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introduction

A Place of Special
Honor
It is a commandment of God. It is a commandment with
promise, connected to divine blessings. It is a commandment
positioned in a place of special honor and significance. It is a
commandment pertaining to the entire life of every human
being. It is a commandment for the home, church, and workplace, providing a stable foundation for all of society. Yet it is
a commandment that is sorely neglected. It may not be overstating the case to call it “the commandment we forgot.” It
is the fifth of God’s ten great commandments to humanity:
Honor your father and mother.
The purpose of this booklet is to explore how we can
honor the fifth commandment and fulfill its obligations. In
particular, we want to see how we can do this as adults. It’s
clear that the commandment applies to children. But does the
commandment stop applying the day we move out or the day
we get married? Does it expire when our parents die? Does
it have any relevance for those whose parents prove themselves unworthy of respect through abandonment or abuse?
Then there are the practical, urgent questions we must face:
What are my obligations toward my parents? Do I need to support them financially? Do I need to obey them even though I'm
a full-grown adult? These are some of the questions we
need to answer if we wish to honor God by honoring his
commandment.
I don’t mind saying that I had high hopes for this booklet
as I set out to research and write it. I’d like to think they have
5
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been realized. I wanted it to be biblical, depending on the
Bible as the ultimate source of truth and the only authority
that demands obedience and binds the conscience. I wanted
it to be practical, answering real questions in real ways for
real life. I wanted it to be multi-cultural, applying to readers
from different contexts all around the world. I wanted it to be
convicting, to impact and perhaps even transform the way we
live. This is true whether we are young or old, whether we are
parented or parenting, whether we are dependent upon our
parents or they are dependent upon us, whether we live under
their roof or whether they live under ours.
Our key verse will be Deuteronomy 5:16: “Honor your
father and your mother, as the Lord your God commanded
you, that your days may be long, and that it may go well with
you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you.” This
verse will springboard us to other locations in the Old Testament: Exodus, which displays the terrible consequences of
disobeying God’s commandment, and Proverbs, which tells of
God’s promises of blessing to those who take his law seriously.
And of course, we will go to the New Testament, to see how
Jesus modeled and taught the way to honor parents, and to
learn from Paul how ancient commands apply to contemporary believers.
I hope you will join me as we rediscover the commandment we forgot.

THREE REASONS TO KNOW AND OBEY
THIS COMMANDMENT
Right away, we need to know why it is crucial that we know
and obey the fifth commandment. Here are three reasons.
We are all children. It is the most basic biology. Every
human being is the offspring of two other human beings.
6
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Some of us have always known and respected both of our parents. Some have only ever known one biological parent. Some
grew up with adoptive parents, and some were raised in foster
care. Some of us have outlived our parents. Regardless, the
fifth commandment applies to each of us for the simplest of
reasons: we are all children. There is no human being outside
of its purview because there is no parentless person.
We also know that God’s commandments are to be taken
both in their primary sense and as wider principles. The commandment’s stipulations go beyond the simple relationship
of children to parents and extend to all other God-given positions of authority. The right ordering of family government,
church government, and civil government all depend on this
commandment. In this way, too, it is universal. We are all children, we are all under authority, so we all need to hear and
heed the fifth commandment.
This commandment comes with promise. Our second
reason is that this commandment comes with promise. It is
wise and good to obey the commandment so we can enjoy
the promised blessings. Conversely, it is daft and dangerous
to disobey the commandment and forfeit the promised blessings. When Paul writes to the children in Ephesus, he reminds
them of God’s promise for their obedience: “Children, obey
your parents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your father
and mother’ (this is the first commandment with a promise),
‘that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the
land’” (Ephesians 6:1-3). God promises a long life and a good
life to those who obey this command. It pleases God when we
obey, so naturally he dispenses his blessings to us (Colossians
3:20). We will explore the nature of these blessings soon.
God gives this commandment a place of special honor.
Believers have long divided the ten commandments into two
groups or two tables. The first group explains our duty toward
7
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God and the second explains our duty toward our fellow men.
This commandment falls squarely between the two, and in
that way, it reminds us that our parents have a unique role
in our lives. Our parents are God’s divine representatives to
us, so that when we honor and obey our parents we honor
and obey God. We cannot say we obey and love God if we do
not obey and love our parents. If we remove this commandment, we undermine all ten and fall into serious, dangerous
disobedience.
We are all children, we ought to pursue God’s blessings,
and we need to give prominence to God’s prominent command. For these reasons and many others, we can no longer
ignore the forgotten commandment.

