
The Fifth Commandment 
 Rev. R. Cammenga 

 
“Not another article (sermon!) on the fifth commandment,” I can hear some of you say. 

It’s the same old thing over again: “Honor your father and your mother.” How many times 

haven’t we heard this? 

And you are right. You will learn nothing essentially new who endure me long enough to 

read this article through to the end. You will be reminded, directed, encouraged, warned, but 

everything you read here you have already heard elsewhere. 

I’m glad for that. Quite tragic it would be if this were not so, if the teaching and 

application of the fifth commandment were some new thing to you. But because you are 

covenant young people, brought up by Christian parents, instructed in the Christian school, 

nurtured in the church, you have grown up within the framework of the fifth commandment. 

Two considerations, however, ought to compel you to take a fresh look at the fifth com-

mandment. The first is that the fifth commandment comes to you as young people, not any 

longer as children. Although the fifth commandment applies to you now as much as ever before, 

its application has changed. What uniquely has the fifth commandment to say to you as young 

people? 

The second consideration that ought to compel you to a fresh consideration of the fifth 

commandment is the fact that not too long from now many of you will be parents yourselves. It’s 

worth your while to look at the fifth commandment from the perspective of a parent. As a 

Christian parent, what implications will the fifth commandment have for you? 

One of the very best explanations of the fifth commandment is that found in our 

Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 39. Because what I have to say in this article derives from 

this Lord’s Day, I quote it here: 

What doth God require in the fifth commandment? That I show all honor, love, and 

fidelity, to my father and mother, and all in authority over me, and submit myself to their good 

instruction and correction, with due obedience: and also, patiently bear with their weaknesses 

and infirmities, since it pleases God to govern us by their hand. 

The fifth commandment stands at the head of the second table of God’s law, at the head, 

therefore, of those commandments which define my duty towards my neighbor. This is so for 

good reason. Your parents are the very first and closest neighbors that you have in life. It is fit-

ting, therefore, that the second table of God’s law begins by calling attention to your duty 

towards them. 

Besides this, the fifth commandment addresses itself to the most fundamental relationship 

in human life, the relationship of children to their parents. Our right behavior towards our parents 

is basic to our right behavior towards all of our neighbors. Experience bears that out. Those 

children who from their earliest years grow up obeying the fifth commandment inevitably grow 

up honoring all who are in authority over them. But those children who impenitently break the 

fifth commandment, who show themselves already as children and young people to be rebels 

against the authority of their parents, inevitably end up rebels against ALL authority: rebels 

against their school teachers, rebels against the church, rebels against the state. 
 

THE OBEDIENCE ENJOINED 

The fifth commandment concerns itself with authority and obedience to authority. That 

the fifth commandment concerns authority is plain from the language of Lord’s Day 39. The 



Lord’s Day speaks of “all in authority over me;” calls me “to submit” to them “with due 

obedience”; points out that God is pleased “to govern us” by the hand of our parents. 

That the fifth commandment concerns our behavior to authority is plain from the com-

mandment itself which calls us to “honor” our father and our mother. Honor has to do with 

authority. Honor concerns a right attitude towards those who are in authority. 

What is authority? Authority is the right from God to rule, to impose your will over 

others who are under you and are called to obey you. Authority is not power. Parents do not have 

authority over you because they are bigger and stronger than you. They do not have authority 

over you because they are smarter than you. The slight-of-built, relatively frail 130-pound 

mother has authority over the 230-pound high school linebacker who happens to be her son. The 

father who only had an eighth-grade education is in authority over his eighteen-year-old who has 

just graduated from high school and in the eyes of the law of the land is considered an “adult.” 

Why? Because God has given parents authority over their children, so long as those children live 

with them. 

God gives authority. Lord’s Day 39 says that “it pleases GOD to govern us by their 

hand.” That means, young people, that when you obey your parents the reality is that you are 

obeying God. Do you believe that? Really believe that? Do you think about that when your 

parents tell you to do something or forbid you to do something else? At that very moment, God 

is pleased to govern through them. 

