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Class 11h:  The goal of this class is to understand the sixth commandment of the Decalogue. 
 
Sixth Commandment: "Thou shall not murder." (Exodus 20:13)  
 
What does the word for murder mean? 
 
• The KJV translates the Hebrew word kill.  Most other translations use the word murder.  The Hebrew 

word is always used to describe the killing of a man by a man.  The only exception is Proverbs 22:13, 
where an animal kills a man.  We can define murder as the killing of a human by another human.  We 
will see that the word includes both murder and manslaughter, but both acts of killing are unlawful. 
 

Ex 21:12-15 expounds the complexity of murder and its punishment. 
 

• The principle of the sixth commandment was given in Genesis 9:5-6.  God declared that it was 
unlawful for a man or beast to kill a human because man was created in God’s image.  The 
context of Gen 9:5-6 is the killing of one man by another man or beast.  War is not pictured here, 
but in light of Gen 9:5-6, war is horrible because of the death of God’s image bearers.  We learn 
from Gen 9:5-6 that the killing of a human is unlawful. 
 

• Ex 21:12 applies the penalty from Gen 9:5-6 to the sixth commandment.  Whether manslaughter or 
murder, the man who kills another man will owe his own blood. 
 

• The Bible reveals two categories of murder – manslaughter and murder. 
 
o  Ex 21:13 addresses the crime of manslaughter, which is an unlawful killing of another man 

without malice or premeditation.  Since the guilty man must flee to a place of refuge, he is 
still under the penalty of owing his blood for the death, but the Lord provided a place of 
divine refuge for accidental offenders of the sixth commandment.  According to verse 14, the 
place of refuge is the altar during the wilderness journey and in Jerusalem (1 Kings 1:50-53, 
2:28-34).  Later, the Lord provided cities of refuge, where guilty parties could flee until a trial 
could reveal their motives (Num 35).  Though the manslayer may be delivered from death, 
his will still bear the burden of killing a man created in the image of God (Num 35:28). 
 

o  Ex 21:14 addresses the crime of murder, which is the willful killing of another man.  The 
punishment is death.  The altar or city of refuge provides no escape from the punishment. 
 

• Ex 21:15 connects the fifth and sixth commandments.  The word for strike is a premeditated and 
intentional action.  In other words, a child intentionally hits his father or mother.  This verse shows 
that striking a father and mother is more heinous because of the fifth commandment. 

 
The Case Law of the Sixth Commandment (Ex 21:18-32) – We are responsible for our actions. 
 
1. Consequences of fighting (Ex 21:18-19):  Fighting is not warranted as a way to settle a dispute.  Even 

in the case of two wrong parties, the party who struck is responsible for loss of life or earnings for the 
damage he caused. 
 

2. Consequences of extreme discipline (Ex 21:20-21):  Slaves were protected from being punished to 
the point of death.  The master would die according to Ex 21:12 even if he kill his own property 
because even slaves are men or women created in the image of God.  
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3. Unintended Consequences of Fighting (Ex 21:18-25):  Men who are fighting are responsible for 
collateral damage of life.  They may owe restitution or life.  
 

4. Unintended Consequences of Discipline (Ex 21:26-27):  Masters forfeit ownership of slaves for 
damaging or limiting the life of a slave. 
 

5. Consequences of the Neglect (Ex 21:28-32):  A man is responsible for the use and actions of his 
property.  The concept of manslaughter and murder apply to the consequences of one’s property.  If 
an known safe ox kills a person, the owner of the ox is not liable like in manslaughter.  If the owner 
does not protect others from his dangerous property, the owner is liable to death penalty.  

 
Principles of the Sixth Commandment in Exodus 
 
• The sixth commandment requires the preservation of life. 

 
• Intentional murder is punishable by death. 

 
• Manslaughter, accidents, damage due to fighting, extreme discipline and neglect of property fall under 

the penalty of the sixth commandment; therefore, we must live careful lives because we value that 
man was created in the image of God. 

 
Principles of the Sixth Commandment in the New Testament 
 
• If murder is wrong, the inner attitudes of the heart, which would lead to murder are assumed under the 

sixth commandment.  (Matt 5:21-26; 1 John 3:15., James 4:2) 
 
Applications of the Sixth Commandment 
 
• Civil Magistrate:  death penalty, just war, laws that preserve life. 

 
• Individual Believers:  We must be careful to preserve life always.  We must guard against anger and 

bitterness, which could lead to murder.  We must be careful how our actions effect others out of our 
concern for their well-being.  We should use medicine to preserve life (Isaiah 38:21, 1 Tim 5:23). 

 
“But principally the law brings [us] to Christ, as it strips man of all confidence in his own goodness and 
righteousness, and, by an acknowledgment of his misery, deeply humbles him, that so he may be thus 
prepared to endeavour after, what before he thought he did not stand in need of.” – Herman Witsius 


