Ten Commandments

# 3: Salute the Rank, Not the Person

Exodus 20:12
Dr. Matt Cassidy ---- June 15, 2025

Thirty-five years of ties in thirty-five seconds. [Referring to the video shown of Matt
wearing many of the “ugly ties” he’s received for Father’s Day over the years.] Thanks for
putting up with that. My wife and family appreciate it.

On a more serious note, if you’ll turn in your Bibles, we’re studying the Ten
Commandments together in Exodus 20. This is a great Sunday to be here. We’re going to
investigate the depth of the commandments that we’re looking at, and particularly, the fifth
commandment.

Why are we studying the Ten Commandments in the first place? There are a lot of
different reasons. One of them is, in a single word—some of you know it, you have a doctorate
in it—it’s called jurisprudence. Jurisprudence is the theory or philosophy of law. And when you
study the philosophy of law, one of the first questions you’ll have to negotiate and find an
answer to is this: Is there something called a natural law? A natural law is a law that’s from
outside, from a supreme being. Is there a law that governs all of mankind, at all times, in all
contexts, in all cultures? Is there a standard? It is that source above us that tells us the way it is.

If not, all we have is what is called positive law. That means that generally, whoever is in
power makes the rules, or sometimes it’s the fifty-one percent.

When we look at the Ten Commandments, it gives us a definitive answer. In Exodus 19,
verse 24, it says that Moses descended—Moses came down from-- Mt. Sinai to bring the law. In
other words, he has come down from the mountain top. He’s come down from God. These
commandments are from God Himself. He’s the lawgiver. And while Moses is nothing more
than a delivery person, he’s come from God.

These laws are different in kind, not in degree, from the laws of Confucius. Those are
great rules, but they’re not from God or from Buddha, or from Plato, or even from Athena.

Whatever it might be, this is different. This is absolute authority from someone over us, outside
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of our experience. And that’s why we study the Ten Commandments. These are from God

Himself. They’re not negotiable; they’re not suggestions.

Exodus 20:12

Honor your father and your other, so that you may live
long in the land the Lord your God is giving you.

And today we’re going to look at the fifth commandment, and we’re going out of order
because it’s Father’s Day. It seemed like it was the right thing to do. Look at Exodus 20:12, and
you’ll see why. It says this: “Honor your father and your mother ...”—Hey, there it is, we’re in
it. “Honor your father and mother so that you may live long in the land that YHWH your God is
giving you.”

The outline we’ll use today is rather simple. We’re going to look at what this passage
says, and then, how to apply it. And even better, we’re going to look at what it means, and how it
can change our lives and fulfill the law here.

Looking at that law in particular, you might be thinking, How is this command
foundational for civilization? In other words, there are only ten laws that are universal to all
people at all times. And yet, this is one of them, and it seems so local. Oh, here’s how to have a
happy family. And it’s easy to contextualize it.

But the reason it is different is because that father and mother relationship and honoring
them is foundational for civilization. You need to build your entire life around all ten of these,

because these are absolutes, and everyone needs to participate in them. And the family is not

common; it’s not cultural. It’s transcendent; it’s spiritual.
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This triangle of truisms, of father, mother, and child, cannot be
destroyed; it can only destroy those civilizations which disregard it.

The most extraordinary thing in the world is an ordinary man
and an ordinary woman and their ordinary children.

---G. K. Chesterton, Brave New Family

There’s a wonderful book by one of my favorite authors, G. K. Chesterton, called Brave
New Family. Here are his comments—great quotes here. “The triangle of truism, a father, a
mother, and a child, cannot be destroyed. It can only destroy those civilizations that disregard it.”
If you think the family is common, you won’t be here for long. The most extraordinary thing in
the world is an ordinary man and an ordinary woman and their ordinary children. Chesterton is
saying that families are extraordinary, the way that we define them and the impact that they have
on our lives.

There are two reasons this fifth commandment is absolutely essential for human

civilization to even exist. They are spiritual.

1. Authority

The first reason is authority. The bedrock foundation for an absolute authoritative moral
law for all creation is submission to authority. And this commandment starts our journey in
submitting to authority. Honor starts here with father and mother. It teaches us how to live a life
submitted to authority. The Hebrew word for “honor” can sometimes be translated “weighty” or
“heavy,” adding significant value to respect. It could be a synonym--to show significance for
that, to lift them up. And it’s independent of who they are. It’s the position they hold as mother
and father.

