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Main Idea:  God values our inner heart attitude more than our outer action.  We are not only to live by the letter of the law, but the spirit of the law.  God broadened the understanding of murder to include wrongful anger.  When this wrongful anger goes out of control, it can give birth to murder.  It is imperative to seek reconciliation as soon as possible.

INTRODUCTION
As I was growing up, I had a hot temper.  Little things would get me upset and the rage of anger was brooding.  Sometimes, it would turn into verbal abuse, sometimes, it turned into physical violence.  It was an ugly behavior that was offensive toward others.  The root of my issue was poor self-esteem.  I was insecure and I felt secure when I overpowered others to gain control.  I might have accomplished my end goal, but many broken relationship resulted.  Do you have an anger problem?  What does Jesus teach about anger?  How do we solve anger issues?  We will talk about it today.  
During the past months, we have been studying the Sermon on the Mount.  We have just completed the Beatitudes, where we learned the character of kingdom living.  Jesus points out that our internal attitude is much more important than our external action.  The key verse to the Sermon on the Mount is Matthew 5:20, “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.”  The Pharisees said that righteousness consisted of performing certain actions, but Jesus said that righteousness was centered in the attitudes of the heart.  

In the next section of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus continues his teaching by highlighting six anti-thesis, where Jesus contrasts how the Pharisees were interpreting the law to what God intends for the law to mean.  Christ was contrasting His teaching not to what Moses taught but to what the Pharisees and scribes interpreted and taught.  Just like the Beatitudes, these anti-thesis place the value of the inner character over the outer accomplishment.  The Pharisees created loopholes to work around the intent of God’s Word.  For example, they found ways to harbor bitterness toward another while remaining innocent in their view of murder.  They may have lusted after their neighbor’s wife, but so long as they didn’t commit adultery, they felt they were holy.  They justified themselves as they fudged the edges of the truth.  
APPLICATION:  It is easy for us to condemn the Pharisees.  But yet, we also do the same thing.  We can hate our spouse and provoke our children to anger and technically never kill them or harm them physically.  We might say it is okay to lie about this because it protects us from getting hurt.  Are we following God’s Word completely? Are we being selective in what to follow and what not to follow?  Are we justifying our negative behavior?  Do we compare ourselves with someone else that is worse than us in a particular sin and claim that we are acceptable to God?  Are we deceiving ourselves?
Six times Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said… But I tell you” (5:21-22, 27-28, 31-32, 33-334, 38-39, 43-44).  He dealt with the attitudes and intents of the heart and not simply with the external action. We are to be more righteous than the law-abiding Pharisee, who were hypocrites.  They only looked good on the outside, but are bad on the inside. How are we going to do be more righteous than the Pharisees?  Here, Jesus in our passage this morning outlines how, through these six anti-thesis. We are not just to live by the letter of the word, but the spirit of the word or God’s intention of His teaching.  We are not just looking at the act alone, but at the motive and attitude behind the act.  
A. The Statement on Murder: “Thou Shall Not Kill”

Of the hundreds of Old Testament commands, Jesus selected these six commands. What all these six commands have in common is that they are all relational commands.  The first commandment that Jesus brings up is “Do not murder.”  The other five include adultery, divorce, oath, retaliation, and enemies.  This is the Sixth Commandment from the 10 Commandments, which says, “Thou shall not kill.”  It is an act of physically taking another person’s life or murder.  According to the Law, there were clear consequence to murder, which was death.  Since man is created in God’s image, the penalty for murder is death.  Legal judgment will come upon the instigator.  

We might say, “I am okay.”  “I have not killed anyone.”  “That will never happen to me.”  Therefore, I declare myself righteous.  However, Jesus clarifies this command by comparing murder with anger.  He is stating that anger is murder.  The anger that prompted the act of murder is just as wrong as stabbing someone with a knife.  
A Christ follower’s conduct must be characterized by a righteousness that surpasses mere appearance. God will look at our hearts and not just at our behaviors.  [Let us read the antitheses: vv21-22a- “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.”  Jesus is saying that being angry is equivalent to murder.  Jesus has broadened their understanding and provided a fuller understanding of why God made that law in the first place.  Jesus is teaching that a person guilty of anger is guilty of murder and deserves a murderer’s punishment.  Hatred is but an extension of anger.  Anger leads to hatred, which can lead to murder.  [ We need to understand that the source of murder is anger.  However, Scripture does distinguish the difference between righteous anger and unrighteous anger.]
B. The Source of Murder: Anger

1. Righteous Anger

Too often we treat all anger as sinful.  Anger is a real human emotion.  Some offenses are valid causes for anger.  As you recall, Jesus went to the temple and was angry at the people making the temple a den of robbers (Mt. 21:12).  We are to be upset at sin.  We are to get angry at injustice.  If we uphold to righteousness, then we should express righteous anger when someone is offending God or others.  

However, in all cases, the anger should be short-lived or else it can turn into bitterness.  According to Eph. 4:26, “In your anger do not sin: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry.”  [ However, most of our anger is unrighteous  anger, which affects our relationship with others.  ]

2. Unrighteous Anger

a. Affects our relationship with others

Jesus in Mt. 5:22 speaks of an unrighteo​​​us anger against people.  This anger speaks of a malice that is nursed inwardly.  It refers to a brooding bitterness against someone.  Jesus taught that intention is a vital part of wrongdoing.  This unrighteous anger can easily starts with verbal abuse.  Anger assumes a position of superiority by calling another person a derogatory name.  This sinful act has its beginning from the evil heart.  It is premeditated to hurt and destroy another person.  Anger keeps us from developing a spirit pleasing to God.  

