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Looking Through Stained Glass 

A Commandment with a Promise 

As we move forward to the Fourth Commandment 
in this column, we also move from the                                         
Commandments that focus primarily on our love   
of God to those Commandments that focus                        
primarily on our love for one another.  In the                        
traditional catechetical formula, the Fourth                    
Commandment simply says, “Honor your father 
and your mother.” 

It makes sense that the first Commandment that  
focuses primarily on love of others is focused on 
our parents.  As we have mentioned in previous 
columns, it was our parents’ cooperation with God 
that led to our conception and birth.  Therefore, we 
may say that honoring our father and mother            
honors the work that they did to help us come to 
life, and it honors their God-given vocation as                
parents, a vocation that they willingly accepted. 

As we discovered in our discussion of the Third 
Commandment, we grow in holiness when we              
imitate God.  Through this Commandment, we are 
called to imitate Jesus – the Son of God and the son 
of Mary and Joseph.  Jesus Himself obeyed the 
Fourth Commandment, as described in Luke’s   
Gospel.  After Mary and Joseph found Him in the 
Temple, “He went down with them and came to 
Nazareth, and was obedient to them; and his   
mother kept all these things in her heart.  And Jesus 
advanced [in] wisdom and age and favor before 
God and man.” [LK 2:51-52] 

Another reason we should obey the Fourth                      
Commandment is that we will benefit.  The original 
Commandment in Exodus reads, “Honor your            
father and your mother, that your days may be long 
in the land which the LORD your God is               
giving you.” [EX 20:12]  St. Paul reiterates this 
unique facet of the Fourth Commandment in his 
Letter to the Ephesians, “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 have a long life on earth.’” [Eph 6:1-3]  
The Catechism explains this promise saying, 
“Respecting this commandment provides, along 
with spiritual fruits, temporal fruits of peace and 
prosperity. Conversely, failure to observe it brings 
great harm to communities and to individuals.”  
[CCC 2200] 

As with many of the Commandments that follow, 
corollaries of this Commandment can easily be            
discovered.  The Catechism gives a few examples           
of how this Commandment can be expanded:  The 
fourth commandment is addressed expressly to 
children in their relationship to their father and 
mother, because this relationship is the most              
universal. It likewise concerns the ties of kinship 
between members of the extended family. It              
requires honor, affection, and gratitude toward   
elders and ancestors. Finally, it extends to the                  
duties of pupils to teachers, employees to                                   
employers, subordinates to leaders, citizens to their 
country, and to those who administer or govern it. 
This commandment includes and presupposes the 
duties of parents, instructors, teachers, leaders, 
magistrates, those who govern, all who exercise  
authority over others or over a community of                
persons. [CCC 2199]   What we discover from this 
extension of the Commandment is that it                            
encompasses obligations on both the subordinate as 
well as those in authority. 

As expressed in our first column on the Ten                  
Commandments, the Commandments concern                
relationships – first our relationship with God and 
then our relationship with others.  We grow in                   
holiness by having right relationships.  The familial                   
relationship is the most basic in 
society; therefore, we can grow in 
holiness by honoring our parents.  
Perhaps we could even say that 
holiness starts at home. 