A WORD OF WARNING
Before we conclude this introduction, I would like to offer a
word of warning. There is something deep within us that hears
a commandment and immediately searches for the exception clause. But you don’t know my parents… But my parents
disowned me… But my parents were abusive… We will deal with
exceptions and see how honor takes different forms in different situations. We will discuss what to do in cases of abuse or
with especially contentious parents. But we must deal with
the principle before we deal with the exceptions. I don’t mean
to excuse or downplay horrific experiences. But before we can
do anything else we need to understand and admit this: there
is no “if ” attached to the fifth commandment. We must honor
our parents. There are no exceptions.

WRAPPING UP
Let me close with a preview of what will follow as we progress
8
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through this booklet. In our first chapter we will explore God’s
promises of blessings and threats of judgment connected to
the fifth commandment. Then we will consider honor and
obedience as the basic ways we comply with the fifth commandment. We will then discuss the role of culture in understanding and obeying the commandment. We will look at very
practical ways we can all honor God by honoring our parents.
We will turn to hard cases like neglect, abuse, and abandonment—cases where honor is difficult or obedience would be
sinful. And finally, we will discuss what it means to be a parent
worthy of honor.
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chapter 1

Promises of Blessing,
Threats of Judgment
As I prepared this booklet, I had extensive interactions with
many people who had serious questions and concerns about
the fifth commandment. I found that we are comfortable with
its implications for children but perplexed with its implications for adults. How do we, as adults, show honor to our parents? What are our continuing obligations? What about parents who are difficult, absent, abusive, or even dead? What are
the limitations on this commandment?
Before we come to satisfying answers for these questions,
we must understand the seriousness with which God issues
this commandment. In this chapter we will explore the benefits God promises to those who obey his commandment. Yet
this means we also need to take a hard look at the ugly consequences he promises to those who disobey. When it comes to
the relationship of children to their parents, the Bible holds
out sweet promises of blessing but also terrible threats of
judgment.

A COMMANDMENT WITH PROMISE
The Ten Commandments play a crucial role in our world.
They teach human beings how to live in the way God means
for us to live. The God who created us reveals his way to the
fullest, most satisfying lives. These commandments tell rebellious and disordered people how to live in submission and
order. The fifth commandment, then, speaks to people prone
11
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to rebel against authority—all of us, that is—and points us
toward his good design: “Honor your father and your mother,
as the Lord your God commanded you, that your days may
be long, and that it may go well with you in the land that the
Lord your God is giving you” (Deuteronomy 5:16).
Did you notice that God attaches blessings to this commandment? Writing centuries later, the Apostle Paul is careful to point these out: “Children, obey your parents in the
Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your father and mother’ (this is
the first commandment with a promise), ‘that it may go well with
you and that you may live long in the land’” (Ephesians 6:1-3).
Packed into these two sentences are three reasons children
must honor their parents, as well as two great promises to
those who do so.
Why should children honor their parents?
•

•

•

First, because nature demands it. Paul says that “this
is right.” This is how God designed humanity, for
children to honor their parents. All humans in all of
time have this knowledge and this expectation.
Second, because God’s law demands it. Paul quotes
the fifth commandment to show that God demands
honor as an important part of his revealed will for
humanity.
Third, because the gospel demands it. Paul tells children to obey their parents “in the Lord.” Those who
have put their faith in the Lord are called to follow
him in everything. The gospel assures children they
can joyfully honor their parents, and the gospel gives
them the motivation to actually do so.

