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R-E-S-P-E-C-T 
A sermon on Exodus 20:12 and Ephesians 6:1-4 

By Rev. Heather Thomsen Tang 
 
I have a 14 month old nephew named Nelson who loves dogs In fact, “doggie” has been one of his first words! One of 
Nelson’s great joys in life is playing with his furry brother, Kirby, going anywhere Kirby goes, doing anything Kirby does 
Recently my sister Karissa turned around to find Nelson with one foot already in Kirby’s water bowl. She told him no, and 
asked him to leave the water bowl alone. He stared at her for a second or two, and then swiftly pulled his other foot into 
the water bowl, splashing around in defiant delight.   
 
That my friends, is a glimpse into one of the most universal of human experiences – the tension that can exist between 
parents and children. And that’s what we will examine today as we continue our series on the 10 Commandments, and 
focus on the 5th commandment, honor your father and mother. So let’s turn our attention to God’s word  
 
Whenever I’m in the process of crafting a sermon or a worship service, there is always one question I ask first: what does 
this passage say about who God is and what He has done? Truth be told, when we skim the surface of the 5th 
commandment, it doesn’t appear to say much about God. So how do you preach a sermon about a text that doesn’t 
appear to be about God? 
 
That’s when it becomes really important that Scripture was not written in a vacuum but rather in specific times and 
locations in history. That’s when it becomes really important that the 10 Commandments are part of a bigger, and 
deeply significant narrative in Scripture. That narrative tells the story of a group of slaves who are dramatically rescued 
from the clutches of a tyrant in Egypt; it’s the story of those same people miraculously walking on dry land through the 
swirling waters of a sea that parted before their eyes; it’s the story of a mountain where the very presence of the God 
who made the universe rested, veiled behind smoke and clouds and fire ; it’s the story about the covenant relationship 
God enters into with these people, promising to be with them, promising to be for them, promising to give them a new 
identity as His people. 
 
At this point in the big story, our story picks up. It’s here, at the smoking, fire-y mountain, that God gives Israel the law. 
After they have been rescued from oppression, after they been led through the waters, after God has claimed them as 
His own, after God commissions them to be His representatives - his priests -  in the world. After all that, God gives the 
law. The law is not for the purpose of saving the Israelites. They had already been saved! Rather, the law defines the 
contours of what the life of redemption looks like.   
 
It’s as if God is saying, I have rescued you so that you can live a new kind of life with specific purpose 1) to worship me, 
and 2) to show the world who I am through the way you worship and live. Oh, and by the way, reflecting me to the world 
isn’t something you do wily-nily, God says. There are specific ways you are to reflect my character. I’ll give you the law to 
show you what those specific things are.  
  
So the 5th commandment actually IS about God after all!  All of the law and the 10 commandments are rooted in God’s 
own life! And they reveal to us the way God has ordered the world, an order which reflects God’s own character. As the 
people of God embody the pattern of life according to God’s law, they reflect to those around them God’s life: His 
justice, truth and beauty and holiness, and God’s desire to preserve the life of His people.  
 
Now that we understand this backdrop more fully, I want us to drop down into the details of the 5th commandment 
about honoring father and mother. Imagine that our consideration of the 5th commandment is like looking at a mosaic. 
Upon first glance at the mosaic, we see an image, like this icon of Jesus – it’s pretty obvious what it is. And so with the 5th 
commandment: honor your father and mother, duh! Pretty straightforward. But upon closer examination, we realize that 
the image is actually made up of tesserae - tiny squares of colored enameled glass. Each square contributes something 
unique to the bigger picture. So I want us to take a look at some of the tesserae – some of the bits of enameled glass 
that contribute to the larger whole of the 5th commandment. The first aspect, the first tessera, is the word “honor” itself. 
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The Hebrew word that we translate honor means to be weighty or heavy, to have significance. If we were to paraphrase 
it, we might say, “to take someone seriously.”  In Exodus it shows up a few other times, especially in chapter 14, and 
only in reference to God. The use of the word here when it has previously only been used to describe God suggests a 
parallel between the authority of God and the authority of parents.  The honor and reverence that is given to God in 
other parts of Exodus is here shared with parents. This marks the role of parent with an authority and dignity similar to 
God’s own.  
 
When I was younger, it would have benefited me to swallow a stronger dose of honor toward my parents. One day in 5th 
or 6th grade I discovered a wasps nest hanging from a tree outside our neighbor’s house. I told my mom, who wisely 
suggested that I leave the nest alone. In spite of my mom’s warning, I decided that my neighbor Matt and I should take 
care of the nest ourselves. I mean, what if the bees attacked our innocent little siblings? Matt and I definitely needed to 
take matters into our own hands. I was confident that we could knock the nest out of the tree and eliminate the threat. 
Sure enough, the rocks we threw hit the target dead on. But instead of knocking the nest down, it prompted an angry 
mass to swarm us. That was the day, hours later in the ER, that I discovered I’m allergic to wasps.  
 
It would have prevented a lot of stress, and saved a lot of money, had I treated my mom with the weighty honor the 5th 
commandment calls for. My mom really did know what she was talking about, and I should have taken her seriously. 
Parents, as the leaders of their families, should be treated with dignity and serious consideration. At their best, parents 
reflect to their children and to the world the compassionate, just, loving and righteous character of God. Parents, I don’t 
know how you do it. And I commend you! 
 
And yet I don’t need to remind anyone that parents, as hard as they try, don’t always act with perfect goodness or 
perfect justice. It is this brokenness that we see in the tragic stories of child abuse and manipulation. The 5th 
commandment and its Ephesian parallel are not blanket justifications for authority figures to treat children anyway they 
want. The brazen misuse of the commandment to manipulate or harm a child is diametrically opposed to the intent of 
the law. The law is intended to preserve life and to reflect God’s good character. Therefore, obedience to parents should 
never come at the expense of the mental, physical or emotional health of a child.  God alone is due our greatest honor 
and obedience because He alone is fully good, fully just, fully truthful.  
 
