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1. Entering The S.O.M. Thru the Beatitudes
A. Am I now approaching God as a spiritual beggar?
B. Am I today, willing for God to show me my sins, and will I mourn over them or excuse them?
C. Am I approaching God's Word with meekness and humility?
D. Am I willing, today, for God to make my heart pure… whatever the cost?
E. Am I taking my understanding of righteousness as my final word, or am I hungering and thirsting for God's righteousness in every area of my life?

F. Am I willing to concretely offer God's mercy to every person? 

G. Will I work for true, godly peace in every one of my relationships?
H. Will I, 4 the sake of Christ, decide 4 righteousness, even when it costs me?
2. Matthew 5:20-26:  “20 "For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. 21 "You have heard that the ancients were told, 'You shall not commit murder’, and 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.'  22 "But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his brother, 'You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, 'You fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.  23 "Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you,  24 leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering.  25 "Make friends quickly with your opponent at law while you are with him on the way, so that your opponent may not hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the officer, and you be thrown into prison.  26 "Truly I say to you, you will not come out of there until you have paid up the last cent.
3. 5:20: “I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes & Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
a.  Scribes/ Pharisees Missed Right. > Sought thru Law Keeping

b. BUT:

1. Abraham > “Imputed” “believed God & reckoned > Righteousness

2. Then, “Imparted” by Holy Spirit > Recreate image of Christ in us.

3. We  now look at this righteousness, w/ regard to RELATIONSHIPS

4. 5:21-22 

a. "You have heard that the ancients were told, 'You shall not commit murder’, & 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.'
1.  Good… So far as it goes
2. BUT: What matters is not merely the letter of the law but the spirit. To interpret it like that is merely to define the law in a way which enables us to imagine that we escape it.
3. Ultimate Issue: The Total Will of God in My Life
4. Examples: 
a. = The Child who obeys the letter & not the Spirit of the parent. 
         Parent: “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
b. = The Issue of the Unborn, Dying, Unwanted
     “But… it is only speaking of those already born… or healthy.”

      Principles:   1. Every human life is uniquely made in the image of God.
      Behind               Does Life possibly begin > Conception?  Miracle of Life Video
                   The Comdt. 2. Every human life belongs to God, & humans are not to play God.



         3. Every human life is “divinely died for” & thus beyond priceless.


         4. Every human life must be treated as God's.

 5. Matt. 22:39 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' All the Law & the Prophets hang on these two commandments." (Takes us to >>>)

5. Suicide: See 1-5; Mk. 3:28-9:  "Truly I say to you, all sins shall be forgiven the sons of men, & whatever blasphemies they utter;  but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin "--
b. 22 "But I (The Lord) say to U that everyone who is angry w/ his brother shall be guilty before the court; & whoever says to his brother, 'You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court; & whoever says, 'U fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.  
     To call someone the Aramaic word “Raca” is literally to call him “empty-headed.” Commentators suggest a number of more contemporary substitutes like numbskull, nitwit, blockhead, bonehead, jerk, or brainless idiot. Raca used in deadly earnest demotes another person to the level of a nothing, a nobody. It is an utterly contemptuous word.

     The term “fool” is a translation of the Greek word moros, from which we derive moron. But its meaning did not involve judgment of one’s IQ but rather one’s moral condition. It was applied to those who denied God’s existence and as a result fell to further evil. The psalmist’s phrase, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 14:1) bears this idea.

     A. B. Bruce perfectly summarizes the two words: “Raca expresses contempt for a man’s head = you stupid! More expresses contempt for his heart and character = you scoundrel!”2 These two words were not terms of endearment but of malignant contempt. Jesus here condemns angry contempt and all its cousins — animosity, malice, hostility, malevolence, wrath. He is not suggesting a ladder of offenses that result in progressively sterner judgments, as if “anger” gets a minor judgment, “raca” a stiffer penalty, and “fool” Hell. He is simply multiplying examples to make His point. And the point is, all such animosity can land one in Hell.

    Jesus is saying that we must not think we are safe just because we have not shed blood. We are guilty enough to receive punishment if we have harbored anger and contempt. He says in essence, “You may think you are removed from murder morally. But you are wrong. Have you ever wished someone were dead? Then your heart has known murder!” In view of this, we cannot escape the truth that we are all murderers. We have all murdered others in mind and heart. We have treasured thoughts about others that are as foul as murder.

   Here again we see that the radical righteousness Jesus demands is not merely a refraining from outward sin — it is interior. And again we are made to see that our only hope is Christ who fulfilled all righteousness and offers it to us as a free gift.  [Moreover, how very much we also need to be changed into the image of Christ.]
· As with Dr. Wang’s Class: 2 options: Automatic “C” or go for better.
· Jesus does not give us the “C” option in the S.O.M.
5. “What I can do w/ my anger!”
a. Ephesians 4:26: "In your anger do not sin" “The holier we 
                                                       become, the more anger we shall feel against sin.”

b. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Cost of Discipleship
· “As a Christian I am called to treat my enemy as a brother and to meet hostility with love. My behavior is thus determined not by the way others treat me, but by the treatment I receive from Jesus.” Cost of Discipleship
· Marty Faw

c. Matthew 5:23-24
23 "Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, & there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the altar & go; 1st be reconciled to your brother, & then come & present your offering.  

· The worshiper has entered the great Temple of Herod with his sacrifice & has passed through the concentric courts (the Court of the Gentiles, the Court of Women, the Court of Men). Beyond him lies the Court of the Priests, into which only priests could pass. The worshiper is standing at the threshold of the court. His hands are on the sacrifice, & suddenly he remembers that he has wronged his brother. So he turns and retreats through the great courts. He must first make things right with his brother.” 
· Our Lord reminds us here of a very subtle danger in the spiritual life, the terrible danger of trying to atone for moral fail​ure by balancing evil with good… The danger is that of making certain ceremonial sac​rifices to cover up moral failure… ' I think I can say again that we all know something about this tendency not to face directly the conviction which the Holy Spirit produces in our heart, but to say to ourselves: 'Well, now; I am doing this and that; I am making great sacri​fices at this point; I am being helpful in that matter; I am busily engaged in that piece of Christian work. Lloyd-Jones
· 1 Samuel 15:22-23  22 Samuel said, "Has the LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices As in obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, And to heed than the fat of rams.  23 "For rebellion is as the sin of divination, And insubordination is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, He has also rejected you from being king."
· There is no way to peace along the way to safety. For peace must be dared. It is the great venture. Dietrich Bonhoeffer
· Only he who believes is obedient and only he who is obedient believes. Bonhoeffer

d. Matthew 5:25-26

· 25 "Make friends quickly with your opponent at law while you are with him on the way, so that your opponent may not hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the officer, and you be thrown into prison.  26 "Truly I say to you, you will not come out of there until you have paid up the last cent.
· Hebrews 12:15 “See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled…”
6. Onetimeblind Video “Lord, Lord.”

