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‘You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not murder”; and 
“whoever murders shall be liable to judgement.” But I say to you that if you are angry with a 
brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will 
be liable to the council; and if you say, “You fool”, you will be liable to the hell of fire. So 
when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has 
something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your 
brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift. Come to terms quickly with your accuser 
while you are on the way to court with him, or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, 
and the judge to the guard, and you will be thrown into prison. Truly I tell you, you will never 
get out until you have paid the last penny.  

‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that 
everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 
If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one 
of your members than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes 
you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for 
your whole body to go into hell.  

‘It was also said, “Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.” But 
I say to you that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, causes her 
to commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

‘Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not swear 
falsely, but carry out the vows you have made to the Lord.” But I say to you, Do not swear at 
all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by 
Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot 
make one hair white or black. Let your word be “Yes, Yes” or “No, No”; anything more than 
this comes from the evil one. 

 
One of the two most quoted passages in the Bible is the 23rd Psalm: 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the 

still waters. 
He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for 

his name’s sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will 

fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: 

thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 
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Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: 
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever. 

 
The other most quoted scripture is John 3.16: 

For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 
 
The reason those passages are so often quoted is because they are beloved. 

The reason they are beloved is because they are consoling. They reassure us that 

God truly loves and cares for us, in this life and the life everlasting. 

Nowhere is that love more fully revealed than in Jesus Christ. As Christians, 

we confess that Jesus was fully human and fully divine, Son of God and child of 

Mary. Because he was both fully human and fully divine, he could teach us how 

to live the ways God wants us to live. We confess, too, that Jesus died for us, 

taking our sins upon himself. We confess that he defeated death by rising from 

the dead, and then opened the gateways of heaven so that where he is we may be 

also. All those things, we confess, God did for us through Jesus Christ. Each 

should inspire deep gratitude. So what can we do for him in return? Two things 

come to mind. One is easy: to confess that Jesus Christ is our “Lord and Savior, 

the Son of the living God,” and to be baptized. Confessing Jesus Christ as Lord 

and Savior is our divinely-inspired pledge of allegiance to him. Being baptized 

“in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” is the means he 

ordained by which we become his disciples [Matthew 28.16-20]. If we are 

mindful that for Jewish males the ritual of admission into the Covenant 

community involves a surgical procedure called circumcision, then we realize, by 

contrast, how easy baptism (the Christian sacrament for admission into the 

Church) really is. So, that’s the easy thing we can do for Jesus: becoming his 
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disciple by taking him as our Lord and Savior and being baptized. We Baby 

Boomers—and maybe the generations that are younger than us (I’m talking to 

you, GenXers and Millennials)—like our faith to be easy and undemanding. But 

if we take Jesus seriously, “easy and undemanding” are not often on the program. 

Because after we take Jesus as our Lord and Savior and are baptized, it gets 

harder. In fact, there are a lot of hard parts, and I’ll talk about some of them later. 

The first hard part is obeying Jesus’ commandments. 

Biblically, there are three versions of God’s commandments. One is called 

the Noahide laws, named after Noah. These are seven universal laws that apply 

to all human beings: don’t murder, don’t steal, don’t bear false witness, don’t 

sexually transgress, don’t blaspheme, don’t eat the meat of a living animal and do 

set up a judicial system to insure the other six laws are enforced. The later set of 

laws in the Bible are called the Mosaic laws, named after Moses, and they only 

apply to the Covenant Community—i.e., the Israelites, the Hebrews, the Jews. 

There are, altogether, 613 laws of Moses. These 613 include the Ten 

Commandments, which incorporate most of the Noahide laws. They also include 

what Jesus called the two greatest commandments, which are to “love the Lord 

with all of your heart, soul and mind” [Deuteronomy 6.5] and “to love your 

neighbor as yourself” [Leviticus 19.18].  

