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In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen! 
Let me begin this morning by making an assumption that none of you came 

to church today hoping to hear a sermon on murder, anger, adultery, divorce, and 
false accusations!  I can assure you that I haven’t spent the last few weeks 
pondering any such desire to address those gospel issues.  However, the 
Episcopal Church has made a commitment, along with other Christian 
denominations, to using a common lectionary; and, whether you and I like it, or 
not, on this, the Sixth Sunday after the Epiphany, we get Matthew, chapter 5, with 
all of Jesus’ hard words on the topics of murder, anger, adultery, divorce, and 
making false accusations. 

My friends, at the heart of our Lord’s teaching today is a clear concern for 
the damage we create when we express our anger - for our tendency to abuse 
the sanctity of our relationships with one another - and for the real and painful 
harm we cause when we compromise the trust and commitments we have made 
to each other. 

Anger is a powerful force.  According to the PEW Research organization, a 
clear majority of the people in this country say that our world is currently 
immersed in an ‘age of anger.’   I am one of those who believes that is true.  The 
evidence is all around us.  It’s difficult to go even a few days without reading, or 
hearing about, some sort of incident described as road rage.  Or, learning about 
some celebrity who has physically or verbally abused a spouse, or some other 
person.  And, is there anyone who has not heard about what is happening in Hong 
Kong.  The outrage being expressed at the government over issues of human 
rights is on full display.  And, my friends, Hong Kong is not the only place where 
the power of anger is rearing its ugly head.  If you’ve kept up with our own local 
news over the past several months you know we’re as susceptible to anger’s 
ugliness as any other community. 

Now, before I go too far down this road, let me say that not all anger is bad.  
Our Lord often expressed his anger at the religious leaders of his time for the way 
they enslaved people under a burden of rules and difficult and hard to understand 
requirements.  We all remember that moment when Jesus was so outraged at the 
merchants in the Temple - selling animals and exchanging money - in a holy place 
reserved for people to worship.  Jesus fashioned a whip from ropes and drove the 
money-changers out.  A classic example of what we would call righteous 
indignation. 



But, my brothers and sisters, that is not the kind of anger our Lord is 
addressing in today’s Gospel.  Jesus is talking about the kind of anger that is ego-
driven, the kind of anger that is filled with jealousy and resentment, the kind of 
anger that causes pain and suffering for those whose only offense is that they 
have displeased us in some way. 

Jesus also speaks to the issues of adultery and divorce.  I don’t think 
there’s anyone here who needs those terms defined for them.  It shouldn’t be a 
surprise for us to know that there’s a lot of that going on in America today.  
Statistically speaking, the rate of divorce has been at, or near, 50% for 
generations.  But I would encourage us to think of the many ways, beyond the 
destruction of a marriage covenant, how morally, what might seem to us to be a 
minor compromise, of little consequence, can cause serious damage.  The word 
adultery means literally to make something impure … to pollute what should be 
clean.  Think about how tempted we are, everyday, to abuse the variety of trusts 
we have developed in our lives.  All of this, Jesus wants us to know, undermines 
our relationships with each other, and ultimately our relationship with God. 

As I read and digest Jesus’ words this morning, I am convinced that above 
all else, it is the quality of our relationships that our Gospel lesson is really 
addressing.  We create a precious and sacred trust when we enter into a 
meaningful relationship with another person … within our family and circle of 
friends, at our workplace, and certainly within our community and our 
congregation, here at St. Peter’s. 

In many ways this lesson from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount is one of the 
most difficult texts for us to understand.  Matthew seems to be ‘rubbing our 
noses’ directly into the Ten Commandments.  Those ancient guidelines that most 
of us would prefer to ignore; or, at best, think of as The Ten Suggestions.  But, my 
friends, today our Lord raises the bar by insisting that we cannot sidestep The 
Ten Commandments, and the important, and foundational, ideals that they 
contain.  He makes that abundantly clear in the verses that immediately precede 
our Gospel reading. 

‘Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets,’ says 
Jesus.  ‘I have not come to abolish them, but to fulfill them.  Truly I say to you, 
until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass away from the 
law until all is accomplished. …’ [Mt 5: 17-18] 

So begins Jesus’ powerful commentary on what it means to live as a 
citizen of God’s Kingdom.  Our Lord speaks about the importance of making 
peace with those around us and not allowing conflict to define us.  He addresses 
the danger of unbridled hungers that can easily lead us in a direction that is 
personally harmful and generally destructive of the welfare of those around us. 

Finally Jesus defines the negative impact of our dishonoring the marriage 
covenant. 

A clergy friend of mine once said that it has become a sign of the times in 
which we live that most people want to be their own priest.  We don’t want any 



religious middle man, or woman, looking over our shoulder.  We want to form our 
own relationship with God, unfiltered by any church intermediary.  I was reminded 
of that proclivity in our lives this past week when my wife and I saw the movie 
‘The Two Popes.’  It’s an excellent movie, by the way.   If you haven’t seen it, I 
recommend it to you.   