7. Will U surrender This Obedience?

8. I Surrender All Video / Hymn Book?

The first principle is that what matters is not merely the letter of the law but the spirit. The law says: 'Thou shalt not kill'; but that does not just mean: 'Thou shalt not commit murder'. To interpret it like that is merely to define the law in a way which enables us to imagine that we escape it.
But that is not all. Not only must we not feel this causeless anger; we must never even be guilty of expressions of contempt
Our Lord then moves to the third point: 'But whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.' This means an expression of abuse, the vili​fying of a person. It means this bitterness and hatred in the heart finding its ex​pression in words
The holier we become, the more anger we shall feel against sin
Let us now go on to the second statement. Our attitude is meant to be not nega​tive, but positive. Our Lord puts it in these words. Having emphasized the nega​tive He goes on to put it positively like this: 'Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there remembers that thy brother hash ought against thee; leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.' This is a most significant and important state​ment. Not only are we not to harbor murder and evil thoughts in our heart against another; but the commandment not to kill really means we should take positive steps to put ourselves right with our brother. The danger is that we may stop at the negative, and feel that, as long as we have not actually committed murder, all is well. But there is a second stage which we have forgotten. 'All right, we say, 'I must not actually commit murder, and I must not say these un​kind things against people. I must put a guard upon my lips; though the thought is there I must not say it.' And there we tend to stop and say: 'As long as I do not say these things all is well! But our Lord tells us that we must not stop even there, we must not even harbor the thought and the feeling in our heart.

That is the point at which so many stop. The moment these ugly, unworthy thoughts tend to come into their hearts they switch their minds to something positive and beautiful. That is quite all right as long as we do not stop at that. We must not only repress these unkind and unworthy thoughts, says Christ; we have to do more than that. We must actually take steps to remove the cause of the trouble; we must aim at a positive goal. We have to reach the stage in which there shall be nothing wrong even in spirit between our brother and ourselves.

Our Lord enforces that by reminding us in verses 23 and 24 of a very subtle danger in the spiritual life, the terrible danger of trying to atone for moral fail​ure by balancing evil with good. I think we know something about this; we must all plead guilty to it. The danger is that of making certain ceremonial sac​rifices to cover up moral failure. The Pharisees were expert at that. They went to the temple regularly; they were always punctilious in these matters of the de​tails and minutiae of the law. But the whole time they were judging and con​demning their fellows with contempt. They avoided every twinge of conscience by saying, 'After all I am worshipping God; I am taking my gift to the altar.' I think I can say again that we all know something about this tendency not to face directly the conviction which the Holy Spirit produces in our heart, but to say to ourselves: 'Well, now; I am doing this and that; I am making great sacri​fices at this point; I am being helpful in that matter; I am busily engaged in that piece of Christian work.' The whole time we are not facing the jealousy we may feel against another Christian worker, or something in our personal, private life. We are balancing one thing with another, thinking that this good will make up for that evil. No, no, says our Lord. God is not like that: 'Ye are they which justify yourselves before men; but God knows your hearts: for that which is highly esteemed among men is abomination in the sight of God' (Luke 16:15). 
The Psalmist puts it like this, 'If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me! If I, in the presence of God, and while trying to worship God ac​tively, know there is sin in my heart which I have not dealt with and confessed, my worship is useless. There is no value in it at all. If you are in a state of con​scious enmity against another, if you are not speaking to another person, or if you are harboring these unkind thoughts and are a hindrance and an obstacle to that other, God's Word assures you that there is no value in your attempted act of worship. It will avail you nothing, the Lord will not hear you. Or take that statement which we read in I John 3:20, 'If our heart condemn us, God is greater than our heart, and knows all things.' 
'Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice' Leave thy gift; run away and put it right with thy brother; get rid of the obstacle. Then come back; and then, and only then, is it of any value. 'To obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams'

Just a word on the last principle. Let me impress upon you the urgency
. They are just this, that I face and acknowledge this sin and confess it utterly and abso​lutely, that I stop any self-defense or self-justification, though there was provo​cation from this other person. I must just confess and admit it without any res​ervation to God. If there is something in actual practice that I can do about it I must do it at once. I must humble myself, make a fool of myself as it were, and let the other person gloat over me if necessary, as long as I have done everything I can to remove the barrier and the obstacle. Then He will tell me that all is right. 'I will settle with you', He will say, 'indeed I will forgive it all because, though you are a guilty and foul sinner before Me, and the bill you owe Me is one you can never pay, I have sent My Son into your world and He has paid it for you. He has cancelled it. He did not do it because you are loving and kind and good, He did not do it for you because you have done nothing against Me. It was while you were an enemy, hateful in yourself, hating Me and hating others. It was in spite of all your foulness and your unworthiness that I sent Him. And He came deliberately and gave Himself even unto death. It is because of all this that I forgive you utterly and freely and absolutely! Thank God for such terms, such terms for bankrupt, foul sinners. Those are the terms, utter, abso​lute confession and repentance; everything we can do by way of restitution; and an acknowledgment that we are forgiven only as the result of the grace of God manifested perfectly in the loving, self-giving, self-sacrifice of the Son of God upon the cross. Come to a quick agreement. Do not delay. Whatever you may be convicted of at this moment, come, leave your gift, run away, put it right. `Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him.'

Marty Faw!

In 1977, fish merchant Lee Lantz traveled to Chile and "discovered" the toothfish, a species the locals deemed too oily to eat. Thirty years and a name change later, Chilean sea bass is so popular with American palates that it's almost on the verge of extinction.

After Canadians developed an oil from the rapeseed plant, they still had to deal with the name. So, in 1988, the FDA approved a name change to Canola oil, and sales shot up.

When the California prune board realized the words "prune" and "laxative" were inextricably linked, they switched to "dried plums" in 2000. People bought it, and in a documented focus group, preferred the taste of dried plums to prunes.

In the 1960s, Frieda Caplan, an American produce importer, changed the name of the Chinese Gooseberry to the Kiwi fruit, after New Zealand's national bird which is also round, brown, and fury. Popularity spiked.