The example that Jesus used here in verse 22 speaks about a person out of anger calls another person, “Raca”, which means empty-headed person or brainless idiot.  Things might escalate and one might humiliate the other by calling him, “You fool.”  By calling a person a fool, you are writing the person off as worthless, a zero, and a nobody.  Since we are made in the image of God, if we call a person a fool, we are basically calling God a fool also.  
These examples show an increasing degree of seriousness. To be angry is the basic evil behind murder; to slander a person with a term such as Raca is even more serious; and to condemn a person’s character by calling him a fool is more slanderous.  To hate someone is to commit murder in our hearts.  In 1 John 3:15, “Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.”  
APPLICATION:  The Bible says that the tongue can be very destructive.  It is like a fire that can burn down a forest.  Similarly, our words can shred a person apart.  Do you have an anger issue?  Do you abuse others verbally?  

Anger actually robs us of freedom and makes us a prisoner.  We deceive ourselves thinking that if we get mad and retaliate, it will hurt the other person that offended us.  Instead of communicating and resolving the disagreement, we seek revenge.  All it does is to make us prisoners.  

From these two verses, we can see clearly that there are consequences to unrighteous anger.  There are different degrees of judgment.  One might face the Sanhedrin, which is a legal court.  When Jesus speaks of “Judgment,” He is not only talking about human court judgment, but also divine judgment.  The one that says, “You fool!” can be in danger of the fire of hell.  Such behavior might indicate that a person is not saved.  He will go to the fire of hell, which is the word, “Gehenna.”  It is a valley south of Jerusalem, where a continually burning fire consumed the city waste.  It is always a symbolism for eternal punishment.  Although we are all sinners, God is in the business of changing our lives.  Transformation of our lives over time is evidence that we are born again.  If we continue to have uncontrollable bad habits, it might be an indication that we might not be saved.  However, we need to be careful not to judge others.    

Sinful anger robs us of fellowship with others as well as fellowship with God.  This leads us to verse 23-24,”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.”

[ Unrighteous anger not only affect our relationship with others, but also our relationship with God.  ]
b. Affect our relationship with God

When we come before God to offer up a sacrifice and remember that our brother has something against us, we need to leave the gift there and seek reconciliation first.  It is clear that Jesus is teaching us that the priority of reconciliation must precede worship.  When we come to worship God, we need to come with a pure heart.  God wants more than mere sacrifice.  He wants love, mercy, and righteousness.  This reinforces what Jesus taught about our inner heart attitude being more important than our outer action or our strict literal performance in keeping the Law.  Notice that this verse does not focus on the anger of the worshipper, but on the anger someone else feels toward the worshiper.  If we recognize this, we are to seek reconciliation first before worshipping the Lord.  In 1 Samuel 15:22, the prophet reminds the people that “to obey is better than sacrifice.”  Love for God and fellows believers is more important than gifts brought to the altar.
C. The Solution to Anger: Reconciliation

The solution to anger is reconciliation.  Jesus commands us to take the initiative to take care of the problem.  We are commanded to do it quickly.  Read vv.25-26, “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.”  

Do not procrastinate; tomorrow may be too late.  A small neglected wound in the leg can result in amputation if not attended to.  The longer we wait, the worse the situation can become.  Bitterness can settle in and reconciliation becomes harder.  More walls are built up and resolution will be hindered.  Regardless of who is responsible for the broken relationship- and often there is guilt on both sides, we should take initiative to seek reconciliation before we come before God to worship.  When we know we have done something wrong, we should find the person and ask for forgiveness.  If we do not deal with it, we will face guilt.  We will become a prisoner of ourselves.  We may find that the offended party will be much more gracious in dealing with the matter than the impersonal judgment that would take place in court.  Settle the matter quickly before the angry person hands us over to the judge.  This is true not only with large disagreements, but also small ones.  
APPLICATION:  As the Spirit prompts us, we have a responsibility to deal with an offense that we have against another.  Once we are aware of it, we are to take the initiative to clear up the matter.  It might involve talking it over to see if there is a misunderstanding or if we are wrong, then we need to apologize.  May we swallow our pride and ask for forgiveness.  Is there someone that you feel you have offended?  Is there someone that feels uncomfortable with you when you see that person coming down the hallway and he tries to avoid you?  May you seek reconciliation.  It is our responsibility to apologize.  Whether he will accept our apology or not is not your responsibility.  How we apologize is also important?  May it be filled with remorse and a desire to change your way.  
Unrighteous anger can cause all kind of problems.  I thank God for controlling my anger.  Definitely, I could not have done it by myself.  When I was 15, the Lord saved me and I placed my trust in Jesus Christ.  Slowly, but surely, He changed me inside out by taming my anger as well as my loose tongue.  If you have not trusted Christ as your savior, I invite you to trust Him today.

In conclusion, may we remember that God values our inner heart attitude more than our outer action.  We are not only to live by the letter of the law, but the spirit of the law.  God broadened the understanding of murder to include wrongful anger.  When this rage goes out of control, it can give birth to murder.  It is imperative to seek reconciliation as soon as possible.