And then, there are the commandments of Jesus. As strenuous as the laws of 

Moses are, the commandments of Jesus are even more so, because he tells us that 

God holds us accountable not only for our actions but for our very pre-

dispositions. In the Gospel of Matthew, a lot of the really hard things Jesus taught 

are all bunched up together in what we call the Sermon on the Mount, including 

today’s scripture reading. Right from the get-go, in Matthew’s Gospel, newbie 
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Christians find out what Jesus expects of his disciples. The New Testament 

Greek word for “disciple” is mathetes. A mathetes, a disciple, is a student who 

attaches himself or herself to a particular teacher, not only to learn from that 

teacher, but to be like them and teach others what they were taught. In the Great 

Commission, at the end of the Gospel of Matthew, the resurrected Christ tells his 

disciples, 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything 
that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the 
end of the age.   [Matthew 28.18-20]. 
 
“Make disciples of all the nations, and teach them to obey everything I have 

commanded you.” Make disciples of all the nations? Is that all, Lord? Becoming 

a disciple of Jesus is easy. But being a disciple of Jesus is hard, and not everyone 

gets a trophy. The great writer G.K. Chesterton said, “The Christian ideal has not 

been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult, and not tried.” Or at 

least it’s difficult if we take him seriously. But if we don’t take him seriously, 

why did we did take him as Lord and Savior in the first place? 

So in the Sermon on the Mount, we have the third iteration of the Law. The 

Noahide law applies to everyone. The Mosaic law applies to the Jews. But with 

Jesus, we have what might be called the Messianic Law—the Law of the 

Messiah, the Christ. This is the Law that applies to Christians, to us. The 

Messianic Law is a house built upon the foundation of the Mosaic Law. As Jesus 

said, “Do not think that I come to destroy the Law or the Prophets; I have not 

come to abolish them, but to fulfill them” [Matthew 5.17]. So how did Jesus 

fulfill the Law and the Prophets? By teaching not only as an interpreter of the 
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Law—as a rabbi—but as the Son of God, who revealed God’s original intent 

behind the Law. And why is the Messianic Law taught by Jesus harder than the 

Law given to Moses? Because Jesus doesn’t just want to make us obedient. He 

wants to change us. 

In today’s scripture reading, there are four of what are called “antitheses,” in 

which Jesus said, “You have heard it said…but I say to you.” In the first 

antithesis, Jesus said to the crowd, “You have heard it said, ‘You shall not 

murder.’” Of course the crowd had heard it said. It’s the Sixth Commandment. 

But Jesus went on, “But I say to you, if you get angry with someone, or curse 

them, you’re liable to judgement; if you say something really reprehensible, 

you’re liable to hell.” Whoa! We can go to hell just because we tell someone we 

think he’s an idiot? 

Perhaps the issue is: does what we say harm them? After all, guys insult each 

other all of the time without harm. That’s what guys do if they’re friends. I’ve 

got a group of friends who are members of another church who I sometimes eat 

dinner with on Sunday evenings. The group is called “The BOBS.” One of the 

reasons I like being with the BOBS is because I’m not their minister, and I can 

swap good-natured insults with the other guys. But what if those doing the insults 

are not friends? What if the purpose, the intent, of an insult is not good-natured 

joshing, but the deliberate infliction of emotional pain? The Sixth 

Commandment’s prohibition of murder makes clear that it is God’s will that we 

not harm one other, while Jesus taught that we have the ability to inflict great 

harm on others without ever laying a finger on them. Have you heard about the 

young kids who are devastated, some to the point of suicide, because of the awful 

things other kids have said about them on Facebook and other social media? Do 



MATTHEW 5.21-37  6 

we think words can’t inflict harm on the emotionally vulnerable? They can. Jesus 

taught his disciples it’s not enough just to refrain from murder; even inflicting 

verbal harm on someone else is a violation of God’s will, and if there is not 

penance and reconciliation, there will be divine judgement. Does that 

commandment apply to all people everywhere? I don’t know. But I do know that 

it applies to Christians, to the disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Then there’s the next antithesis Jesus talked about. “You have heard it said, 

‘You shall not commit adultery.’” Yes, the crowd had all heard that one, too. It 

was the Seventh commandment, the one right after murder. But Jesus said, “But I 

say to you, whoever looks at a woman with lust in his heart has already 

committed adultery.” Owwww…. “Hey, Lord, that’s kind of the way we were 

created. Hey, Lord, that’s the way babies get made. Hey, Lord, are you saying 

I’m committing adultery 20 times an hour just by walking around in the mall?” 