This indicates what is always the root cause of rebellion: we do not and we will not see 

that GOD has set a certain person in authority over us. All we see is the person. And we don’t 

look beyond the person to see God Who has set that person in authority over us. 

If your parents have authority over you, young people, your calling towards them is clear. 

First, the fifth commandment calls you to LOVE your father and your mother. The fifth 

commandment is part of the second table of God’s law. Basically, the second table of God’s law 

is the command, “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” The young people of the church are com-

manded to love their neighbors, their closest neighbors who are their father and their mother. 

Secondly, you are to OBEY father and mother. In fact, the proof of your love for your 

parents will be your obedience to them. This is always true. This is true of our relation to God. If 

we love God, we keep His commandments. Young people who truly love their parents will obey 

them. 

This is to be an obedience of them in all things that do not expressly conflict with the 

Word of God. It is to be an obedience to both father and mother. And it is to be an obedience to 

them so long as you are in their home and under their roof. 

Thirdly, you are to HONOR your parents. That’s the language of the fifth commandment 

itself. Now, “honor” isn’t the same as “obey” them. It is possible, in a way, to obey your parents 

without honoring them. That is a merely outward obedience, doing what they say, probably 

because you are afraid of being punished or want to avoid a confrontation. That’s not honoring 

your parents. Honor is respect for your parents in your heart, respect for them as those who have 

been put over you by God. Always the law of God calls for obedience from the heart. This is the 

only kind of obedience that pleases God. As with every commandment, this is also the demand 

of the fifth commandment. 

Finally, the fifth commandment calls young people to FIDELITY towards their parents. 

The 39th Lord’s Day mentions this. Fidelity is faithfulness, and faithfulness is always a 

characteristic of genuine love. A husband who loves his wife is faithful to his wife. God loves us 



and is always faithful to us. The fifth commandment calls young people to be faithful to their 

parents. 

That fidelity includes especially two things. First, fidelity towards your parents is fidelity 

to the instruction and upbringing that your parents give you. That means that you don’t follow 

the instruction of your parents only so long as you are living in their home or so long as they are 

watching, but otherwise live as you please and throw all their good instruction to the winds. But 

fidelity means that you abide in the instruction of your parents all your life long, even when you 

have established your own home and are called by God to bring up your own children. That 

fidelity to parents, in the second place, is a fidelity to them even in a physical and natural sense 

of the word. Parents must never neglect and abandon their children. But children must never 

leave their parents. This applies especially when parents become old and feeble. Then the fidelity 

of children must show itself in their caring for their aged parents themselves in their own home, 

or providing that good care be given them in an institution. And then, not leaving them shut up in 

some institution, but visiting them and attending to them, and not becoming so preoccupied with 

their own lives as to have no time to do this. 
 

THE REBELLION FORBIDDEN 

Just exactly because it enjoins love, honor, and fidelity to parents, the fifth commandment 

prohibits rebellion against parents and all who are in positions of authority. 

Young people may never under any circumstances or for any reason rebel against their 

parents. Any young person who takes the fifth commandment seriously can only come to this 

conclusion. You may certainly have disagreements with your parents, discuss differences with 

your parents, attempt to get your parents to understand your viewpoint. And good Christian par-

ents will be sensitive to these things in their young people. But, in the end, your parents have the 

last word. You may never rebel against them. 

This is so even though parents often manifest many weaknesses and infirmities. Some-

times your parents are not going to be fair. Sometimes your parents are not going to be very 

understanding. Sometimes your parents are going to make harsh demands of you. Sometimes 

your parents are going to be too strict and too severe. Sometimes your parents are going to cor-

rect you in anger and not in love. 

And these are serious matters, SINS on the part of your parents. But the weaknesses and 

sins of your parents never give you an excuse to rebel against them. Even then you must submit 

yourself to them and “patiently bear with their weaknesses and infirmities.” 

That rebellion against your parents may take several forms. 