A great word picture that I’ll be stating several times today is about what it means to
honor. It means this. We learned this from our military friends. You salute the rank, not the
person. Sometimes the person is not a good person. But that doesn’t matter. If that person

outranks you, you salute them. It’s an issue of place.
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And so, given that place where they are, you’re supposed to submit to that leadership and
obey that authority.

And you can see this throughout the Bible. Submission to authority is a primary theme
throughout, because it’s a bedrock foundation for the order of the universe. This is how God
made the universe.

So, let me give you some examples in the New Testament of God-given authority, where
the writers of the Bible will say, God'’s telling us to submit. Just salute the rank, not the person.

In the New Testament in 1 Timothy 35, it says that we’re to honor the men in leadership at
the church, the elders at the church. It says that we are to submit to their authority, because God
placed them in that position, and by submitting to them, you’re submitting to God. It salutes the
rank, not the person.

Later on, you’ll see throughout the Bible, Old and New, examples. Particularly, you’ll
find this in Romans 12 and 13, but also in 1 Peter 2. And throughout the Old Testament there are
multiple storylines where God says, I 've placed the government in authority over you. I've
placed the leaders of the government—earthly authorities, He calls them—over you. And you 're
to submit to them.

In the older Testament there are multiple stories of evil empires, and yet saints were able
to submit or give honor to those leaders. I’ll explain what that means, but fundamentally, they
saluted the rank, not the person.

And we show our submission to the authority of God by submitting to the authorities that
He puts on this planet. And that brings us to our fifth commandment. The fifth commandment—
there are only ten—and one of them is to honor your father and your mother. And it says that
because this is the place where you start to learn the virtue of submission. It’s a place where you
start to experience the discipline of harnessing the rebellion that’s intuitive in a bent soul. That’s
where you learn how to do it, and that’s where you practice and become good. That’s where you
find out that sometimes you just have to salute the rank, and not the person. That’s the nature of
honor.

Because in this commandment—you can’t help but notice the brevity of it—there are no
caveats. It doesn’t say, “Honor your father and your mother as long as they’re believers, as long
as they’re walking with God, as long as they tell you what to do and you want to do that.” It

doesn’t say, “Honor your father and mother as long as you live in the house.” It says, “Honor
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your father and your mother.” It means all the time. It means at every age. It means in every
context of culture. It’s a universal, moral absolute. Salute the rank, and not the person.

And it starts here. And you can see it’s the training wheels for the rest of your life.
Because when you see a child and she’s learning how to submit and honor her father and her
mother, guess what? She learns to do that with her teacher ... or she doesn’t. If she doesn’t honor
her parents at home, she’s not going to honor her teacher. Maybe her coach, because she’s afraid
of him.

But later on, it’s the same scenario. I’ve learned how to submit to authority at home, so
I’'m able to honor my boss. Again, that translates from the living room to how we treat our
government officials. What I find interesting in this commandment, because it’s different from
the others--it will say in the Old Testament, but also in the New—it’s the first command with a
promise. It’s saying, This is the moral standard for how the universe is operating. It’s the physics
of the spirit world—submission to authority. And if you can get this right, you’ll be glad you did.
You’ll live long in the land that the Lord has promised you. You'll live long in a land of
prosperity.

And the other commandments have a cause-and-effect relationship, but this one says, If
you do this as a civilization, you re going to be there for a long time, and you’ll be prosperous
while youre there. And it’s because submission to authority is the foundation for moral order in
all the universe.

And you can imagine—I’m sorry—you don’t have to imagine—just turn on your TV, and
you can see what happens when rebellion runs wild. Look what happens in families, in schools,
in the workplace in a country with the government authorities, when the people don’t submit. It’s
chaos, and your civilization is fragile and on a tipping point.

But what would be fun to do is to imagine if we all obeyed this commandment and we
started at home, where we honored our father and our mother. And we’d find ourselves getting
pretty good with submission to authority. And then we’d bring it into the rest of our lives. Our
tribe, our country, would experience qualitative and quantitative blessings from God. That’s
what the promise is: that you’ll live long in a land of prosperity, because you have figured out
the discipline of chaining and harnessing the rebellion that’s natural to a man’s soul.