Even though the bony fish known as the dolphin fish was unrelated to the mammal of the same name, diners still balked at ordering it. So in the mid-1980s, restaurants starting using its Hawaiian name—mahi-mahi—and all thoughts of Flipper were forgotten.

People have a natural bent toward renaming something to make it more palatable. Such an act of renaming—especially in the examples I just mentioned—is relatively harmless. But what about the renaming we do on a more personal level? That can get pretty dangerous, pretty fast. It leads to self-denial, a lack of self-awareness. For example, some of us have a hard time saying, "I'm angry!" We think it's more acceptable to say, "I'm not angry; I'm just frustrated;" or, "I'm not angry; I'm just hurt." The problem is you can change the name however many times you like, and it still doesn't change what it really is. You can fool as many people as you like, but you still know the truth. The worst of it all is that it means you'll never deal with what you need to deal with in your life.

Justin John Boudin, a 27-year-old man from Minnesota, pleaded guilty to fifth-degree assault charges for violently losing his temper. Here's the irony: he was on his way to anger management class when he committed the crime.

According to the criminal complaint, Boudin was waiting at a bus stop when he started to harass a 59-year-old woman. Witnesses say he yelled at her over what he felt was a general lack of respect. When she took out her cell phone to call police, Boudin punched her in the face. When a 63-year-old man tried to stop him, Boudin hit him with a blue folder that held his anger management homework. Police tracked him down by using the papers inside.

There is no use in talking as if forgiveness were easy. 


We all know the old joke, 'You've given up smoking once; I've given it up a dozen times.' 




In the same way I could say of a certain man, 'Have I forgiven him for what he did that day? I've forgiven him more times than I can count.' 




For we find that the work of forgiveness has to be done over and over again. 








Reflections on the Psalms

Marty Faw!

An ambassador is the official representative of her government; in a sense she bears the image of her nation. Now imagine that a foreign government seizes the ambassador and kills her. That wouldn't simply be murder of a single human being; it would also be an act of war against the government the ambassador represents. In a similar way, one person's murdering another person is an act of war against God. It is an attempt to murder God by killing one who bears his image.

In his book When Charity Destroys Dignity, Glenn Schwartz describes how he confronted unresolved inner conflicts. During his time as a missionary in Zambia, Glenn had struggled with the approach his mission administrators took. He vocalized his difference of opinion and came into conflict with other missionaries and church leaders. Once home, Glenn began to experience physical symptoms that doctors determined were due to fear, resentment, bitterness, anxiety, and unmet goals. A missionary friend counseled Glenn to deal with his inner conflicts. Glenn describes what happened next:

I wrote letters to all those with whom I felt my past relationship was either strained or broken. Some were African church leaders, others were missionaries, and several were mission executives.

On the advice of my missionary friend Joe, I wrote 16 letters in which I assumed full responsibility for all that had happened. I blamed no one. The responses I got back were varied. Some wrote to say that they, too, were sorry that our relationship had been broken and they were glad to have it repaired. A few came to see me personally. One missionary wrote something to the effect that, "That's the way you are. I tried to tell you differently, but you wouldn't listen. Furthermore," he said, "when one is five years old his attitudes are set for life, so for you there is little possibility of change." 

As for me, I had taken my place, and I was free because I had done all that I knew to do. Such freedom is priceless.

"If you were going to die soon and had only one phone call you could make, who would you call and what would you say? And why are you waiting?"

Pastor Tim Brown relates this personal lesson in forgiveness:

Some time ago, I was having lunch in McDonald's with my daughter and mother-in-law. We were enjoying a pleasant conversation when a man, with his wife and children, plopped down at a nearby table. The man was someone who in the past had hurt me. We faked pleasantries and exchanged hellos, but I could feel my blood begin to boil at the thought of what he had done to me. This person had wounded me badly, and I was surprised about how much hurt I still felt.

My family and I gobbled down our food and on the way out of the restaurant I overheard "my enemy" and his wife arguing because neither had any money to purchase the food they had ordered. Their three kids were screaming for their Happy Meals. The couple was embarrassed. My first thought was, Praise God, there is justice in this world. He deserves every bit of embarrassment he's feeling, and I'm so glad I got to see this.

Suddenly God spoke to me through the text I had read that morning. "Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: 'It is mine to avenge; I will repay,' says the Lord. On the contrary: 'If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink'" (Romans 12:17-20).

God was saying to me: Here's your chance to be set free of your pain and overcome your hurt. I knew I had a choice either to obey or bask in my bitterness. Somewhat reluctantly I reached into my wallet, pulled out $20, and gave it to this man who had been my enemy.

"Have lunch on me," I said with tears in my eyes.  Bless the one at whom you are angry

I can no longer condemn or hate a brother [or sister] for whom I pray, no matter how much trouble he causes me. His face that hitherto may have been strange and intolerable to me is transformed through intercession into the countenance of a brother for whom Christ died. Life Together   Pray for the one at whom you are angry
Our enemies are those who harbor hostility against us, not those against whom we cherish hostility… As a Christian I am called to treat my enemy as a brother and to meet hostility with love. My behavior is thus determined not by the way others treat me, but by the treatment I receive from Jesus. Cost of Discipleship
There is no way to peace along the way to safety. For peace must be dared. It is the great venture. Address at Fano

Only he who believes is obedient and only he who is obedient believes. I Sam. 15; Dietrich Bonhoeffer

The movie In Love and War is based on the WWI experiences of author Ernest Hemingway. The 18-year-old Hemingway (Chris O'Donnell) is a Red Cross volunteer in Italy just before the end of the war. While stationed there, he meets, falls in love with, and proposes to Red Cross nurse Agnus von Kurowsky (Sandra Bullock). But Agnus, unbeknownst to Hemmingway, accepts a marriage proposal from an Italian doctor after Hemingway returns to America. When Hemingway finds out, he is brokenhearted. Agnus later cancels the wedding, realizing she really loves Hemingway.

Agnus travels to Hemingway's lakeside cottage to declare her love for him. As they stand on the veranda, Hemingway, bitter over Agnus' previous rejection of him, turns his back on her. He says nothing. Agnus slides next to him and declares, "I'll love you as long as I live." But Hemingway does not reciprocate. Instead, he walks into the cottage, bangs his hand on the table in frustration, and covers his eyes in anguish. Agnus sadly walks away. 

Agnus narrates the film's conclusion:

I never saw Ernie again after Waloon Lake. I often wonder what might have happened if he had taken me in his arms. But I guess his pride meant he wasn't able to forgive me. Some say he lived with the pain of it all his life. The hurt boy became the angry man. A brilliant, tough adventurer who was the most famous writer of his generation. And the kid who had been, eager, idealistic, and tender, lived on only in my heart.