What exactly is Jesus saying here? In classical Christian theology, desire for 

another is part of God’s plan. After all, the very first commandment in the Bible, 

found in the first chapter of Genesis, is to be “fruitful and multiply.” But when 

sexual desire is separated from love, it becomes disordered and self-indulgent. 

Lust is different from the desire that is a major part of the blessing of love. Lust 

is the objectification of another person, in which their essential dignity as a 

human being is reduced to that of a thing, a tool to be used for gratification and 

thus disposable once they serve their purpose. You can commit adultery in your 

heart because the lust always precedes the deed. Some of you may remember, 

back in 1976, that Jimmy Carter, a devout Christian and faithful husband who 

was running for President, confessed in an interview (in Playboy of all 

magazines) that he had sometimes had “lust in his heart.” He was mocked and 
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derided because a lot of people didn’t understand what he was talking about. 

After all, Jimmy Carter hadn’t shacked up in a cheap hotel room with some 

stranger, he had just gotten a little fire in the furnace looking at someone who 

wasn’t his wife Rosalynn. That’s what it means to be a dude, Dude. The people 

who especially didn't understand what Jimmy Carter was saying were the sorts of 

people who bought the magazine. Despite the excuse a particular high school kid 

caught with one tried to offer his mortified mother—“I swear, Mom, I only got it 

for the articles”—she knew that wasn’t the reason he had it stashed in his closet. 

If you were a young guy, you didn’t buy Playboy for the articles. You bought it 

for the objects. You didn’t care what the objects thought; it didn’t matter what 

the objects believed; whatever their life stories were was inconsequential. You 

didn’t even really need to know their names, because, as far as you were 

concerned, the purpose they served was strictly utilitarian. That’s what 

pornography does. It turns human beings into objects. 

I don’t think I ever fully understood what Jesus was saying until I became a 

father of daughters. To look at the world as the father of young daughters is to 

look at the world in the worst possible light. I don’t give a rat’s kidney if a boy 

likes her; I want to know if he respects her. I will consider him guilty until he’s 

proven innocent. My daughters aren’t objects. None of God’s children are. What 

I’m saying to other Christian men is that all women are entitled to respect at all 

times, in all places, in all circumstances. Does that principle apply to all men 

everywhere? I don’t know. But I do know that if Jesus Christ is your Lord and 

Savior, it certainly applies to you. 

 Finally, we come to the third antithesis, in which Jesus said, “You have 

heard it said that the Law of Moses allows you to divorce your wife.” It was very 
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easy then for a husband to cast a wife loose—a certificate of divorce, a 

declaration, repeated three times, “I divorce thee, I divorce thee, I divorce thee.” 

No lawyer, no court, no alimony. It was a system all stacked in favor of the man. 

But Jesus said, “I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except on the grounds of 

unchastity, and marries another, commits adultery.” This part is hard for me, 

because I am a divorced man—the greatest failures of my life—and anything I 

say on the issue is liable to seem self-justifying and exculpatory. The point Jesus 

was making—in his revelation of the heart of God—is that marriage is a sacred 

covenant, made in the presence of God, and intended by God to last as long as 

life. If a marriage fails, as too often happens nowadays, something created to 

endure is broken. It does not mean there cannot be redemption; it does not mean 

that God is not a God of forgiveness and second chances; it does mean that 

divorce is inconsistent with the will of God. But look at the things that Jesus said 

in today’s scripture that are also not consistent with the will of God:  disrespect 

and contempt for another human being; the diminishing of a child of God into an 

object with no other purpose than our own self-gratification; adultery of the 

heart. In most cases of divorce, God’s will is violated multiple times before the 

papers are ever filed. No couple ever divorced because there was too much 

mutual respect, too much mutual forgiveness, too much mutual kindness, too 

much mutual love. 

Jesus did not teach just to give us information. He taught us in order to 

change us, so that we, by the strength of the Holy Spirit, may yet become whom 

God created us to be. 

          Amen. 
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