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Text 
"You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be 

subject to judgment.' 22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to 

judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, 'Raca, 'is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who 

says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire of hell. 23 "Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar 

and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the 

altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 25 "Settle matters quickly 

with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may 

hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into 

prison. 26 I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny. 

 

Introduction 
As humans, we like to be “wowed.”  We like the extraordinary.  The mundane 

activities and events of life bore us after a while.  I find myself idealizing new adventures 

and experiences so much so that I don’t actually enjoy the event itself.  I’ve been thinking 

about this as I was preparing for this sermon.  I was getting frustrated because I wasn’t 

“wowed” by this passage as much as I was when I studied and prepared to preach on the 

Tabernacle back last November.  God wasn’t revealing any amazing ways to look at the 

text.  I had studied and read it many times before.  Then, last Sunday Nathan talked about 

how we seem to be more into the revelations of Scripture when we are preaching through 

the Old Testament.  We like to be “wowed” by finding how Jesus is pointed towards all 

throughout the Old Testament.  That resonated with my frustrations.  I wanted to find 

some deep connection that was “new” to share.  I realized how much of an idol this can 

be for me and the Church as a whole.  We need to get just as excited about the common 

messages that we need to hear over and over again because we forget them or are 

apathetic about them.  Let’s look at this passage from the Sermon on the Mount in that 

way.  Whether or not these teachings of Jesus strike us in a new way, they are just as 

important for us to hear and apply. 

 

Point of the next six sections 

Matthew 5:21-26 is the first of six sections that starts in the general form of "You 

have heard that it was said, but I say to you…."  From our look at the previous passage 

on Jesus fulfilling the law, not abolishing it, we should understand these six sections as 

more fully interpreting the law rather than opposing it.  New Testament Scholar Craig 



2 

Keener supports this interpretation historically.  He says, “When Jewish teachers said 

things like this they did not see themselves as contradicting the law, but rather explaining 

it, so we might read the passage thus:  ‘You understand the Bible to mean only this, but I 

offer a fuller interpretation.’”  Jesus wants to show us that the Law was written to expose 

the condition of our hearts, which constantly turning from God. 

Last week we talked about Jesus’ followers as being people of The Book.  Jesus is 

now going to help His followers better grasp specific parts of The Book.  He wants to 

teach His disciples the attitudes and principles that grow out of a life of gratitude for 

being brought into His Kingdom.  We have seen that the teachings from the Sermon on 

the Mount call Jesus’ followers to form a conspicuous counter culture.  Remember, 

however, as we have seen in the structure of the book of Matthew, that the call to this 

lifestyle comes only after we believe in Christ for salvation. 

This deeper interpretation of the Laws comes right after Jesus claims that those 

who belong to His Kingdom must have righteousness that exceeds that of the Pharisees. 

In verse 20, He says, “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of 

the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of 
heaven.”  He is looking at the letter of the law that the Pharisees teach and making it 

more about their inward attitude than an outward action.  It is not about legalism but 

about a change of heart that comes from knowing Jesus.  Keener clarifies by saying, 

“Pharisaic ethics emphasized ‘inwardness’ as much as Jesus did, but Jesus and Matthew 

challenge not Pharisaic ethics but the actual condition of the Pharisees’ and others’ 

hearts.” 

 

What Jesus is not saying 

So what is the fuller interpretation that Jesus gives his disciples about murder?  

First, let us notice what it isn’t.  Jesus is not explaining what acts constitute murder.  He 

is not saying that we violate this commandment if someone is killed in battle or killed as 

part of capital punishment.  He is not attempting to show how governments should 

interpret the command to not murder.  I bring this up because many want to use this 

command and passage to defend their perspective on just war or pacifism, but that is, I 

think, using this passage incorrectly.  What Jesus is really getting at, is that all anger, 

even the anger of a pacifist, is murder in our hearts. 

The point is just this:  We are called away from the anger in our hearts that 

exalts us above God and others, and we are to turn to Jesus, God’s Son, who has 

made possible humble reconciliation with God and others. 