So we’ve considered one tessera, one aspect  of this commandment, and that is the association of honor with authority. 
Let’s consider a second. The 5th commandment creates an opportunity for adult children to consider the ways they 
reflect God’s character to their aging parents. Care for aging adults is not a new thing. In Israelite society, a man 
operated as head of the household until he was in his 60s, at which point his oldest living son usually became the family’s 
patriarch. Can you imagine the power struggles between father and son in the passing of this baton? This is the context 
into which the 5th Commandment was written. Honoring father and mother takes on a new element when you realize that 
it was likely written TO adult children ABOUT their aging parents! 
 
In our modern world, care for our oldest parents is increasingly difficult. My own family is facing this right now with my 
grandmother, whose dementia is so advanced that she cannot care for herself. We can’t afford to pay for 24 hour in-
home care, and yet Grandma refuses to move out of the home in which she has lived since 1957.  What does it look like 
for my dad and his siblings to honor their mother in these complex circumstances? How do we make decisions that are 
for her best, and that are most aligned with reflecting the character of God’s abundant life and goodness? There’s not an 
easy way forward.  
 
Let’s consider still another aspect, a third tessera, of the 5th commandment. You’ve heard before that women in the 
ancient world were considered less valuable, we might say, less honorable, than men. Women were essentially 
considered the property of their husbands or fathers.  Given the patriarchal character of Israelite society, the command 
to honor father AND mother is radical! If the 5th commandment reflects the God-given authority of a parent, and 
authority that reflects God’s own authority, then a woman being an equal representative of that authority would have 
been startling. In God’s community, mother and father are of equal value, equal authority, to be honored equally.  
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The design of God’s community upsets the social norms of the ancient world. It elevates the mother onto equal footing 
with the father. And this is not relegated only to the 5th commandment. We see it in each of the remaining 
commandments. Don’t murder, don’t take what isn’t yours, don’t tell lies about others. Through the law, Israel is called 
to treat its neighbors with dignity and value, even though no one around them operated that way. You can imagine how 
God’s law subverted the social hierarchy in which there were no holds barred for powerful men to do whatever they 
pleased. But God’s law subverts that. You are not to live according to your own whimsy and desire, God tells His people. 
Rather, you are to live in a way that treats the other with honor, valuing their life as your own. And as you do that, God 
says, you will reflect my character to the world.   
 
Our Ephesians text continues this radical pattern. In the Ephesian household codes we discover yet another piece in the 
whole of how this commandment enables God’s people to reflect God to the world. Check out verse 4: An exhortation 
to parents to avoid angering their children might make sense to us – especially if you’re younger than 18!  But this was 
written in the first century Roman world when fathers had complete mastery over their households. Fathers determined if 
a newborn lived or died. Fathers could punish children and slaves as harshly as they wished, and could even sell 
members of their own household at a whim. So a summons to a parent – especially a father – to behave in a certain way 
toward his child was radical.  
 
Notice in verse 1 how the writer addresses an exhortation to children, and not just boys. This is noteworthy because girls, 
along with their mothers, were considered less valuable. But not in God’s economy! Boys and girls were valued as 
equals, as were mothers and fathers. And we see this in the equal invitation to children – boys and girls together -- to 
participate in the pattern of God’s community by treating their parents with respect. Just as parents – shockingly – were 
encouraged to treat their children with respect, even though children’s lesser status in society did not warrant respect in 
the eyes of the cultures around them.   
 
So there’s a bigger picture emerging from our collection of tesserae. Do you see it? The mosaic of the 5th commandment 
is not a picture of blind obedience to parents. Rather, it is about how to treat those around us in a way that reflects 
God’s character. In other words, the bigger picture is about R-E-S-P-E-C-T.   
 
In this way, the late Aretha Franklin had her finger of the pulse on the heartbeat of God’s economy. Showing respect for 
the other person, regardless of gender, age, or status in society, is a defining element of what it means to reflect God’s 
character in the world.  Aretha sang about this to millions of people. How are you joining the song?  Does your life 
embody the pattern of God’s design for the world – a design that gives dignity and honor to all people? How about in 
your own family? Isn’t it funny that we are often our worst selves around those we love most? If the family is a microcosm 
of God’s broader community, it seems to me that we should reserve our highest respect, our deepest compassion, our 
greatest dignity for our mothers and fathers, our children, our brothers and sisters.  This is a truly significant way we, like 
the people of Israel, can reflect God’s character to the world around us.  
 
Walter Brueggemann has written: “Nothing is more fundamental to Israel than the commands that intend to shape and 
order the world according to the radical and distinctive vision of the God of the exodus.” I ask you today: is your vision 
aligned with the vision of our radical God? Are you following the command to step out of patterns of hierarchical power? 
Where are the areas in our society, even in our own families, where people are unfairly forced into a life trajectory that 
has less influence, less choice, less power? Where might God be calling us into social dynamics that promote mutuality? 
Or to honor those we may be inclined to roll over, or disempower, or even dishonor? As you consider those questions 
today, I encourage you to remember that the God we worship, the God into whose life we are invited to participate, is 
the God who subverted the systems of this world’s power by sending His own son to die at the hands of those systems. 
To die for the sake of restoring honor to we who have dishonored God’s image in us. Let us be people who reflect that 
image, the image of Christ who demonstrated the ultimate act of honor and love by sacrificing His own life. Let’s show a 
little respect, people – just a little bit.  In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen.   
 
 


