
June 28, 2020                                                             Exodus 20:1-17 

HONOR CODE 

I want to begin by thanking EJ Barben and the men of the church who led worship last week.  

For those of you who are unaware, Camp Hill Presbyterian Church has a tradition of having the 

men of the church lead worship on Father’s Day each year.  This is a most fitting way to honor 

all fathers on Father’s Day, and again this year our male members did an excellent job of 

conducting the entire service.  I know I speak for all who watched the service on line when I say 

thank you for the time and effort you put in to making the service a success. 

Last week we honored fathers.  Today I would like to expand that treatment and talk about 

honoring parents.  I want to do this by looking at the Fifth Commandment, “Honor your father 

and your mother, so that you may live long in the land which the Lord your God is giving you” 

(Exodus 20: 12).  Of all the commandments, this is the one most frequently quoted by parents.  

After all, this commandment seems to be directed toward children:  Honor your mother and 

father.  However, a closer look will show that this commandment is directed to all people who 

have parents--no matter what your age--and that includes each one of us.     

 I have struggled with this commandment for a long time trying to understand what it 

means to “honor” one's parents.  What does "honor" mean?  Does it mean to obey one's 

parents?  Does it mean to respect one's parents?  Does it mean to love one's parents?  Or that 

we listen to them?  What does this word "honor" mean?    Throughout the Old Testament we 

find the word "obey":  "Obey the Lord your God."  We frequently run into the word "listen":  

"Listen to me and be attentive to the words of my mouth" (Pro. 7:24).  But "honor" is a word 

that we do not find elsewhere in the Old Testament.     

 Why did this writer use the word "honor" instead of "obey"?  Why didn't God command 

us to "obey your father and mother?"  Or why didn't God say "listen to your father and 

mother?"  Or why didn't God say "love your father and mother?"  The word here is honor.  

What does it mean for us to honor our parents?     

 Evidently I'm not the only one who has had trouble with this commandment.  A good 

Christian man once said to me that this was the one commandment that he couldn't keep.  He 

said that he could not honor his father because his father had not loved him and had abused 

him.  But this commandment does not say anything about whether your parents are good or 

bad:  "If your parents are good, then you should honor them."  It doesn't say anything about 

whether they are worthy or unworthy:  "If your parents are worthy, then you should honor 

them."  It doesn't say anything about whether they are blameless or criminal.  It doesn't say 

anything about loving them, obeying them, or respecting them.  It does say that you are to 

honor them.   

   I have a male friend who is a little older than I am.  That friend learned some time ago 

that unbeknownst to him his father had molested his daughter over a period years.  In other 



words, the grandfather had molested his grand-daughter without the father of the girl knowing 

anything about it.  When the abuse came to light, my friend was enraged and despised his 

father for what he had done to his daughter.  When the grandfather got older and was no 

longer able to live by himself, my friend pack up his father, sold the house, and moved his 

father to a nursing home in Central Pennsylvania.  Every Sunday thereafter my friend would 

take his father to lunch and then for a Sunday drive.  Even though my friend hated his father for 

what he had done to his daughter my friend “honored” his dishonorable father by looking after 

him in his old age.  That my friends, is what it means to honor one’s parents. 

Contrary to popular belief, the commandment is not directed to children.  None of the 

commandments are.  This commandment is addressed to adults and concerns the treatment of 

the parents of those adults  

As I prepared this sermon I came across a story that helped me understand this commandment.  

It is a story that is found, of all places, in Grimm's Fairy Tales.  The story goes like this: Once 

upon a time there was a little old man.  His eyes blinked and his hands trembled; when he ate 

he clattered the silverware distressingly, missed his mouth with the spoon as often as not, and 

dribbled a bit of his food on the tablecloth.  Now he lived with his married son, having nowhere 

else to live, and his son's wife was a modern young woman who knew that in-laws should not 

be tolerated in a woman's home.     

 "I can't have this," she said to her husband.  "It interferes with my right to happiness."  

So she and her husband took the little old man gently but firmly by the arm and led him to the 

corner of the kitchen. Then they set him on a stool and gave him his food, what there was of it, 

in an earthenware bowl.  From then on he always ate in the corner, blinking at the table with 

wistful eyes.     