The bottom line my brothers and sisters is, we want to be our own Pope, 
the final authority and judge on what is right and wrong for us.  Most of us are 
convinced that all we need to do is live by a simple creed - love Jesus, and do 
whatever we want. 

The challenge with that is, how do we square such a relaxed approach to 
ethical decision-making with the admittedly harder, yet clear, and specific words 
from Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount?  

I would suggest that there are two basic answers to that question. 
One interpretation suggests that Jesus is urging us to take the law far more 

seriously than we’d ever imagined.  In reality, this view would claim that Jesus is 
establishing a new law that exceeds the intent of the Ten Commandments.  This 
approach takes the ethical demands of Christianity very seriously.  Arguing that 
faith in Jesus is a kind of spiritual steroid that allows us to do what pious Jews in 
Jesus’ day could not.  To be honest with you, I don’t like that interpretation. 

The second approach takes us in a different direction.  This view makes the 
claim that Jesus is taking the law to such an impossible extreme, that we 
recognize we have no chance of ever fulfilling its demands.  This approach says 
that we have no way of pointing to our accomplishments in fulfilling the 
commandments - which forces us to see that we are wholly dependent on the 
grace of God.   

Now, the challenge with that interpretation is that it can easily encourage 
us to believe that if we have no way of fulfilling the law, it’s a waste of our time, 
and it really doesn’t matter what we do.  While that interpretation might be a little 
closer to the mark, it still lacks the clarity that I believe Jesus offers us in the 
Sermon on the Mount. 

So, if neither of those interpretations are satisfactory, what do we do with 
Matthew chapter 5?  I, for one, am not convinced that Jesus’ greatest concern 
was that we pour ourselves into obeying every law, rule, and commandment.  
Instead, I believe Our Lord’s greatest concern was that we concentrate our 
efforts on putting God first in our lives.  Jesus spoke more about the Kingdom of 
God than he did about the laws of God.  And one of the first things we need to 
remember is that when we are talking about God, we are talking about 
relationships. 

This morning I would challenge you to think about the commandments of 
God not in terms of doing a certain number of impossible things before breakfast, 
but in terms of being in the right relationship … with God, and with those around 
you.  My friends, it’s not about your need to do the right thing, color within the 
lines, or keeping your nose clean.   It’s about loving your neighbor, controlling 



your anger, and modifying those hard to control emotions and drives for self-
righteous, personal fulfillment.  The goal Jesus reminds us of is baptismal in 
nature.  Striving to be an instrument for deepening and strengthening the 
community in which we live. 

When we read the Ten Commandments properly, I believe we discover that 
their purpose is not to limit our lives, in a strict, heavily disciplined way; but 
rather, to expand and enrich our lives.  The first Three Commandments address 
our relationship with God, an essential step toward living the good life.  A 
reminder that our priorities should always be God first, others second, self third. 

Commandments Four through Ten speak to the health and quality of our 
relationships with other people.  Understood in this way, the whole of the Ten 
Commandments is God’s way of challenging us to honor those with whom we are 
in relationship. 

Based on Jesus’ explanation of how we are to understand the Law, I 
believe the greatest danger facing us in our individual, ego driven, narcissistic 
world, is our propensity to forget about the importance of our relationship with 
God and the many others in our lives.  And, again, the most important 
relationship, and the one we should always begin with, is our relationship with our 
God and Creator.     

And here is where I need to interject a note of caution for all of us.  Maybe 
the biggest challenge facing those of us who desire to be faithful to God’s 
commandments, has been, and continues to be, that we find ourselves so busy 
striving to be spiritually victorious - competing in any number of ways to excel in 
our righteous achievements. 

That challenge has nothing to do with our good intentions and hard work.  
Rather, what happens is, we fall prey to a second, more subtle, danger.  My 
brothers and sisters, in our striving to fulfill the Law, we can all too easily wind up 
being judgmental of others, who, based on our own, often misguided 
assumptions, may not be able to achieve what we are able to achieve.  Jesus 
knows this about us, and addresses this danger when he says - ‘Judge not, lest 
you be judged.’ 

So, the Good News for us this morning, and the genius of Jesus’ Sermon 
on the Mount, is not that it places before us the model of the perfect Christian 
life, or the challenge of an unattainable goal.  My friends, the Good News, and the 
genius of the Sermon on the Mount, is that it brings us face to face with Jesus 
Christ - the pre-eminent example for Christian living.  And when we know Jesus, 
we discover the real priorities in life - God first, others second, self third.  With 
those priorities in hand we can more easily embrace the truth of how we should 
live for God’s purposes in service to all of God’s people.  Amen.