What happens to those who heed nature, law, and gospel
to honor their parents? God blesses them. “Honor your father
12
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and mother … that it may go well with you and that you may
live long in the land.” God’s blessing for those who obey the
fifth commandment takes shape in two forms: a long life and
a good life. These blessings are both a motive to obey and a
natural consequence of such obedience.

A LONG LIFE, A GOOD LIFE
The Ten Commandments were given by God to a particular
people in a unique context. In that day, long life in the Promised Land was symbolic of divine blessing. It was a sign that
people were in God’s favor, that they were experiencing the
promised good life that comes with faithfulness to their covenant obligations. On the other hand, a shortened life or a
life lived in exile were symbolic of divine disfavor, for these
exemplified the curses that come with breaking their covenant obligations.
We need to understand, as did the Israelites, that these
promises were not guarantees. God was not saying, “Honor
your parents and I guarantee you will live to see at least eighty
birthdays.” Neither did he mean to communicate, “If you
have a short life, it is proof you have dishonored your parents.”
Rather, he was saying that those who honor their parents generally experience a better life than those who do not. Why?
Because those who honor their parents are doing things God’s
way, living in his good design.
What, then, is wrapped up in the promise of this good
and long life? Dennis Rainey puts it this way: “Do you want
to live with the favor of God upon you? Would you like to feel
the blessing and the good hand of God upon your life? Then
obey his commands.” 1 He also points out a hidden benefit:
honoring our parents helps complete our transition to adulthood. As we deliberately seek ways to honor our parents, we
13
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begin to reciprocate the love they have given us since birth.
We complete the relationship by reaching out in love to them
just as they have always reached out to us. The love, the care,
the honor, is now mutual, just the way God intends it. We
have grown up.

A SHORT LIFE, A MISERABLE LIFE
While the fifth commandment lays out the terms of blessing
for obedience, it implies the consequences for disobedience.
These consequences are spelled out in greater detail elsewhere in the Bible, first in the civil law and then in the Old
Testament’s wisdom literature.
As God revealed the law that would govern the nation of
Israel, he included a penalty for those who would flagrantly
and unrepentantly violate the fifth commandment. It may
shock us to realize this penalty was the same for murder and
other horrendous crimes.
•

•

•
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Whoever strikes his father or his mother shall be put
to death. Whoever curses his father or his mother
shall be put to death. (Exodus 21:15, 17)
For anyone who curses his father or his mother shall
surely be put to death; he has cursed his father or his
mother; his blood is upon him. (Leviticus 20:9)
If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son who will
not obey the voice of his father or the voice of his
mother, and, though they discipline him, will not
listen to them, then his father and his mother shall
take hold of him and bring him out to the elders of
his city at the gate of the place where he lives, and
they shall say to the elders of his city, “This our
son is stubborn and rebellious; he will not obey our
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voice; he is a glutton and a drunkard.” Then all the
men of the city shall stone him to death with stones.
So you shall purge the evil from your midst, and all
Israel shall hear, and fear. (Deuteronomy 21:18-21)
To think that rebellion from today’s children and teenagers is normal! To think that we now take this kind of defiance so lightly! God’s law shows just how seriously he takes
the fifth commandment. How is it, then, that we treat it so
flippantly?
The book of Proverbs further displays the horrible consequences of dishonoring parents:
•

•
•

He who does violence to his father and chases away
his mother is a son who brings shame and reproach.
(Proverbs 19:26)
If one curses his father or his mother, his lamp will
be put out in utter darkness. (Proverbs 20:20)
The eye that mocks a father and scorns to obey a
mother will be picked out by the ravens of the valley
and eaten by the vultures. (Proverbs 30:17)

Though portrayed in poetic language, the picture is clear:
there are the sweetest blessings stored up for those who
obey the fifth commandment, and there are the most terrible
judgments stored up for those who do not. God expects and
demands that children will honor their parents.