Hemingway married four times and took his life in 1961.

There are many queer ideas about cross bearing. I recall a man once saying to me, "I have a fierce temper, but I suppose that is my cross!" "My friend," I said to him (lovingly, I hope!), "That is not your cross, but it is your sin!"

There's a story about a traveler making his way with a guide through the jungles of Burma. They came to a shallow but wide river and waded through it to the other side. When the traveler came out of the river, numerous leeches had attached to his torso and legs. His first instinct was to grab them and pull them off.

This guide stopped him, warning that pulling the leeches off would only leave tiny pieces of them under the skin. Eventually, infection would set in.

The best way to rid the body of the leeches, the guide advised, was to bathe in a warm balsam bath for several minutes. This would soak the leeches, and soon they would release their hold on the man's body.

When I've been significantly injured by another person, I cannot simply yank the injury from myself and expect that all bitterness, malice, and emotion will be gone. Resentment still hides under the surface. The only way to become truly free of the offense and to forgive others is to bathe in the soothing bath of God's forgiveness of me. When I finally fathom the extent of God's love in Jesus Christ, forgiveness of others is a natural outflow.

12 A Righteous Person’s Relationships

Matthew 5:21-26

For the last 500 years there has been an ongoing debate over how Christ’s teaching relates to that in the Old Testament. The Reformers believed that there is a perfect continuity, that Jesus’ teaching did no more than explain what was already in the Law. In keeping with this view, they argued that Jesus’ seeming corrections of the Old Testament, introduced by the phrase “You have heard that it was said . . . but I tell you,” are actually corrections of the interpretations of the scribes and Pharisees, not of the Old Testament. His new teaching was simply an amplification of the deeper meaning of the old teaching.

The other branch of the Reformation, represented by the Anabaptists, believed that Jesus’ new teaching was in radical discontinuity with the Old Testament. They believed that Jesus’ teaching abrogated certain aspects of the Old Testament. To some it even seemed that Jesus’ teaching was at odds with the Law given through Moses. For them, Christ’s teaching was radically new.

There is a third position that I believe to be the correct one — namely, that Jesus’ teaching is radically new and supersedes the old, but is also in continuity with it. The best way to think of it is that he completed the Law and the Prophets. His own words in verse 17, “I have not come to abolish . . . but to fulfill,” carries the idea of completion. In fact, the word “fulfill” is sometimes translated “complete,” as it well could be here.1 For example, Jesus brought an end to the ceremonial laws of sacrifice and dietary laws, but that was not so much an abrogation of them as a fulfillment, for he validated and superseded them in his own person.

Here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus does the same thing with the Old Testament teachings. In superseding them, he did not bring discontinuity between the Old Testament precepts and his teaching but rather established continuity as he fulfilled them. Jesus brought radically new teaching that superseded the Old Testament Law and Prophets but did not contradict them. Christ’s teaching harmonizes with the Old Testament and adds to it. It completes it!

In Matthew 5:21-26, Jesus holds up the first of six examples that show one’s need for a righteousness that surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees if one is to enter the kingdom of heaven (cf. v. 20). The first example is the Old Testament teaching on murder, which he explains by first giving us the traditional position and then his radically new teaching. Some might think, What does an exposition on murder have to do with me? Everything! In fact, this text is one of the foundational passages on human relationships in the Bible. Jesus begins with the prohibition against the ultimate fracture of human relationships that takes place through murder, then supplies his own teaching, which goes far beyond the mere preserving of life itself to the preserving of human relationships. In this section of his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus describes how a righteous person conducts his or her relationships.

The longer I live, the more I value my relationships. When I was younger, I had little idea of how important they are. I took them for granted. I did not fully understand that human relationships greatly affect our heavenly relationship.

The Traditional Teaching of the Law Regarding Murder (v. 21)

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’” (v. 21)

This is an exact duplicate of the sixth commandment (Exodus 20:13) as taken from the Septuagint (LXX). The additional comment, “anyone who murders will be subject to judgment,” is accurate and true. This was not only the Pharisees’ interpretation. It was the interpretation of the Law itself. So this teaching and interpretation was true. The only criticism might be that it was too narrow. And that is where the radically new, superseding teaching of Christ comes in.

The Superseding Teaching of Christ Regarding Murder (v. 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.” (v. 22)

This is an unusually strong statement. It forthrightly claims that those guilty of contemptuous anger are guilty enough to go to Hell. Jesus says in effect, “The Old Testament Law condemns murder, but I say that contemptuous anger will get you a fiery Hell just as surely.” Jesus means what he says, and we need to let it sink in with all its absoluteness.

However, we must not think that he forbids all anger with other people. Jesus himself was angry when he cleared the temple (John 2:13-22). He was angry with those who assailed him for healing on the Sabbath (Mark 3:5 uses the word “anger”). And in Matthew 23:17 he called the Pharisees “blind fools.” So we conclude that there is a place for anger. Jesus was angry at sin and injustice, but he never became angry at personal insult or affront. Peter says that when Jesus was dying, “when they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23). But we see that there is a place for righteous anger. Such anger brings pleasure to God.

But in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is speaking of unrighteous anger, and his words leave no doubt about what he means. We are quick to get angry at personal affront but slow to become angry with sin and injustice, and we need to take our Lord’s words to heart. To call someone the Aramaic word “Raca” is literally to call him “empty-headed.” Commentators suggest a number of more contemporary substitutes like numbskull, nitwit, blockhead, bonehead, jerk, or brainless idiot. I can relate to all of them. And I have been called every one of them — sometimes even affectionately! Raca used in deadly earnest demotes another person to the level of a nothing, a nobody. It is an utterly contemptuous word.

The term “fool” is a translation of the Greek word moros, from which we derive moron. But its meaning did not involve judgment of one’s IQ but rather one’s moral condition. It was applied to those who denied God’s existence and as a result fell to further evil. The psalmist’s phrase, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 14:1) bears this idea.

A. B. Bruce perfectly summarizes the two words: “Raca expresses contempt for a man’s head = you stupid! More expresses contempt for his heart and character = you scoundrel!”2 These two words were not terms of endearment but of malignant contempt. Jesus here condemns angry contempt and all its cousins — animosity, malice, hostility, malevolence, wrath. He is not suggesting a ladder of offenses that result in progressively sterner judgments, as if “anger” gets a minor judgment, “raca” a stiffer penalty, and “fool” Hell. He is simply multiplying examples to make His point. And the point is, all such animosity can land one in Hell.