 

Let’s pray:  Jesus, we confess that our hearts are often full of hatred for others and for 

you.  We murder others with our thoughts.  You came, however, to restore harmony with 

your Father and amongst your followers.  Show us how to be a church that lays down our 

pride to accept the reconciliation that you bring, and then to be able to reconcile with our 

families, our spouses, our brothers and sisters in Christ, our co-workers, and our 

neighbors.  Amen. 

 

Condition of the Heart 

Jesus begins by restating the sixth of the Ten Commandments. “You shall not 

murder.”  He then shows how murder is a punishable offense that betrays the wickedness 



3 

in our hearts that often remains hidden from others.  He is reminding His listeners that 

God can see and will judge the wickedness in our hearts when governments cannot.  

When God was looking for a new king to replace Saul, the first king of Israel, whose 

heart had been hardened to the things of the Lord, he challenged his prophet Samuel in 1 

Samuel 16:7:  “The Lord does not look at the things man looks at.  Man looks at the 

outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”  God desires more of his 

followers than simply holding to the laws the world follows.  We are to be more.  Even if 

others can never recognize it, God will, because he searches all of our thoughts.  David 

expresses this in Psalm 51 when He is confessing his sin of adultery and murder.  “Surely 

you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place.  Cleanse 

me with hyssop and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.  Let me 

hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice.  Hide your face from my 

sins and blot out all my iniquity.  Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a 
steadfast spirit within me.”  He is not just confessing his outward actions, but the state of 

his heart.  This is where he desires cleansing and renewal.  This is the honesty in 

recognition and repentance that God wants from his followers because he desires us to be 

holy as He is Holy. 

In Matthew 5:22, Jesus gives three examples of anger:  “But I tell you that 

anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone who 

says to his brother, ‘Raca’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin.  But anyone who says, ‘You 
fool!’ will be in the danger of the fire of hell.”  Each of these deals with an attitude of 

anger.  In the first case, it is in the person’s mind.  The next two are in one’s speech.  The 

exact meaning of the word ‘Raca’ is debated amongst scholars, but they can agree that it 

is an Aramaic word of contempt said by angry people.  Jesus’ point is that anger incurs 

the same consequences as murder, and therefore, anger is itself murderous.  When we are 

angry at other people, what we really want is to harm them so they are not a bother to us. 

 

Objections 

But wait a minute?  Wasn’t Jesus angry with the moneychangers, sellers, and 

buyers who defiled the temple of God?  Didn’t he say “You blind fools” to the Pharisees 

when they harshly declared seven woes on them? 

In these situations, Jesus is not angry due to any personal offense.  His anger is 

not out of a heart of contempt, but a righteous indignation for the disregard of God’s 

Holiness and the manner that the Jewish Leaders are leading the people astray.  We never 

see him responding angrily when the Jewish leaders personally attack him.  We know 

that he accepted suffering and ridicule.  D.A. Carson elaborates:  “When suffering, Jesus 

is proverbial for his gentleness and forbearance (Luke 23:34; I Peter 2: 23).  But if he 

comes as Suffering Servant, he came equally as Judge and King.  His anger erupts not 

out of personal pique but out of outrage at injustice, sin, unbelief, and exploitation of 

others.  Unfortunately his followers are more likely to be angered at personal affronts.”   

Also, how does this teaching fit into Paul’s command in Ephesians 4:26:  “In your 

anger, do not sin.”  Five verses later, however, Paul put anger in a list of sins to get rid 

of, along with bitterness, malice, rage, and slander.  Using the original text and the 

context, New Testament Scholar Max Turner says, “It is not an encouragement to 

righteous anger; it is a warning, ‘If you become angry, beware!  You are at sin’s door.’” 
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Forms and Personalization of Anger 

Now that we have addressed these objections, what does this anger that Jesus 

condemned look like in us?  I remember the first time I called someone a “fool.”  My 

cousin did or said something that made me angry when I was around the age of 8, so I 

said, “You fool.”  My mom and aunt came running into the room.  I vaguely remember 

getting my mouth washed out with soap.  I thought, “What’s the big deal, it is not like I 

cursed.”  I was told it was because my words were mean.  And truthfully, in my heart I 

wanted to hurt and demean him, and my words betrayed this fact.     