THE DUTY OF HONOR
You and I do not live in ancient Israel. We are no longer
under the civil laws of God’s nation. Yet God’s blessings still
extend to us. After all, Paul freely assured children that God
15
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would bless them as they honored their parents. They would
acknowledge, as we do, that the promise of land is no longer
valid. But the general rule remains: if we live in God’s ways
we receive God’s favor, and if we defy God’s ways we forfeit
God’s favor. Honor God by honoring your parents and expect
it will go well with you. Dishonor God by dishonoring your
parents and expect it will not. It’s the way God has structured
his world.

16

chapter 2

Momentary Obedience,
Forever Honor
We have looked at the sweet blessings God promises to those
who heed the fifth commandment, and we have looked at the
terrible judgments he promises to those who do not. We have
seen that children have a lifelong duty of honor toward their
parents. But while we have learned why we ought to honor
our parents, we have not yet considered how. Our question
for this chapter is this: How do we show honor to our parents,
especially when we are adults?

HONOR AND OBEY
In both descriptions of the Ten Commandments—those
found in Exodus and Deuteronomy—God commands children, “Honor your father and your mother.” There is not a
word about obedience. Yet when we read the applications of
the commandment scattered throughout the Bible, we see
obedience as a key component of the honor children owe
their parents. This raises questions: Is obedience to parents
permanent, or is it temporary? Does honor always require
obedience? If I want to honor my parents do I need to continue obeying them into adulthood? To answer these questions we need to examine honor and obedience, looking for
what makes them similar and what distinguishes them.
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OBEY
What the fifth commandment does not require is as important as what it does require. The fifth commandment is not,
“Obey your father and your mother.” Rather it is, “Honor your
father and your mother.” Still, the Bible clearly places a great
deal of emphasis on children obeying parents.
We encounter the language of obedience in many of the
interpretations and applications of the fifth commandment.
Yet as we dig deeper, we find something interesting: the language of obedience tends to come only in passages speaking
to young children who are still dependent upon their parents.
When we come to passages speaking to adult children, we find
a subtle switch to language of respect and provision. Thus,
obedience is a particular form of honor—a form of honor for
young children.
All children are to honor their parents at all times. But
when children are young, honor most often takes the form of
obedience. This is why Paul references the fifth commandment
and tells young children to “obey your parents” (Ephesians
6:1-3, Colossians 3:20). To obey is to submit to the will of a
person who rightfully holds a position of authority, to comply
with their demands or their requests. As my wife and I teach
our children, obedience means “do it now, do it right, and do
it with a happy heart.” Obedience is a child’s display of honor.
Parents are right to expect and demand obedience of their
children, and children are right to show honor to their parents
through that obedience. Obedience to parents trains children
to be submissive to every other authority, including God himself. It is under the training and discipline of parents that
children are prepared to live orderly lives in this world. John
MacArthur says it well: “Children who respect and obey their
parents will build a society that is ordered, harmonious, and
18
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productive. A generation of undisciplined, disobedient children will produce a society that is chaotic and destructive.” 2
Children are meant to obey their parents as long as they
are under the authority of their parents. Parents teach their
children to obey so that they will learn to honor—and spend
the rest of their lives honoring—parents, teachers, bosses,
governments, and, ultimately, God.

