
The Sixth Commandment: A Comprehensive
Examination of "Thou Shalt Not Murder"
The sixth commandment, "Thou shalt not murder," is one of the most
fundamental moral principles in human civilization. It is found in the Bible,
in both the Old and New Testaments, and has been interpreted and applied
in a variety of ways throughout history. In this article, we will explore the
biblical context of the sixth commandment, examine its historical
interpretations, discuss its ethical implications, and consider its
contemporary applications.
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Biblical Context

The sixth commandment is found in Exodus 20:13 and Deuteronomy 5:17,
as part of the Ten Commandments given to Moses by God on Mount Sinai.
The Hebrew word used for "murder" in these passages is "ratsach," which
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specifically refers to the unlawful killing of a human being with malice or
premeditation. This distinction is important because it excludes accidental
killings or killings in self-defense from the prohibition.

In the Old Testament, the sixth commandment is part of a broader set of
laws governing human relationships and behavior. It is closely related to
the fifth commandment, which prohibits killing any human being, and the
eighth commandment, which prohibits stealing and lying. Together, these
commandments form the foundation for a just and peaceful society.

In the New Testament, Jesus Christ reaffirms the sixth commandment in his
teachings, but he also expands its meaning. In the Sermon on the Mount,
Jesus teaches that the commandment not only prohibits murder, but also
extends to hatred and anger toward others (Matthew 5:21-22). He also
teaches that we should love our enemies and pray for those who persecute
us (Matthew 5:43-44).
Historical Interpretations

The sixth commandment has been interpreted and applied in a variety of
ways throughout history. In the early church, some Christian theologians
argued that the commandment prohibited all killing, including capital
punishment and warfare. However, this view was later rejected by the
majority of Christians, who argued that killing in self-defense or as a just
punishment for certain crimes was permissible.

In the Middle Ages, the sixth commandment was used to justify a variety of
harsh punishments for murder, including capital punishment,
dismemberment, and torture. However, over time, these punishments
became less common, and by the 19th century, most Western countries
had abolished capital punishment for murder.



In the 20th century, the sixth commandment was invoked by anti-war
protesters and human rights activists to condemn the violence and brutality
of war. In recent years, the commandment has also been used to justify
stricter gun control laws and to condemn acts of mass murder and
terrorism.
Ethical Implications

The sixth commandment has a profound ethical implications for human
conduct. It expresses the fundamental principle that human life is sacred
and that it should be protected from violence and harm. The commandment
also prohibits the intentional taking of innocent human life, and it requires
us to respect the rights and dignity of others.

The sixth commandment has a number of important implications for our
personal lives. It requires us to be compassionate toward others and to
treat them with respect and kindness. It also requires us to stand up for
what is right, even when it is unpopular or difficult. The commandment also
has implications for our public policies and laws. It requires us to support
laws that protect human life and to oppose laws that permit or encourage
violence and harm.

Contemporary Applications

The sixth commandment remains a relevant and important moral principle
in the 21st century. It is a reminder that all human life is sacred and that we
have a duty to protect it from violence and harm. The commandment also
has a number of important implications for contemporary issues such as
abortion, euthanasia, self-defense, and capital punishment.

The sixth commandment can guide our thinking on the issue of abortion.
While some people argue that abortion is a woman's right to choose, the



commandment reminds us that the unborn child is a human being with the
right to life. The commandment also has implications for euthanasia, or
physician-assisted suicide. While some people argue that euthanasia is a
compassionate way to end suffering, the commandment reminds us that it
is wrong to intentionally take an innocent human life.

The sixth commandment also has implications for self-defense and capital
punishment. While the commandment prohibits murder, it allows for the use
of force in self-defense to protect one's own life or the lives of others.
Similarly, while the commandment prohibits the intentional taking of
innocent human life, it does not prohibit capital punishment in cases where
a person has been convicted of a heinous crime and poses a serious threat
to society.

The sixth commandment, "Thou shalt not murder," is a fundamental moral
principle that has been part of human civilization for thousands of years. It
is a reminder that all human life is sacred and that we have a duty to
protect it from violence and harm. The commandment also has a number of
important implications for our personal lives, our public policies, and our
laws. By understanding the biblical context, historical interpretations, ethical
implications, and contemporary applications of the sixth commandment, we
can better appreciate its importance and apply it to our own lives and
societies.
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