Jesus is saying that we must not think we are safe just because we have not shed blood. We are guilty enough to receive punishment if we have harbored anger and contempt. He says in essence, “You may think you are removed from murder morally. But you are wrong. Have you ever wished someone were dead? Then your heart has known murder!” In view of this, we cannot escape the truth that we are all murderers. We have all murdered others in mind and heart. We have treasured thoughts about others that are as foul as murder.

Here again we see that the radical righteousness Jesus demands is not merely a refraining from outward sin — it is interior. And again we are made to see that our only hope is Christ who fulfilled all righteousness and offers it to us as a free gift. Jesus’ radical demand is meant to drive us to him for grace. Have you done so? Murderers are welcome.

What this means practically is that as believers we must purge ourselves of any delusion of spiritual superiority. It is all too true that a long association with Christ and his Word and his church can foster the feeling that one is a spiritual Brahman — looking down on the rest of empty-headed, foolish humanity. Such smugness makes the words fool, nitwit, and idiot as natural as breathing. Believers must purge themselves of any thought of superiority. If there is anyone who ought to know who they are and what is within them, it is believers. Furthermore, we must never devaluate others. No one is worthless. Some time ago my wife and I were watching TV. In the middle of a program she stepped out for a moment, and when she returned, she asked what had transpired. I responded, “A worthless dope peddler was leading the two young boys astray.” My wife’s response brought me up short. “No one is worthless!” she said. And she is absolutely right. My sentiment was wrong theologically, emotionally, and socially. God loves everyone, even the debased sinner!

We must be careful in our use of words like nitwit, fool, blockhead, idiot. We need to be positive about others — not condoning their sin, but remembering that God loves them. It was said of Alexander Whyte, the great preacher of Edinburgh, “Watch out for Whyte! All his geese become swans.” Whyte had a way of seeing the best in people and bringing it out. This is the way of the righteous in his or her relationships. How much better than going through life seeing all the swans as geese!

Has Christ’s radical righteousness truly penetrated our relationships with others? Or are we full of hostility that causes us to verbally or silently murmur “fool” or “worthless” as we go through life? If so, we need to repent, calling upon the Holy Spirit’s renewing power. The righteous, those who have received the radical righteousness of Christ, must guard their hearts and mouths.

Living Out Christ’s Teaching (vv. 23-26)

Christ was so concerned that believers not harbor evil thoughts toward one another that he gave two illustrations of the positive steps they should take.

Example #1: Regarding Worship (vv. 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.”

Christ gives us a remarkable picture here. The worshiper has entered the great Temple of Herod with his sacrifice and has passed through the concentric courts (the Court of the Gentiles, the Court of Women, the Court of Men). Beyond him lies the Court of the Priests, into which only priests could pass. The worshiper is standing at the threshold of the court. His hands are on the sacrifice, and suddenly he remembers that he has wronged his brother. So he turns and retreats through the great courts. He must first make things right with his brother. Jesus’ point is clear: It is far more important to be reconciled to your brother than to fulfill the external duties of worship. Worship is merely a pretense if we have offended others in such a way that they are holding grudges against us.

It is so natural to try to make up for our integrity with ceremony. 
Dr. Lloyd-Jones said:

I think I can say again that we all know something about this tendency not to face directly the conviction which the Holy Spirit produces in our heart, but to say to ourselves: “Well, now; I am doing this and that; I am making great sacrifices at this point; I am being helpful in that matter; I am busily engaged in that piece of Christian work.” The whole time we are not facing the jealousy we may feel against another Christian worker, or something in our personal, private life. We are balancing one thing with another, thinking this good will make up for that evil.3
Ceremony, regular attendance at worship, and giving will never produce a clear conscience. If we are at odds with others because of our actions and are unwilling to do anything about it, attendance at a worship service is an exercise in hypocritical futility. We need to first attempt to make things right. Similarly, sometimes the reason our prayers are hollow is because we have offended another brother or sister and are not willing to do anything about it.

Psalm 66:18 touches on this: “If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.” Peter’s advice to husbands in 1 Peter 3:7 is built on this principle: “Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.” The principle is transferable, of course. If a man or woman is living with his or her spouse in a way that lacks understanding and is difficult and unfeeling, the heavens can become like brass. Perhaps you are sensing a dryness in your life. You pray, you try to be as religious and good as possible, but somehow it just does not seem to be working. The reason might be that you have not faced up to your sin in a fundamental relationship.

We are called to sensitivity in our relationships with others. This does not mean morbid sensitivity to imagined offenses, but rather dealing with real offenses that the Holy Spirit brings to mind. There is an urgency to Jesus’ words that he underlines with a second illustration taken from the legal realm.

Example #2: A Legal Situation (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.”

Jesus’ advice is to do what you can to make amends, and do it quickly. If you do not, an inevitable process (like the legal process) will catch up with you, and you will have to pay the maximum penalty. Personal conflicts can often be resolved if dealt with quickly. However, if one puts off dealing with them, you and everyone else will have to pay. We dare not ignore Jesus’ advice.

What a remarkable message the Lord gave! If we have Christ’s righteousness, we will not only refrain from the shedding of blood but will develop hearts that are liberated from the things that are the cause of murder — namely, contemptuous anger. We will be sensitive about our attitude toward others. Though we are by no means perfect, we are by God’s grace learning that contempt and hostility — and their telltale language — are not to be part of our lives. Furthermore, we are learning that God places the highest priority on our relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ. That is so important that he even recommends that we temporarily leave worship in order to take time to meet with the offended.

If we are guilty of offending another, may we covenant with God to deal with it soon. Some of us have been spiritually dry because we have been offensive to others. May we covenant now to confess our sins to those whom we have offended. Then the heavens will open again. The moment we truly decide to deal with the problem, God’s re-creating forces go to work within us. Let us live as truly righteous people, so that others will see the radical righteousness of Christ and be drawn to him.

Chapter Twenty-one

Thou Shalt Not Kill

IN the paragraph comprising verses 21-26 we have the first of this series of six examples which our Lord gives of His interpretation of the law of God over and against that of the scribes and Pharisees. I would remind you that that is the way in which we interpret the remainder of this chapter, and indeed most of the remainder of this Sermon on the Mount. It is all, in a sense, an exposition of that amazing statement: 'Except your righteousness shall exceed the righteous​ness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.' The contrast, therefore, is not between the law given through Moses and the teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ; it is a contrast, rather, between the false interpretation of the law of Moses, and the true presentation of the law given by our Lord Himself. This distinction is made by the apostle Paul in Romans 7, where he says that once he thought he was keeping the law perfectly. Then he suddenly understood that the law said 'Thou shalt not covet, and at once he was convicted. 'When the commandment came, sin revived, and I died! He had not realized that it was the spirit of the law that mattered, and that cov​eting is as reprehensible under the law as the actual doing of the deed itself. That is the kind of thing we have in principle running through the exposition of the law which is given here by our Lord.