HONOR
But what is honor? Biblically, the word honor refers to weight
or significance. Honoring our parents means attaching great
worth to them and great value to our relationship with them.
John Currid explains, “The point is that a child must not take
his or her parents lightly, or think lightly of them. They must
be regarded with great seriousness and value.” 3 We can learn
about honor by reading passages that describe dishonorable
behavior. These are the passages from the civil law and wisdom literature we looked at in our last chapter: Leviticus 20:9,
Proverbs 30:17, and so on.
What do we find? Children who dishonor their parents
are rebellious and stubbornly resistant to the discipline that
would lead them out of that rebellion. They may be verbally
abusive, mocking and cursing their parents. They may even
be physically violent toward them. If we turn to the New
Testament, we find that their dishonor may take the form of
refusing to care for their parents or failing to provide for their
physical and monetary needs (Mark 7:8-13, 1 Timothy 5:8).
Thus, to honor our parents we are to respect and revere
them, speak well of them, and treat them with kindness, gentleness, and dignity. We are to ensure they are cared for and
provide for them when necessary. Dennis Rainey says, “Honor
is an attitude accompanied by actions that say to your par19
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ents, ‘You are worthy. You have value. You are the person God
sovereignly placed in my life.’” 4 All of that and much more is
bound up in this little word.

OBEY TODAY, HONOR FOREVER
We need to consider why the basic requirement of the fifth
commandment is not obedience but honor. I am convinced
there are at least two reasons: eventually we are no longer
obligated to obey our parents and, even before then, there are
times we cannot or must not obey them. To say it another
way, there are times we can disobey our parents while still
honoring them.
The end of obedience. There comes a time when obeying
parents is no longer appropriate. The task of parents is to raise
their children to become independent, to function outside of
parental authority. In most cases, the parent-child relationship will be permanently altered at the moment of marriage
when “a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold
fast to his wife” (Genesis 2:24). As a child becomes independent of his parents, he leaves their oversight and authority.
He no longer owes obedience in the same way or to the same
degree.
The sin of obedience. There may also be occasions when
obedience is sinful, such as when parents command their children to sin, or when they command their children to disobey
government. When this happens a child must disobey their
parent’s authority in order to obey God’s authority. Another
occasion for acceptable disobedience is when parents demand
obedience of their adult children, or when their demands for
obedience become abusive. In such cases the child is under
no God-given obligation to obey.
God’s basic command to humanity is not, “Obey your
20
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father and mother,” since obedience ends and can sometimes
be sinful. Instead, God’s command is, “Honor your father and
mother,” because honor never ends and is never wrong.

PERFECT HONOR, PERFECT OBEDIENCE
We are not without a biblical model of honor and obedience.
We see them both perfectly displayed in Jesus. Though he was
God, he was born to earthly parents and he willingly, joyfully,
perfectly honored and obeyed them both. We see his childhood obedience in Luke 2:51: “And he went down with them
and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them.” We see
his honor when, in the moments before his death, he ensured
provision for his mother: “When Jesus saw his mother and
the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his
mother, ‘Woman, behold, your son!’ Then he said to the disciple, ‘Behold, your mother!’ And from that hour the disciple
took her to his own home” (John 19:26-27).
And just as Jesus honored and obeyed his earthly mother
and father, he honored and obeyed his heavenly Father. He
always spoke well of his Father, directed glory to his Father,
and revered his Father. And of course, Jesus obeyed him in
everything: “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my
own will but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38).
Jesus honored and obeyed God by honoring and obeying
his earthly parents. If we want to honor and obey our parents
we must learn about Jesus. If we want our children to honor
and obey us, we must teach them about Jesus. As always, he is
the example of how to perfectly obey God’s perfect law.
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curriculum and wife of Pastor Mark Dever, President of 9 Marks
Ministries.
Kristie Anyabwile, holds a history degree from NC State University,
and is married to Thabiti, currently a church planter in Washington, D.C., and a Council Member for The Gospel
Coalition.
Gloria Furman is a pastor’s wife in the Middle East and author of
Glimpses of Grace and Treasuring Christ When Your Hands Are Full.