And I would say that it’s not just a promise to the nation of Israel or any or all

civilizations. I would say it’s a promise to individuals as well. God blesses those who are going
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along with the moral foundation of the universe when they submit to the physics of what’s right
and wrong. It’s a natural law.

One of the models we had at the Cassidy family growing up was that I would tell the kids
regularly, “It’s not that hard. Your generation—all you have to do is work hard and show
respect, and people are going to kick the door down to get you to work for them. You’ll be just
fine. Just work hard and show respect, and people won’t know what to do with you.”

And I think for the most part that’s a fair statement. It’s part of the way God built things.

2. Spiritual Titles of “Mother” and “Father”

Here’s the second reason why this command is a foundation for civilization. Again, I’'m
emphasizing that it’s not just local, it’s not just a cultural thing for Jews; it’s everywhere. The
second reason this is universal is because of the “mother and father.” These titles are spiritual.

They have tremendous power. We’re going to spend more time explaining and appreciating that.

On the scale of human decencies, honor of parents is
second only to [honor] to God.

--- Plato

But even Plato says, “On the scale of human decencies, honor of parents is second only to
honor of God.” That’s Plato. And that’s because our relationship with our parents (besides our
relationship with God) is the single most important factor in determining who we are and the
way we act.

And more importantly—we’ll investigate later—but more importantly, it determines our
very definition of God. His maternal attributes and his fraternal attributes are found in our
parents. And when we honor our parents, we’re honoring God.

So, the nature of those titles and the power that they have—“mother” and “father”—is
another reason the fifth commandment makes it into the Ten Commandments—because it has

significant influence on us.
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Application: What Does It Mean to Honor Our Parents?

Now, let me try to explain what it means to honor your parents. What does it mean to
honor your parents? This is where a lot of people kind of get off. They misuse the word or think
it’s synonymous with other words.

Notice that the commandment does not say, “Love your mother and your father.” It
doesn’t say, “You should trust your father and your mother.” It doesn’t say, “You should admire
your parents.” No, it doesn’t. And why doesn’t it say that? It doesn’t say that because we are in
the very image of God. And the nature of God is that He’s truthful. God is truth. And the blood
that He has running through our souls is truth. And our souls can’t live in a lie, even if the lie is a
pleasant lie. It’s not made to. What’s interesting is that our souls can live with a truth that’s harsh
and even cruel. But if it’s true, we can live a life truthfully, knowing that to be, in fact, truth.

Here's my point. It doesn’t say that you should love your parents because some parents
are not lovable. They’re evil. For you to try to love them wouldn’t be true. The reason it doesn’t
say that you should trust your father and your mother is because some parents shouldn’t be
trusted. For you to try wouldn’t be true. And then, admiring them—it’s impossible to admire
some people. And some of those people might be your father or your mother.

I’'m going back again just showing you that if you use trust and love and admiration as a
synonym for honor, your soul is going to get twisted. And it’s going to try and make sense out of
nonsense. And you’re going to try and practice things that you weren’t meant to practice. God
chose the word “honor” on purpose. And He also chose not to use these other words for a reason.

The command does say “honor.” And that word “honor” is not an emotional word. You
can give honor, no matter who you are; you can give honor no matter who your parents are; you
can give honor no matter what the circumstances you’re living with. Because honor is not like
these other words that I’ve been mentioning. It’s not an emotional word. The Ten
Commandments is a list of moral absolutes. It’s not like love or admiration. It’s a moral absolute.
And honor is in that. And so, honor is a choice. It’s a moral choice. It’s not a sentimental feeling

that you need to conjure up. It’s a moral choice.
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Honor is the unsentimental moral nucleus for your
relationship with your parents.

--- Lewis B. Smedes

Here's a quote from ethicist Lewis B. Smedes. He teaches theology and ethics at Fuller,
or he used to. He said this about honor: “Honor is the unsentimental moral nucleus for your
relationship with your parents.” Wow, it’s that important. Honor is a decision that you make to

give your father and mother dignity, respect.

To show honor is to provide long-term loyalty for the
parents’ best interests.