Having thus defined His attitude towards the law, and announced that He has come to fulfill it, and having told His hearers that they must realize exactly what that means, our Lord proceeds now to give these practical illustrations. He presents us with six contrasts, each of which is introduced by the formula: 'Ye have heard it was said by them of old time ... but I say unto you.' We now con​sider the first example.

The Pharisees and scribes were always guilty of reducing the meaning and even the demands of the law, and there is a perfect illustration of that here. He said: `Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment! It is very important that we should approach that in the right way. 'Thou shalt not kill' is in the Ten Commandments, and if the Pharisees taught 'thou shalt not kill', surely they were teaching the law? What conceivable criticism can there be even of the Pharisees and scribes at that particular point? So we are tempted to speak and to ask. The answer is that they had added something to that: 'Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment! But, says someone again, does it not say in the law, whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment'? The answer is that the law did say so, and you will find it in Numbers 35:30, 31. What then is wrong with this? It is that the Pharisees, by putting these two things together in juxtaposition, had reduced the import of this commandment 'Thou shalt not kill' to just a question of committing actual murder. By immediately adding the second to the first they had weakened the whole injunction.

The second thing they did was to reduce and confine the sanctions with which this prohibition was associated, to mere punishment at the hands of the civil magistrates. 'Whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment.' The `judgment' there means the local court. The result was that they were merely teaching, 'You must not do murder because if you do you will be in danger of being punished by the civil magistrate! That was their full and complete inter​pretation of the great commandment which says: Thou shalt not kill. In other words they had evacuated it of its truly great content and had reduced it merely to a question of murder. Furthermore, they did not mention the judgment of God at all. It is only the judgment of the local court that seems to matter. They had made of it something purely legal, just a matter of the letter of a law which said: `If you commit murder, certain consequences will follow.' The effect of this was that the Pharisees and scribes felt perfectly happy about the law on this point, so long as they were not guilty of murder. For a man to commit murder was, of course, a terrible thing to them, and if he did do so he should be ar​raigned before the court, and the judgment suitable to such a crime should be meted out to him. But, as long as one did not actually commit murder, all was well, and he could face the commandment, 'Thou shalt not kill, with equanim​ity and say to himself, 'I have kept and fulfilled the law.'

`No, no', says the Lord Jesus Christ in effect. 'It is just here that you see how the whole conception of righteousness and law which has characterized the teaching of these scribes and Pharisees has become an utter travesty. They have so reduced the law, and confined it, that it is no longer in fact the law of God. It does not convey the real injunction which God had in His mind when He promulgated this particular law. They have simply and very conveniently reduced it within bounds and measures designed to render them perfectly happy. And therefore they say that they have completely kept the law:

We have seen earlier that we have here one of the guiding principles which enables us to understand this false interpretation of the law of which the Phari​sees and scribes were guilty. We tried to point out also that it is something of which we still tend to be guilty ourselves. It is possible for us to face the law of God as we find it in the Bible, but so to interpret and define it, as to make it something which we can keep very easily because we only keep it negatively. So we may persuade ourselves that all is well. The apostle Paul, as we have already seen, as the result of that very process, thought before his conversion that he had kept the law perfectly. The rich young ruler thought he had kept the law be​cause he likewise had been taught in this way and believed the same false inter​pretation. And as long as you and I accept the letter, and forget the whole spirit, content and meaning, we may persuade ourselves that we are perfectly righ​teous face-to-face with the law.

Now let us see how our Lord exposes that fallacy and shows us that to look at it like that is completely to misunderstand the meaning of God's holy law. He states His view and His exposition under three clear headings which we shall now consider.

The first principle is that what matters is not merely the letter of the law but the spirit. The law says: 'Thou shalt not kill'; but that does not just mean: 'Thou shalt not commit murder'. To interpret it like that is merely to define the law in a way which enables us to imagine that we escape it. Yet we may be guilty in a most grievous manner of breaking this very law. Our Lord proceeds to explain that. This commandment, He says, includes not only actual physical murder, but also causeless anger in our heart against a brother. The true way of under​standing 'Thou shalt not kill' is this: 'Whosoever is angry with his brother with​out a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: `Do not listen', He says in effect, `to these Pharisees and scribes who say you are only in danger of the judgment when you actually murder a man; I say unto you that if you are angry in your heart with a brother without a cause you are exposed to precisely the same de​mand and the same punishment of the law.' It is at this point we begin to see something of the real spiritual content of the law. It is at this point also that we must see, surely, the meaning of His words when He said that the law must be `fulfilled' In that ancient law given through Moses there was all this spiritual content. It was the tragedy of Israel that they missed it. Let us not imagine, therefore, that as Christians we have finished with the law of Moses. No, the old law asks a man not to feel a causeless anger in his heart against his brother. For us as Christians to feel enmity in our hearts is, according to our Lord Jesus Christ, to be guilty of something which, in the sight of God, is murder. To hate, to feel bitter, to have this unpleasant, unkind feeling of resentment towards a person without a cause is murder. Indeed, let me remind you that there are some authorities who say that this qualifying phrase 'without a cause' should not be there. In some of the manuscripts it is omitted. It is impossible to decide exactly on grounds of textual criticism whether it should be included or not. But even taking it as it is, it is a tremendous demand; and if we leave out the qualifying phrase it is still more so. You should not be angry with your brother. Anger in the heart towards any human being, and especially to those who be​long to the household of faith, is, according to our Lord, something that is as reprehensible in the sight of God as murder.