Christ in the Chaos
How the Gospel Changes
Motherhood
by Kimm Crandall
MOMS: Stop comparing yourself to
others. Stop striving to meet false
expectations. Stop thinking your
performance dictates your worth.
Look to the gospel for rest, joy,
sufficiency, identity, and
motivation.
112 pages bit.ly/Christ-in
“Although Kimm Crandall’s message would revive any soul longing for the breath of the gospel of grace, I am especially eager to
recommend this book to that heart who strives to know God and to
make him known to the little ones who call her ‘Momma.’ Kimm is
a candid and gracious fellow sojourner, faithfully pointing to God’s
immeasurable steadfast love and grace in the midst of our mess.”
Lauren Chandler, wife of Matt Chandler (pastor of The Village
Church), mother of three, writer, singer, and speaker
“What an amazingly wild and wise, disruptive and delighting, freeing
and focusing book. Kimm’s book is for every parent willing to take
the stewardship of children and the riches of the gospel seriously.
This is one of the most helpful and encouraging books on parenting
I’ve read in the past twenty years. This will be a book you will want to
give to parents, to-be parents, and grandparents.”
Scotty Smith, author; Founding Pastor, Christ Community Church
“As mothers we are tempted to stack up our maternal achievements as a measure of our godliness. Consider Kimm’s book as a
megaphone—loud and clear—calling out the better way: Moms need
to build their hope on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. Read this book in the context of community and see the gospel
powerfully affect your motherhood and friendships.”
Gloria Furman, author of Glimpses of Grace

After They are Yours
The Grace and Grit of Adoption
by Brian Borgman
Foreword by Dan Cruver
This is about the “other side” of
adoption, the difficult realities
that are not often discussed. What
do you do when it’s hard to hope?
Here is a story of adoption that’s
real, raw, redemptive, and edifying.
102 pages
bit.ly/AfterThey
“A compelling story about saying yes to God and then watching the
Father shape and redeem his sons and daughters through love,
grace, and mercy.”
Kelly Rosati, V.P. Community Outreach, Focus on the Family
“The decision to adopt is heroic. The reality is often hard. This book
does not sugar coat the sacrifice that comes standard with adoption.
It will help those considering adoption count the cost. And it will
provide encouragement and help for parents who have already
welcomed a child into their forever family.”
Bob Lepine, Co-Host, FamilyLife Today
“It’s all here — joy, hurt, and longing. And this is precisely what we most
need: truth-telling that plunges beyond cliche and facade to speak
of both the beauty and the brokenness that so often come woven
together in adoption, all of it wrapped round by God’s limitless grace.”
Jedd Medefind, President, Christian Alliance for Orphans
“Brian Borgman lets us step into his family’s experience as he
unashamedly shares the joys and difficulties of their adoption story.
Pain and loss are an inescapable part of every adoption, and Borgman points us to the gospel that provides both the framework and
the fuel families will need for the challenges... an excellent resource.”
Stephen Story, Executive Director of Covenant Care Services

The Company We Keep
In Search of Biblical Friendship
by Jonathan Holmes
Foreword by Ed Welch
Biblical friendship is deep, honest,
pure, tranparent, and liberating.
It is also attainable.
112 pages
bit.ly/B-Friend

“Jonathan Holmes has the enviable ability to say a great deal in a few
words. Here is a wonderful primer on the nature of biblical friendship—what it means and why it matters.”
Alistair Begg, Truth for Life; Senior Pastor, Parkside Church
“Jonathan has succeeded in giving us a picture of how normal, daily,
biblical friend-ships can be used by God to mold us into the likeness
of Christ. If you want a solid, fresh way of re-thinking all of your relationships, read this book.”
Dr. Tim S. Lane, co-author, How People Change
“A robust and relevant GPS for intentional and vulnerable gospelcentered friendships.…a great book not only for individuals, but also
for small groups…a signifi-cant contribution to the Kingdom.”
Robert W. Kellemen, Exec. Dir., Biblical Counseling Coalition
“Short. Thoughtful. Biblical. Practical. I’m planning to get my friends to
read this book so we can transform our friendships.”
Deepak Reju, Pastor of Biblical Counseling, Capitol Hill Baptist
“Filled with answers that are equally down-to-earth, nitty-gritty, and
specific....taking us where we need to go with warmth and wisdom.”
Wesley Hill, author, Washed and Waiting