We may hurl insults like this at others.  We may harbor bitterness toward another 

and look for an opportunity to mock them in front of others, even just mildly.  We may 

gossip about them to get even with them.  We often don’t even recognize our anger, or 

want to admit it.  We make excuses like “I am just joking around,” but our jokes make us 

feel better about ourselves.  We contemplate all the ways we are better than that person 

and think, “I feel sorry for them.”  We may not want to physically murder them, but we 

do want to beat them down in our thoughts or with our words so they are no longer a 

bother to us.  We want to get them out of our way.    

Some of you know that I love Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  I begged Lindsey to name our 

son Dietrich, but she refused because we are neither German nor living in the early 20
th

 

century.  Anyways, I really appreciate what he says about anger in The Cost of 

Discipleship.  This quote is a bit lengthy, but I think it’s helpful. 

 

Anger is always an attack on the brother’s life, or it refuses to let him live 

and aims at his destruction.  Jesus will not accept the common distinction 

between righteous indignation and unjustifiable anger.  The disciple must 

be entirely innocent of anger, because anger is an offence against both 

God and his neighbor.  Every idle word which we think so little of betrays 

our lack of respect for our neighbor, and shows that we place ourselves on 

a pinnacle above him and value our own lives higher than his.  The angry 

word is a blow struck at our brother, a stab at his heart: it seeks to hit, to 

hurt and to destroy.  A deliberate insult is even worse, for we are then 

openly disgracing our brother in the eyes of the world, and causing others 

to despise him.  With our hearts burning with hatred, we seek to annihilate 

his moral and material existence.  We are passing judgment on him, and 

that is murder.  And the murderer will himself be judged. 

 

Punishments and Significance 

Jesus does indeed remind us that we will also be judged for this heart of contempt.  

Most scholars agree that each of these three punishments for the given offenses 

actually refer to the judgment of God. When he says “the Sandhedrin,” he is most 

likely referring to God’s heavenly court.  After the third offense, Jesus says this puts one 

in danger of the fire of Hell. 

That is a bit extreme, isn’t it?  The point is that while these attitudes and words 

might be ordinary, they are very serious to God.  We notice that Jesus is talking about 

these thoughts and insults as applying to our brothers, which seems to mean fellow 

believers.  This does not, however, mean that we shouldn’t apply this to people at large, 

but Jesus wants it to start within the family of believers.   Any attitude that harms the 
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unity of the Church is of utmost importance to Jesus. This is serious.  Anger has no place 

in the hearts and minds of Jesus’ disciples.  The Church needs to demonstrate authentic 

love free of anger in a dark world that encourages us to compare ourselves to others, get 

ahead of everyone else, and try to earn approval.  Jesus is calling His followers to be 

counter cultural in how they think and talk about others, whether or not they have been 

offended. 

These words of Jesus might instantly convict some of you.  This teaching may not 

“wow” you, but you know in your heart that you have been angry, are angry, or get angry 

often.  You are easily triggered by your spouse or your roommates.  You are quick to 

spew angry, although seemingly harmless, words in traffic.  You know that you struggle 

with anger. Confess this sin before it turns into greater bitterness that hardens your heart 

to the Truth and Freedom of the Gospel. 

For others of you, you may say, “I honestly don’t really struggle with anger or 

having contempt toward others.” I often think that anger is not one of the sins that I 

struggle with very often.  Ironically, the afternoon after I started writing this section of 

this sermon, God taught me a lesson.  Caleb, my son, was not being cooperative or 

obedient.  It was like he decided that today would be the day he would test daddy to see 

what I was made of.  Well, what I was made of in that moment wasn’t pretty, and 

definitely not godly.  I was angry with Him because dealing with Him was taking me 

away from my agenda.  I was angry with him because he was disrespecting me by being 

disobedient.  All this happened in the context of me studying this passage.  So if you 

think you are not an angry person, I want to challenge you to let the Holy Spirit really 

show you the deep places of your heart. 