--- Tim Keller

Tim Keller writes a definition this way. he says, “It’s to provide long-term loyalty for the
parents’ best interests.” It’s long-term loyalty—so, he would put loyalty in there as one of the
descriptive terms for what honor means.

And so, just like you can show honor to these other God-given places of authority... you
can show the government or the leadership of the church or a person that you’re employed with
honor without showing them love. Right? You can show them honor without showing them trust.
You can show them honor without exalting them and admiring them? What are you doing when
you’re showing that kind of submission? You’re saluting the rank, not the person. You’re
distancing the rank and the positioning that God has placed them in from who they are. And you
can do that. And you’re to do that with father and mother. You salute the rank. It’s the moral
order of the universe. It’s how the physics—not of just family, friends—it’s of civilization—it’s
how it works.

So, now I think this might be illustrative. I want to show you how we honor our father
and mother. This will help distinguish honor from some of these other words that it’s often

mixed up with.
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The first way we can honor our father and mother is to obey our parents. Now this one, I

think, particularly applies to people that are living at home or being funded by their parents. So,
I’d say anyone from young children, newborns to maybe young adults who are not making their

own income, paying their own bills.

Ephesians 6:1-3

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is
right. 2“Honor your father and mother”—which is the first
commandment with a promise— ? “so that it may go well with
you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.”

And if that’s the context, Ephesians 6:1-3, because of the word “children” here—it’s
pointing to those definitions that I just mentioned. “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for
this is right.” It is right? Yeabh, it’s the moral order of the universe. “ ‘Honor your father and
mother’”—he goes to the commandment—*“which is the first commandment with a promise.”
And what’s the promise? “ * ... that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on
the earth.””

You submit to the authority of your parents, because what you’re doing is proclaiming to
all creation, the seen and the unseen, the people around you and demons and angels both, /
submit to the authority of God Almighty, and I’ll show you how. I'm submitting to my parents.
I’'m showing you that I can submit to authority and show honor. I can salute the rank and not the
person. Because look what I'm doing right here with my parents. I'm going to obey them.

I know, I hear you. The first thing we go to is exceptions. What if you parents say ... you
know what? Exceptions are exceptional. That’s why we call them exceptions. That’s for another
day.

But have you seen the way people obey kings in the older Testament and how they show
honor and submit to authority? Today let’s talk about obeying our parents. Clean your room.
You know? Just keep it simple. Come home by curfew—come home early, regularly. If you have
a choice and someone is asking you to go somewhere for vacation and your family is trying to

have a family vacation and they say, “No, we want you to come on our vacation,” you go on that
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vacation, and you show up happy. And you’re going to have a great time, and you’ll be
encouraging, and you’ll honor your parents. That’s what it means. It means to obey.

Have you ever thought about this? Jesus obeyed Mary and Joseph. Can we just stop and
pause? Jesus obeyed Mary and Joseph, and He created them. Dads say this—maybe some dads
do—*I brought you into this world, and I can take you out of it.” Joseph says that to Jesus, and
Jesus can say, “Did you? Because I think I brought you into this world, and I can take you out of
it.” That never happened, because Jesus submitted to the authority that the Father placed Him
under. If He can obey His parents, then we can probably obey ours. Obedience.

Another way of honor is through gratitude. Honor is through gratitude.

Proverbs 23:24-25

The father of godly children has cause for joy. What a
pleasure to have children who are wise. 2° So give your father
and mother joy! May she who gave you birth be happy.

I love this proverb in Proverbs 23. It says, “The father of godly children has cause for
joy.” Oh, yeah. “What a pleasure it is to have children who are wise. So give your father and
mother joy! May she who gave you birth be happy.”

Can you help and honor your father and mother by telling them, “Wow, you did good
with me. You gave me things that helped me become the man or the woman that I am today.”
You know that to be true. It would be great if you said it with words. I think it would be
relatively simple for any one of us to say to our mother or father, again, independent if they were
walking with God or not. You could say, “Everything I know about budgeting and being frugal is
because of you, Mom, Dad.” “My social skills that I didn’t realize I had until I went to college
and realized how few people have them? I wanted to come home and thank you after my
freshman semester. Thank you for teaching me those things.”

You can have a parent that just meant well but was still evil. And I’ll bet there was
something they did that was mildly right. And you can thank them for that and show them honor.