But that is not all. Not only must we not feel this causeless anger; we must never even be guilty of expressions of contempt. 'Whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council.: ` Raca' means 'worthless fellow'. It is an attitude of contempt, that tendency which, alas, we are all aware of, within our hearts and spirits. To dismiss the brother, saying 'Raca, 'worthless fellow, is, according to our Lord, something which, in the sight of God, is terri​ble. And of course it is. Our Lord frequently pointed out this very thing. Have you ever noticed some of those lists of sins which He uses? Take that statement: `Out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries,' and so on. You see we are remarkably like these Pharisees and scribes in the way we talk about murder, and robbery, and drunkenness and certain particular sins. But our Lord always includes evil thoughts with murders, and such things as strife, en​mity, deceit and many other things which we do not regard as being such terri​ble, foul sins. And, obviously, the moment we stop to think about it, and to analyze the position, we see how perfectly true it is. Contempt, a feeling of scorn and derision, is the very spirit that ultimately leads to murder. We may have various reasons for not allowing it to be expressed in actual committal of mur​der. But, alas, we have often murdered one another in mind and heart and thought, have we not? We have nursed thoughts against people which are as foul as murder. There has been this disturbance in the realm of the spirit and we have said of another, `Raca: Oh, yes, there are ways in which men can be de​stroyed short of murder. We can destroy a man's reputation, we can shake somebody else's confidence in him by whispering criticism or by deliberate fault finding. That is the kind of thing which our Lord is here indicating, and His whole purpose is to show that all that is included in this commandment: `Thou shalt not kill! Killing does not only mean destroying life physically, it means still more trying to destroy the spirit and the soul, destroying the person in any shape or form.

Our Lord then moves to the third point: 'But whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.' This means an expression of abuse, the vili​fying of a person. It means this bitterness and hatred in the heart finding its ex​pression in words. I think that, as we follow this analysis, we can see, as was pointed out in chapter one, what a terrible and dangerous error it is for us as Christian people to feel that, because we are Christians, the Sermon on the Mount has nothing to do with us, or to feel that this is something which does not apply to present-day Christians. It speaks to us today; it searches us to the depths of our being. Here we are confronted not only with actual murder, but with all this within our hearts, feelings and sensibilities, and ultimately our spirit, that is regarded by God as murder.

Now this, obviously, is a very important statement. 'Does it mean, asks someone, `that anger is always wrong? That anger is always prohibited?' 'Are there not illustrations, asks another, 'in the New Testament itself where our Lord spoke of these Pharisees in strong terms; when, for example, He referred to them as "blind" and as "hypocrites", and when He turned to the people and said, "0 fools, and slow of heart to believe", and "Ye fools and blind"? How can He issue these prohibitions at this point, and then use such language Himself? How do you reconcile this teaching with Matthew 23 where He pronounces His woes upon the Pharisees?' Surely there is no real difficulty in that question. When our Lord pronounced those woes, He did so in a judicial manner. He did so as one given authority by God. Our Lord is pronouncing final judgment upon the Pharisees and the scribes. He, as the Messiah, is authorized to do so. He had offered the gospel to them; every opportunity had been given to them. But they had rejected it. Not only that, we must remember that He always utters these statements against false religion and hypocrisy. What He is really de​nouncing is the self-righteousness that rejects the grace of God and would even justify itself before God and reject Him. It is judicial, and if you and I can al​ways claim that an), such expression we may use is uttered in a similar sense, then we are free from this particular charge.

It is exactly the same with the so-called imprecatory Psalms which trouble so many people. The Psalmist, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, is pro​nouncing judgment against not only his own enemies, but the enemies of God and those who are abusing the Church and the kingdom of God as it is repre​sented in him and in the nation. Let me put it like this. Our anger must only be against sin; we must never feel angry with the sinner, but only full of sorrow and compassion for him. 'Ye that love the Lord, hate evil', says the Psalmist. We should feel a sense of anger as we view sin, hypocrisy, unrighteousness, and ev​erything that is evil. That is the way, of course, in which we fulfill the injunction of the apostle Paul to the Ephesians: 'Be ye angry, and sin not.' The two things are not incompatible at all. Our Lord's anger was always a righteous indigna​tion, it was a holy anger, an expression of the wrath of God Himself. Let us re​member that 'The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men' (Rom. 1:18). 'Our God, against sin, `is a consum​ing fire! There is no question about this. God hates evil. God's anger is dis​played against it, and His wrath will be poured out upon it. That is essentially a part of the biblical teaching.

The holier we become, the more anger we shall feel against sin. But we must never, I repeat, feel anger against the sinner. We must never feel angry with a person as such; we must draw a distinction between the person himself and what he does. We must never be guilty of a feeling of contempt or abhor​rence, or of this expression of vilification. Thus I think we are enabled to draw lines of distinction between these things. 'Do not imagine you are clear with re​gard to this injunction,' says Christ in effect, 'simply because you have not com​mitted murder.' What is the state of your heart? How do you react to things that happen? Do you find yourself flaring into a raging temper when a person has done something to you? Or do you sometimes feel anger against a person who really has done nothing to you at all? These are the things that matter. It is that which God meant when He said, 'Thou shalt not kill'. 'God sees the heart, and is not concerned only with the external action. God forbid that we should pro​duce a kind of self-righteousness by reducing the law of God to something which we know we have already kept, or which we feel sure we are not likely to transgress. 'Let every man examine himself!

Let us now go on to the second statement. Our attitude is meant to be not nega​tive, but positive. Our Lord puts it in these words. Having emphasized the nega​tive He goes on to put it positively like this: 'Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there remembers that thy brother hash ought against thee; leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.' This is a most significant and important state​ment. Not only are we not to harbor murder and evil thoughts in our heart against another; but the commandment not to kill really means we should take positive steps to put ourselves right with our brother. The danger is that we may stop at the negative, and feel that, as long as we have not actually committed murder, all is well. But there is a second stage which we have forgotten. 'All right, we say, 'I must not actually commit murder, and I must not say these un​kind things against people. I must put a guard upon my lips; though the thought is there I must not say it.' And there we tend to stop and say: 'As long as I do not say these things all is well! But our Lord tells us that we must not stop even there, we must not even harbor the thought and the feeling in our heart.

That is the point at which so many stop. The moment these ugly, unworthy thoughts tend to come into their hearts they switch their minds to something positive and beautiful. That is quite all right as long as we do not stop at that. We must not only repress these unkind and unworthy thoughts, says Christ; we have to do more than that. We must actually take steps to remove the cause of the trouble; we must aim at a positive goal. We have to reach the stage in which there shall be nothing wrong even in spirit between our brother and ourselves.