 

Avoid Anger by being Reconciled 

So for all of us, this is true.  We are angry.  Well Jesus isn’t finished yet.  The 

verses we just discussed, deal with the Inside-Out Principle of the Law, which 

demonstrates how our outward actions reflect our inner attitudes.  We learned last year 

when Nathan preached through the Ten Commandments that there is another use of the 

law, called the Flip Side Principle.  This Principle reminds us that each law should be 

turned around and looked at from what it is calling us to do, not to only obey what it is 

prohibiting.  This is the Principle that is often the hardest because it forces us to actually 

do something.  In theory, we would rather just stop doing something.  This is easier to 

measure and check off our list as we work towards proving we are worthy of being in 

God’s Kingdom. 

Verses 23-26 give two specific parables demonstrating the Flip Side Principle.  

“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your 

brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar.  First go 

and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.  Settle matters quickly 

with your adversary who is taking you to court.  Do it while you are still with him on 

the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the 

officer, and you may be thrown into prison.  I tell you the truth, you will not get out 

until you have paid the last penny.” 
These stories go beyond just how we think or talk.  They point to the work of 

reconciliation.  Furthermore, this reconciliation goes beyond just confessing to God by 
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offering a sacrifice or by coming to a settlement in a court of law.  It requires taking the 

initiative to mend a broken relationship. 

You would think Jesus would be talking about reconciling with someone that I am 

harboring anger or bitterness towards.  Let’s look carefully, however, at the first parable.  

It says that if your brother has something against you, you are to go and reconcile with 

them.  This parable starts with a “Therefore.”  That means that we need to look at this 

story in the context of how seriously God takes one’s attitude of contempt.  Because unity 

of the church is so important, it is just as harmful to cultivate anger in someone else as it 

is to be angry with someone yourself.  We are not just told not to be angry with our 

brother, but we are to seek peace when we have been the one to create the anger!  Paul 

also relays this to the Church in Rome in Romans 12:18 “If it is possible, as far as it 

depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” 
The point is that we are also responsible for other’s attitudes of anger toward us.  

This seems ludicrous – What if I did nothing wrong to them, and they became angry?  

Jesus doesn’t distinguish that so I think we could assume that even in that situation we 

have to go to them and figure out the problem so that we are reconciled.  It is not OK to 

just say, “It is their deal; it’s their problem.” 

While the first illustration is about a feeling of offense that no one else might be 

aware of, the second parable tells about a situation where others can see that you have 

offended someone.  They would not be taking you to court if you did not offend them in 

some way.  In both cases, it is your job to make peace.  In this situation, Jesus calls the 

offended person an adversary, rather than a brother.  This appears to lead Jesus’ 

interpretation of this commandment to apply to all people, not just fellow followers of 

Jesus.  He had been emphasizing this at first because it is of utmost importance to Him 

since that unity is how others will know we are disciples.  But it still doesn’t stop there.   

D.A Carson sums up these examples in this way:  “Remarkably, neither illustration deals 

with “your” anger but with “your” offense that has prompted the brother’s or the 

adversary’s rancor….  We are more likely to remember when we have something against 

others than when we have done something to offend others.  And if we are truly 

concerned about our anger and hate, we shall be no less concerned when we engender 

them in others.” 

 

Pride Prevents Reconciliation 

What stands in the way of us reconciling with someone who holds something 

against us?  We can claim that we are oblivious or insensitive to how our actions and 

words affect others, but that is really just making excuses for our pride. 

The bottom line is: our pride stands in the way of reconciliation.  We want 

them to make the first move.  We say things like, “Why don’t they just come talk to me 

about it?”  We put the onus on them because that way we don’t have to take 

responsibility for our actions or words.  This is in direct opposition to what Jesus is 

saying in these verses.  If we remember someone has something against us, we are to take 

responsibility and initiate the process of reconciliation.  This is what Jesus is calling his 

people to because this is how we will look different than the world!  This is very different 

than the world’s view of reconciliation.  Take responsibility, don’t shuck it.  We must 

humble ourselves before God and others. 
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In his book, Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis calls pride “The Great Sin.”  He looks 

at the humility that must start in our relationship to the Triune God: “We must not think 

Pride is something God forbids because He is offended at it, or that Humility is 

something He demands as due to His own dignity—as if God Himself was proud.  He is 

not in the least worried about His dignity.  The point is, He wants you to know Him: 

wants to give you Himself.  And He and you are two things of such a kind that if you 

really get into any kind of touch with Him you will, in fact, be humble—delightedly 

humble, feeling the infinite relief of having for once got rid of all the silly nonsense about 

your own dignity which has made you restless and unhappy all your life.” 