First of all, the fifth commandment forbids outright rebellion, the striking out against 

those who are in authority in an attempt to overthrow that authority or at least to injure those who 

are in authority. Then young people actively resist their parents and defy their authority. The 

young person talks back to his parents, refuses to listen to his parents, or even comes to blows 

with his parents. That sort of behavior is absolutely forbidden. The law of God in the Old 

Testament was, “And he that smiteth his father, or his mother, shall be surely put to death 

Exodus 21:15. That law applies as much today as it did back then. 

A second form of rebellion forbidden by the fifth commandment is the refusal of young 

people to take to heart the instruction and discipline of their parents. Has it ever happened, young 

people, that when your parents instructed you about association with unbelievers, that you 

crossed your arms and set your jaw and did whatever else you could to show them that although 

you heard every word that they said you were not taking it to heart? Has it ever happened that 

when your parents caught you listening to rock music or attending a movie and reprimanded you 



for that and warned you about those evils dishonoring to God, that you glared defiantly at them, 

making it very plain that you were not taking their rebuke of you to heart? Or has it happened 

that when your parents found it necessary to discipline you in one way or another, that you 

became very angry, stormed off to your room, and slammed the door behind you? Or has it 

happened that in spite of your parent’s refusal to allow you to do something or go somewhere, 

you did it or went there anyway? Has it ever happened that your resentment of the authority of 

your parents has led you to run away from home or to contemplate running away from home? 

All of these are forms of rebellion, a refusal to take to heart the instruction or discipline of your 

parents. 

A third form of rebellion forbidden by the fifth commandment is disparaging talk to 

others about those who are in authority. The sad part of this is that sometimes parents themselves 

take the lead here, so that children and young people are only following the example of their 

parents. 

It is no surprise that in homes where parents speak disparagingly and critically of those in 

authority—the elders, the pastor, the policeman, the employer—that children growing up in that 

home do the same thing. Nevertheless, this is forbidden by the fifth commandment. Talk about 

your parents, references to your parents in your conversations, especially with other young peo-

ple, is to reflect the honor that they deserve. 
 

THE REWARD PROMISED 

To those who do honor their father and mother, the Lord in the fifth commandment gives 

an incentive. That incentive is the promise of a great reward. That reward is a reward of grace. It 

is never earned or merited, but is a free, gracious gift of God. It can’t be earned because as we 

are by nature it is impossible for us to honor and to obey those in authority. By nature, we are 

rebels, rebels against the authority of God, and rebels against the authority of our parents. Every 

young person who knows anything at all about himself and about his nature recognizes the truth 

of this. We need the grace of God if we are ever going to keep the fifth commandment. God 

gives that grace to covenant young people. 

The reward for those who honor their father and mother is: “that thy days may be long in 

the land which the Lord Thy God giveth thee.” 

That reward is, first of all, God’s blessing on your earthly life. In Deuteronomy 5:16 we 

read, “that it may go well with thee.” The reward is a good and clear conscience here in this life, 

freedom from the burden of a conscience that accuses us of disobedience to and dishonoring of 

our parents. That can be a very painful thing, and that can plague a rebellious young person all 

his life. The obedient young person is spared that misery. 

Besides, he is spared all of the troubles that are the consequences, in this life already, that 

come to the young person who grows up a rebel against his parents and a rebel against the church 

and state. 

Nevertheless, the reward promised in the fifth commandment is not essentially an earthly 

reward, the promise of a long earthly life to those who are obedient to their parents. Then we 

could conclude that all children who die young must have been disobedient to their parents, and 

all who lived to be very old must have been very obedient as children and young people. That, of 

course, is not necessarily the case. 

We have to remember in this connection the typical significance of the land of Canaan in 

the Old Testament. That is “the land” referred to in the fifth commandment. Canaan was a type 

of heaven. The promise of reward is the promise of heaven and a place personally in heaven. 



You, young people, you want to go to heaven, don’t you? You want to see Jesus Christ 

and enjoy fellowship with God, don’t you? Then while you are on this earth, honor you father 

and your mother. 
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