretted with huge 

guilt the next week. As for the individual, people often feel their life is worthless when low or 

depressed, only to feel very different months later. Giving such people responsibility to decide 

whether they live or die is just irresponsible. 

 

We might think also of the impact on the consciences of the doctors, of the pressure on patients who 

by choosing to remain alive feel a burden on the NHS, or on wider society when the worth of a 

human life becomes an arbitrary thing – depending on the whim of individuals. 

 

All this needs to be considered. But at its most simple, for the Christian, euthanasia is forbidden on 

the following logic: 

 

1) We have seen that intentional killing is forbidden unless authorised (Ex 20:13) 

2) We can note that nowhere in the bible are euthanasia or assisted suicide authorised. 

3) We must therefore conclude that euthanasia and assisted suicide are forbidden. And 

especially so, when we consider that these ideas were known in Bible times. 

 

Turn with me would you to 2 Samuel 1v6-10 [READ]? 

 

Now these are fascinating verses. Saul is dying and asks a man to mercifully finish him off. But how 

does David view it? Verses 14-15 [READ] 

 

Now the narrative clearly assumes it was wrong for the man to finish Saul off. And the reason is 

because of Saul’s identity before God.  

 

Well, we are not Kings of Israel, but we are those in God’s image, we are those commissioned to 

rule the world on his behalf. And if we are Christians, we are a royal priesthood who will rule the 

world to come. The principle surely therefore applies. Our identity before God never makes it OK 

for us to be killed, even if we choose it, and even if it is an act of mercy.  

 

Conclusion: Now this raises a principle that it is good to end on. You see, there is something that is 

more important than our right to choose when and how we die. And that is the importance of 

upholding the dignity of the human species as those made in the image of God. And that is itself 

important, because by implication it stresses the majesty of God that grants such dignity to those 

made in his image. So it is this, above all else, that makes all unauthorised killing so serious. 

Moreover, because of this, it should be no surprise that in a culture that has lost its vision of the 

majesty of God, the taking of human life through euthanasia or assisted suicide is being considered.
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Appendix A: Arguments against Euthanasia 

- Biblical 

1) It is God alone who has authority to take life (Job 1:20) 

2) We are to do nothing that endangers another’s life (Lev 19:16b) 

3) We are to protect the vulnerable, especially the elderly, sick and handicapped – the very 

people at risk from euthanasia (Lev 19:14, 32, Ezek 34:4) 

4) A motive of mercy does not negate the requirements of God’s law (Matt 23:23) 

- Other 

1) What is most merciful for the terminally ill is at the very least uncertain. 

2) It is ethically inconsistent to rest the responsibility of taking life with the consciences of 

doctors as this relativises when human life is sacred according to the feeling of each 

individual doctor. 

3) It is also unfair to rest this responsibility on the consciences of doctors. 

4) It is irresponsible to rest the decision to end life with the patient or their families as the 

motives, clarity of thought and influences on each will vary hugely from one day to the next, 

and so their decisions may vary likewise. 

5) To allow some to decide that their life is not worth sustaining inevitably makes others in the 

same situation feel theirs isn’t or that by wanting to live they are being irresponsible in using 

up NHS time and money. 

6) The examples of history suggest that once it is acceptable for an individual to decide that 

their life or someone else’s life should be terminated, the categories that limit when life can 

be taken become arbitrary and subjective. 

7) The fear that the alternative to euthanasia is to horribly sustain life at all costs is unwarranted 

as treatment that merely prolongs death is already rejected. 

8) The fear that sustaining life in the terminally ill will mean great suffering is also unwarranted 

due to modern medicine. 

 