 

Urgency of Reconciliation 

In these parables Jesus tells, we notice that not only are we to make the wrongs 

right, but we must make them right immediately.  In the first story, we are told to 

reconcile before we offer a gift to God.  That means that our tithes, our worship, and our 

lives (which are to be a living sacrifice) should not be offered to God when relationships 

are broken.  Whoa!  This is a big deal.  It is an even bigger deal if you remember that this 

might require one to noticeably leave the Temple in the middle of a solemn occasion for 

hours or days in order to travel back to the offended person.  Once peace is restored, and 

only then, should we offer our gifts up to God.  In the second story, we are told to settle 

matters quickly.  In both cases, there is a sense of urgency.  Paul reiterates this in 

Ephesians 4:26 when he writes:  “Do not let the sun go down on your anger.”  We are 

not to put it off because it is of utmost importance because our relationship with God and 

others are intertwined.  God wants us to come to Him when our hearts are right.   

Bonhoeffer also expands on this: “There is therefore only one way of following 

Jesus and of worshipping God, and that is to be reconciled with our brethren.  If we come 

to hear the Word of God and receive the sacrament without first being reconciled with 

our neighbours, we shall come to our own damnation.  In the sight of God, we are 

murderers…  It is a way which brings much personal humiliation and insult, but it is 

indeed the way to him, our crucified Brother, and therefore a way of grace abounding.  

In Jesus the service of God and the service of the least of the brethren were one.  He went 

his way and became reconciled with his brother and offered himself as the one true 

sacrifice to his Father.” 

 

Reconciliation with God through Jesus 

In summary, this command turns from the act of murder to our guilt for being 

angry and hurling insults at others, and then even deeper to our guilt for producing anger 

and resentment in others.  Reality is that none of us are free from this guilt.  We are all in 

danger of God’s righteous judgment.  We will never be able to go to God if we have to 

wait until our hearts are right. 

Not only do we need to reconcile with others because we have offended them, but 

we need to reconcile with God because He is the primary person we have offended.  My 

wife may have a long list of my wrongdoings against her, but that list is nothing 

compared to the list of sins God could hold me accountable for.  I must go to God and 

confess these sins to Him.  The problem is, however, that true reconciliation always 

requires an acceptance and desire to move on from the offended person.  Because of 

God’s Holiness, however, he cannot accept my sin, forgive me, and let me do it again.  



8 

He cannot exist with my filth.  He has, however, given us a way to be reconciled to Him 

so that we can return to the altar and lay our sacrifices before Him.  The irony is that he 

sent Jesus to bring reconciliation with a sinful people even though He had done nothing 

to break the unity.  As our Creator, we do not have the right to hold something against 

Him.  Yet, he humbled Himself! 

Don’t let your pride stand in the way of his Reconciliation.  Accept His grace and 

be reconciled to Him.  This is the only way we can ever be truly reconciled with others.  

Paul implores the Church to this end when He writes in 2 Corinthians 5:17-21: 

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the 

new is here!  All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and 

gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in 

Christ, not counting people’s sins against them.  And he has committed to us the 

message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were 

making his appeal through us.  We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to 

God.  God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 

the righteousness of God. 

Believe in Jesus and accept his forgiveness for your sin against God.  Then, 

reconcile with others because you have been reconciled to God through the 

righteousness of Christ. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

We remember this reconciliation by taking the Lord’s Supper together.  Because 

we have been reconciled to God and to each other by Jesus blood, we can celebrate this 

truth in community, free of angry thoughts, words, and actions.  Let us be doers of the 

word, not just hearers of the word.  If there is someone here you need to be reconciled 

with or someone you need to leave and go call, do that now before you participate… 

 

Benediction 

You have been reconciled to God through Jesus Christ, so go and be reconciled to others. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Mike Avink on Sunday morning, July 3, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 