I had a wonderful semester. My youngest daughter was married. It surprised all of us,
because when it was her turn to give a toast, she ended her toast by saying, “My bouquet”—the

bride’s bouquet—*is normally thrown to friends of mine who are looking to be married next, or
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whatever the tradition is. I want my bouquet to go to my mother, Melinda Cassidy. Because she
has taught me what it means to be a godly woman and a holy wife. And I want to be like her.”
She called Melinda up and gave her that bouquet. There was this audible sigh, just this “Ahhhh
...” And I want to say that it wasn’t just sentimental. I think people saw a girl honor her mother,
and I think there was a spiritual dimension to that, and that’s why there was a sigh. I think the
angels sighed.

Honor your parents. Show your gratitudel The third way is to honor through serving.

Start when you’re young and your parents are young. When you’re young and healthy, your job
is to be the working mule in the house. And what I mean is, look at you with all your body parts
and they’re all working just fine. So, you need to do all the heavy lifting. You should be
vacuuming or painting or mowing or whatever requires joints ... yes ... there it is. We re going
to have a devotion tonight, kids, for the first time. We’ll start right here.

Yeah, that’s what your job is when you’re young and healthy—to do things that the
young and healthy can do, and the old people are supposed to just bring wisdom and point. You
missed a spot.

But honestly, serve with your hands. Work. When your parents get older, you can serve
in multiple ways. You can serve by helping them stay up with their medications, and taking your
parents to the doctor. You can help them with their finances. All these spam calls and emails that
you get, you know who they’re looking for, right? Not you. They’re listening for a quivering, old
voice that is going to lose their entire inheritance, their savings. And you are there to serve your
parents, to keep that from happening. There are vultures out there. Pirates still exist. You can go
shopping for them.

When they become very old and are starting to lose their memory, make sure they don’t
lose their dignity. You serve them by showing them respect. You honor them by serving them
with respect.

Here’s what [ mean ... in some ways it’s just a picture. But you can ask your dad, “Hey,
dad, do you want me to make you a sandwich?” [Said in a voice as if talking to a little child.]
You’re talking down to him—once a man, twice a child—and you’re talking to them like a child.
The man could have walked on the moon or fought in a war. You don’t talk to a man like that.

You talk up to them. You say, “Hey, Dad, do you want me to make you a sandwich? I’'m making
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one for me.” [Said in a normal adult conversational tone.] You don’t talk to them like a child.
You show respect in the way you speak.

Another way I’ve seen people serve their older parents in the way they speak is that they
rarely if ever tell other people about the undignified events that their parents are having to
endure. They’re losing their abilities to control themselves. They’re losing their ability to make it
from the bed to the kitchen. And they don’t tell anyone about that. No one else needs to know
those kinds of stories. Sometimes you need to share it with a very close friend or a sibling that’s
kind of working through it, but no one else needs to know.

You honor your parents ... [ don’t know ... let’s put it this way ... by keeping the
reputation they had when they were healthy. When they get very old, you honor them that way.
In that way, you’re saluting the rank and not the person. Good for you. A lot of people at this
church are doing a great job of that, I might add.

So, here we go. Here’s what it means. It means to obey, it means to show gratitude, it

means to serve. And the last way—this one’s good—you honor your parents by forgiving your

parents. Now this is a deeply spiritual event, and forgiving your parents is different than
forgiving anyone else. Because forgiving your parents is mystical in nature. I’'m circling all the
way back to why this is in the Ten Commandments. It’s because of the power of the words
“mother” and “father,” and the power of the title and expectations of family. Family, mother,
father—they paint a picture for us. And that picture is from the Garden of Eden. Each and every
one of us is longing for things that take place in the perfect family. We’ve been implanted with
that as image-bearers of the original Adam. And we need that.

We have two primary callings I want to bring attention to. There are two primary callings
that show up in the family and cause injury to us when they’re not met. The first one is family
love, and by that I mean unconditional love. We expect, because we can hear it. It’s just an echo.
It’s only the shadow of what was once real: unconditional acceptance by our mother and our
father, a place where we can go and be loved no matter what we do or what we’ve become. And
our expectations are that that unconditional love would be perfect. And our parents can’t bring
that perfection. We long for it, and only God can provide it.