Our Lord enforces that by reminding us in verses 23 and 24 of a very subtle danger in the spiritual life, the terrible danger of trying to atone for moral fail​ure by balancing evil with good. I think we know something about this; we must all plead guilty to it. The danger is that of making certain ceremonial sac​rifices to cover up moral failure. The Pharisees were expert at that. They went to the temple regularly; they were always punctilious in these matters of the de​tails and minutiae of the law. But the whole time they were judging and con​demning their fellows with contempt. They avoided every twinge of conscience by saying, 'After all I am worshipping God; I am taking my gift to the altar.' I think I can say again that we all know something about this tendency not to face directly the conviction which the Holy Spirit produces in our heart, but to say to ourselves: 'Well, now; I am doing this and that; I am making great sacri​fices at this point; I am being helpful in that matter; I am busily engaged in that piece of Christian work.' The whole time we are not facing the jealousy we may feel against another Christian worker, or something in our personal, private life. We are balancing one thing with another, thinking that this good will make up for that evil. No, no, says our Lord. God is not like that: 'Ye are they which justify yourselves before men; but God knows your hearts: for that which is highly esteemed among men is abomination in the sight of God' (Luke 16:15). This matter, He tells us, is so important, that, even if I find myself at the altar with a gift I am going to offer to God, and there suddenly remember something I have said or done, something which is causing another person to stumble or go wrong somehow; if I find that I am harboring unkind and unworthy thoughts about him or in any way hindering his life, then our Lord tells us (may I put it thus with reverence), we should, in a sense, even keep God waiting rather than stay. We must get right with our brother and then come back and offer the gift. In the sight of God there is no value whatsoever in an act of wor​ship if we harbor a known sin.

The Psalmist puts it like this, 'If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me! If I, in the presence of God, and while trying to worship God ac​tively, know there is sin in my heart which I have not dealt with and confessed, my worship is useless. There is no value in it at all. If you are in a state of con​scious enmity against another, if you are not speaking to another person, or if you are harboring these unkind thoughts and are a hindrance and an obstacle to that other, God's Word assures you that there is no value in your attempted act of worship. It will avail you nothing, the Lord will not hear you. Or take that statement which we read in I John 3:20, 'If our heart condemn us, God is greater than our heart, and knows all things.' There is no value or purpose in praying to God if you know in your own heart that you are not right with your brother. It is impossible for God to have any dealings with sin and iniquity. He is of such a pure countenance that He cannot even look upon it. According to our Lord the matter is so vital that you must even interrupt your prayer, you must, as it were, even keep God waiting. Go and put it right, He says; you can​not be right with God until you put yourself right with man.

Let me sum it all up by reminding you of the great illustration of all this which is found in the Old Testament in 1 Samuel 15. God has given His com​mandments and He means us to keep them. You remember on one occasion Saul was told by God to destroy the Amalekites entirely. But Saul thought to himself that he need not go as far as that and said, `I will spare some of the peo​ple, and some of the beasts and cattle to sacrifice to God! He thought all was well, and began to worship and to praise God. But suddenly Samuel the prophet arrived and asked: 'What have you been doing?' Saul replied, saying: 'I have just been carrying out the commandments of God.' 'If you have been carrying out the commandments of God', said Samuel, 'what is the meaning of the bleating of the sheep and the lowing of the cattle which I am hearing? What have you done?' 'I decided I would spare some of them, said Saul. Then Samuel uttered those momentous and terrifying words: 'Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams' I always feel sorry for king Saul because I understand him so well. You see, we do not do what God tells us; and when we thus put our limits upon the commandment, we some​how feel that to perform a great act of worship will cover it, and all will be well, thinking that the Lord has as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the Lord. Of course He has not! 'Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice' Leave thy gift; run away and put it right with thy brother; get rid of the obstacle. Then come back; and then, and only then, is it of any value. 'To obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams'

Just a word on the last principle. Let me impress upon you the urgency of all this because of our relationship to God. 'Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him; lest at any time the adversary deliver thee to the judge, and the judge deliver thee to the officer, and thou be cast into prison. Verily I say unto thee, Thou shalt by no means come out thence, till thou hast paid the uttermost farthing.' Yes, says Christ, it is as urgent and as desperate as that. You must do it at once; delay not a moment, for that is your position. This is just His way of saying that we must always remember our relationship to God. We must not only think in terms of our brother whom we are offending, or with whom there is something wrong, we must always think of ourselves be​fore God. God is the judge, God is the justifier. He is always making these de​mands upon us, and He has power over all the courts of heaven and earth. He is the judge, and His laws are absolute; and He has a right to demand the utter​most farthing. What then are we to do? Come to an agreement as quickly as we can with God. Christ says here that we are 'in the way' We are in this world, we are in life, walking, as it were, along the road. But suddenly our adversary comes and says: 'What of that which you owe?' Well, says Christ, make an agreement with him at once or the processes of the law will be set going, and the uttermost farthing will be demanded of you. That is nothing but a picture. You and I are travelling through this world, and the law is there making its demands. It is the law of God. It says: 'What about that relationship between you and your brother, what about those things that are in your heart? You have not attended to them! Settle it at once, says Christ. You may not be here tomorrow morning and you are going to eternity like that. 'Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him.'

How do we feel at this point? As we have seen our Lord's exposition of this holy law, do we feel the demands of the law? Are we aware of the condemnation? What of the things we have said and thought, the things we have done? Are we aware of all this, the utter condemnation of it all? It is God making demands through His law. I thank God for the injunction that tells us to act as quickly as we can while we are in the way. Thank God, His terms are very easy. They are just this, that I face and acknowledge this sin and confess it utterly and abso​lutely, that I stop any self-defense or self-justification, though there was provo​cation from this other person. I must just confess and admit it without any res​ervation to God. If there is something in actual practice that I can do about it I must do it at once. I must humble myself, make a fool of myself as it were, and let the other person gloat over me if necessary, as long as I have done everything I can to remove the barrier and the obstacle. Then He will tell me that all is right. 'I will settle with you', He will say, 'indeed I will forgive it all because, though you are a guilty and foul sinner before Me, and the bill you owe Me is one you can never pay, I have sent My Son into your world and He has paid it for you. He has cancelled it. He did not do it because you are loving and kind and good, He did not do it for you because you have done nothing against Me. It was while you were an enemy, hateful in yourself, hating Me and hating others. It was in spite of all your foulness and your unworthiness that I sent Him. And He came deliberately and gave Himself even unto death. It is because of all this that I forgive you utterly and freely and absolutely! Thank God for such terms, such terms for bankrupt, foul sinners. Those are the terms, utter, abso​lute confession and repentance; everything we can do by way of restitution; and an acknowledgment that we are forgiven only as the result of the grace of God manifested perfectly in the loving, self-giving, self-sacrifice of the Son of God upon the cross. Come to a quick agreement. Do not delay. Whatever you may be convicted of at this moment, come, leave your gift, run away, put it right. `Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him.'
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