 One day his hands trembled rather more than usual, and the earthenware bowl fell and 

broke.     

 "If you are a pig," said the daughter-in-law, "you must eat out of a trough."  So they 

made him a little wooden trough, and he got his meals in that.     

 These people had a four-year old son of whom they were very fond.  One suppertime 

the father noticed his boy playing intently with some bits of wood and asked him what he was 

doing.     

 "I'm making a trough," he said, smiling up for approval, "to feed you and mama out of 

when I get big."     

 The man and his wife looked at each other for a while and didn't say anything.  Then 

they cried a little.  Then they went to the corner and took the little old man by the arm and led 

him back to the table.  They sat him in a comfortable chair and gave him his food on a plate and 

from then on nobody ever scolded when he clattered, or spilled, or broke things.  



 The point of the fifth commandment is this:  the way you treat your parents is the way 

your children will treat you.  Honor your parents lest your children dishonor you.     

 It doesn't matter what your parents are.  It doesn't matter what they have been in the 

past.  It doesn't matter what they could have been.  It doesn't matter what God intended them 

to be.  What does matter is how you treat your parents.  The point of this commandment is that 

the way you treat your parents is just possibly the way your children will treat you.   

 The lesson to be learned is that we need to treat our parents with kindness.  That is how 

you honor them.  And to broaden the lesson, we need to treat all persons with kindness. And 

treating others with kindness makes a difference. 

 When I worked as the head Chaplain at the Camp Hill State Prison, I learned in detail 

about the riots that took place at the prison in October of 1989.  I found out that every building 

on the grounds was badly damaged except the Chapel.  Even though the riots took place long 

before I arrived, I have a theory about why the Chapel survived unscathed.  The Chapel was the 

one place where men were treated with kindness.  The Chapel was a retreat from those harsh 

realities of prison life.  At the Chapel men were treated as human beings instead of criminals.  

At the Chapel men were addressed by their names instead of their numbers.  At the Chapel 

men heard a word of hope in the context of hopelessness.  And so the Chapel was perceived as 

a friend and not an adversary to the inmates.  And the chaplains were seen as ones who 

extended kindness to all who entered the door—regardless of the color of their skin, their faith 

tradition, or the crime they committed.  Some have asked me if I ever felt afraid working among 

so many convicted felons.  I can say honestly that I was never fearful, for I knew that my 

inmates would have protected me and the other chaplains against anyone who would try to 

come after us.  And it was all because we treated them with kindness and compassion and 

concern.   

 And that is an important lesson about how kindness can make a difference.  In the 

current best-seller, The Boy, the Mole, the Fox, and the Horse (2019) by Charlie Mackesy.  None 

of the characters of the book have a name; they are identified as the boy, the mole, the fox, 

and the horse.  At the beginning of the book, the mole who is small looks at the boy and thinks 

how tall the boy is in comparison to him.  He says, “I’m so small.”  “Yes,” said the boy.  The 

mole, who clearly wanted to be tall when he grew up, asked the boy, “What do you want to be 

when you grow up?”  “Kind,” said the boy.  Can we imagine a world where people would want 

to grow up to be kind, and what a difference that would make?  Kindness has the power to 

change the world.  And kindness is how we honor our parents and all persons in God’s family.      

The fifth commandment is the only commandment that has a promise attached to it.  God said, 

"Honor your father and mother so that you may live long in the land which the Lord your God 

has given to you."  But the ancient Israelites also understood “long life” not only in terms of 

physical life.  “Long life” in this passage refers to being remembered after you have died. No 

one wants to be forgotten after they are dead and gone—no one in antiquity and no one today.  



For the ancient Israelites “long life” refers to posterity, to children who would carry on the 

memory of their forebears.  If one honors one’s parents, then one’s children will honor you, and 

their children will honor your children and so on and so on.  As long as parents are honored the 

family never dies out.  And as long as children honor their parents the family will “live long in 

the land which the Lord your God has given to you.”  As long as we treat each other honorably, 

then we will “live long in the land which the Lord your God has given you.” 

 