This unconditional acceptance that doesn’t get realized causes us to feel that maybe we’re
not lovable. And some of us will just try to be lovable, to prove ourselves worthy of our parents’

love. Sometimes we’ll do that by trying to achieve or overachieve. Sometimes we get bitter.
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Other times we get angry. But that anger and bitterness is not directed to the fall of mankind and
how it’s influenced those two titles of mother and father and how we’re losing that unconditional
love. It’s pointed towards our parents themselves. We’re injured, and we’re angry at them,
because we think unconditional love is something we should experience at home. And I'll tell
you, that expectation is placed there by God. But you’re not going to get it.

The second reason I'm telling you that forgiving our parents is difficult because of the
longings of heaven, is that I’'m going back to those titles of mother and father. Mother and father,
those offices, are the way we learn about the attributes of God. How would we know about the
eternal nature of His love unless we’ve experienced it from our mother? And how would we
comprehend and digest and internalize the protective paternal nature of God the Father and how
He provides and won’t leave us unless we experience it from our own father.

My point is this. This is deep. We get our definitions of who God is from our parents. We
look at our parents like they’re God. And that’s appropriate when you’re young. And because
they are human, we are very disappointed, no matter how good they are. Let me say it another
way. There is a God-shaped vacuum in our heart, and the silhouette is of a perfect mother--an
omni- mother and an omni- father.

And we don’t know how much those injuries are affecting us, but that’s what makes it
difficult for us to forgive. Here’s the power of this fifth commandment. The only way you’re
going to be able to have the power to forgive your parents and honor them that way is if you
transfer your expectations for unconditional love and what an omni- father and omni- mother are
supposed to look like—transfer that from your parents to God Almighty. When you come to the
realization that He can answer those needs, and that you have those needs and they’re real, and
God the Father can give those to you; when you transfer to Him, then it releases your soul and
gives it the ability to be free to forgive and free to honor—free to honor someone that you don’t
admire or don’t love or don’t trust. Because He’s not the shadow of your need; He’s the real
thing. He’s not the echo; He’s the original voice of what unconditional love is and what it means
to be omni- in your parental expectations.

Think about this—is it any wonder that Luke 15, the story of the prodigal son, is called
the greatest short story ever spoken? Why? Because it’s answering those two needs—needs for
unconditional love, whether you’re a hedonist or a stuck-up, judgmental, self-righteous dude

staying at home. Either one of these sons are accepted unconditionally by the father. And the
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father pursues them. The omni- father pursues them and forgives and restores them. When your
soul is satisfied with YHWH and you realize your total acceptance is through Him; that you
don’t have to strive; then there’s no reason to be bitter or angry anymore. You can turn that
health of soul towards honoring your parents—honoring them by forgiving them. That’s the
power of the fifth commandment.

Here’s a great story. Jonathan Edwards was a famously kind and brilliant man, but also a
great father. He was on his deathbed, and the only adult child who was near was his daughter.
And his dying words to his daughter were this: “Tell your brothers and your sisters to release me
from being any kind of a figure to be admired and turn instead to the Father of creation who
never dies.” He said to go to the Father who never dies for these needs of unconditional love and
all your needs being met from a father and a mother. That’s the last thing he says to his children.
He says, Don’t look to me—I'm mortal. I die. But there’s a God who can take that responsibility.

So, here it is. Do you want to become like Christ in all of life? Honor your father and
your mother. And if you do, I promise you that you’re going to live a quantitatively and
qualitatively better life for it. Because now you’re submitting the moral foundation of creation.
You’re going to enjoy submission to authority, and that starts with honoring your parents. Can

you do that today? It’s Father’s Day. Let’s pray.

Lord Jesus, we are grateful for this command. It seems simplistic at face value, and yet it
is profound in its depth and its power. We see that civilization and our soul’s health are found in
submission to authority, and particularly, the way we honor our father and our mother. And
Lord, now I'd ask that You would help us make sense of that and how to apply it specifically to
our lives and how we treat those who have been placed in our lives with those titles.

God, I would ask that You would bless our church in a way so that we honor our parents
well; that we would be a lighthouse in a time of rebellion; that we would be a church that

submits to the authority that you ve put over us. We pray this in Jesus’ holy name. Amen.
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