Matthew 5:21-32

In this section of the Sermon on the Mount the Lord is rejecting the teachings of the Pharisees regarding the Law of Moses, on two counts:
· As to the proper interpretation of the kind of righteousness the Law demands.
· As to the kind of righteousness required for entering the Messianic Kingdom.
21 You have heard that the ancients were told, 'You shall not commit murder’ and 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.' 

“murder” – (phoneuo: fon-yoo'-o); to be a murderer
Here the Lord is dealing with the sixth commandment:  
Exodus 20:13 (NASU) 
You shall not murder.  

“murder”- (ratsach: raw-tsakh'); to murder; to take life criminally; to take life outside the parameters of law.  This word has two requirements: You must have malice and you must have premeditation for it to be called murder.  If it is anticipated before it happens then it is murder and the law calls for capital punishment.
Exodus 21:12-14 (NASU)
He who strikes a man so that he dies shall surely be put to death. 13 But if he did not lie in wait for him, but God let him fall into his hand, then I will appoint you a place to which he may flee. 14 If, however, a man acts presumptuously toward his neighbor, so as to kill him craftily, you are to take him even from My altar, that he may die.
The Pharisees taught that a person is not guilty of violating the righteousness of this commandment until he commits the act of murder. 
22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court.  

“angry” - (orgizo: or-gid'-zo); to provoke or enrage, i.e. (passively) become exasperated:
The Lord Jesus makes it clear that a person violates the righteousness of the command, not to murder, when he is angry with another person.  Christ is talking about the attitude that initiates the act.  

Ecclesiastes 7:9 (NASU)
Do not be eager in your heart to be angry, for anger resides in the bosom of fools. 
In the Epistles we have similar statements dealing with the inner attitude of the believer:
Ephesians 4:26 (NASU)
Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger.

1 John 3:15 (NASU)
Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.
When the Lord mentions “the court” here he is speaking of the civil court in Israel.   

and whoever says to his brother, ' You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court [Sanhedrin]
“You good for nothing” - (rhaka: rhak-ah'); O empty one, i.e. you worthless one.  

In Aramaic & in Hebrew it means “imbecile,” “numbskull,” or “blockhead.” 

 “While it is the external act of murder that violates the letter of the commandment, the righteousness of the commandment is already violated once the animosity is there internally.”

James 4:1-2 (NASU)
What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members? 2 You lust and do not have; so you commit murder. You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel. 
and whoever says, 'You fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.  

There is an internal hatred if someone says this about another person. It can later lead to the external act of murder.  When the Lord speaks of “fiery hell” we see that this person has ended up in God’s court. 
James 1:15 (NASU)
Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death.
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.  
One is to handle a problem with a brother before it turns to anger and before anger turns to murder.  Here we see the principle that internal harmony or fellowship takes priority over external worship.  We can see the Jewish application of this with the words “at the altar.”   There is an application for us who are in the church as well:  
1 Corinthians 11:28-32 (NASU)

But a man must examine himself, and in so doing he is to eat of the bread and drink of the cup. 29 For he who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment to himself if he does not judge the body rightly. 30 For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a number sleep. 31 But if we judged ourselves rightly, we would not be judged. 32 But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we will not be condemned along with the world. 
If one examines the entire context of the passage quoted above, then each one is to examine his own life and heart and deal with matters before coming to the Lord’s Table. 

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.
In New Testament times civil cases often required that the two parties travel to another place for a trial scheduled at a specific time and date.  That often meant that both plaintiff and defendant traveled more or less together!  Jesus was saying that it is best to settle matters as quickly as possible, and not stretch them out to the extent the Law allows.
27 You have heard that it was said, 'You shall not commit adultery’; 28 but I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.  
The Pharisees taught that a person was not guilty of this sin until he had committed the act of adultery.  The Lord Jesus teaches here that as soon as one lusts internally, at that second, the righteousness of the law has been broken.   
Adultery is a sexual sin involving a married person.  This sin, like all sin, is a sin against God.  Joseph understood this when he told Potiphar’s wife that to lie with her was a sin against God (Genesis 39:7-9).
Under the Jewish law, in the case of adultery, both the man and the woman were to be put to death (Leviticus 20:10).

We find adultery among the broader definitions listed of the works of the flesh:

Galatians 5:19 (NASU)

Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality…

29 If your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of your body, than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.  30 If your right hand makes you stumble, cut it off and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of your body, than for your whole body to go into hell. 
The right eye and right hand are longstanding Jewish cultural symbols, as Scripture itself indicates.  Gouging out the right eye was considered the ultimate disgrace, and the right hand was the hand of power and blessing.  Cutting off some evil from one’s hand was to kill the perpetrator of evil.

1 Samuel 11:2 (NASU)

But Nahash the Ammonite said to them, "I will make it with you on this condition, that I will gouge out the right eye of every one of you, thus I will make it a reproach on all Israel."

Zechariah 11:17 (NASU)

"Woe to the worthless shepherd who leaves the flock! A sword will be on his arm and on his right eye!  His arm will be totally withered and his right eye will be blind."

Micah 5:12 (NASU)

"I will cut off sorceries from your hand, and you will have fortune-tellers no more. 

Jesus used these longstanding Jewish figures of speech, with a generous dose of hyperbole, to convey the seriousness with which His disciples were to deal with sin.  Paul wrote with a similar exhortation to intense action to his ‘son’ Timothy:

2 Timothy 2:22 (NASU)

Now flee from youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.

31 It was said, 'Whoever sends his wife away, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ 32 but I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except for the reason of unchastity, makes her commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 
Deuteronomy 24:1 (NASU)
When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from his house

In the rest of that passage (verses 2-4) we see that the Law of Moses assumed that divorce and remarriage was an acceptable practice, but only prohibited remarriage to the original husband once having married another.  So Jesus was not changing the Law of Moses so as to disallow allow all divorce, but He did take sides in an ongoing and very relevant debate among the rabbis
:

The rabbinical school of Shammai was very strict.  They said that Deuteronomy 24:1 is talking about the grave offense of adultery, and added some other allowances they found in the Law of Moses.   Jesus’ statements in the gospels convey that He agreed with the Shammai court in these matters.  But there was another rabbinical school called Hillel.  This school went in the other direction.  They interpreted Deuteronomy 24:1 to be ‘anything’.  They gave an example, “She burned his food.”  They judged that this was an ‘indecency’ and so one had the right to divorce his wife.  

“makes her commit adultery”  

The woman who had been divorced by a Hillel court, which Jesus declared to be an invalid basis of divorce (see Matthew 19), would be virtually forced into another marriage, even though it was an invalid one, and therefore adulterous, by reason of:

· The need to survive economically in that culture, therefore needing a husband.

· The Romans law (from 18 BC) requiring remarriage of a woman of child-bearing age unless she had three children.  

· The Law of Moses was understood by the Jews to dictate remarriage during childbearing years in order to ‘be fruitful and multiply’.

It is sure that the sin of divorce and adultery are no worse than any other sin, and can be forgiven. The Lord deals with men and women from the point in time when they turn to Him in belief of the truth that He has given.  

See what Jesus said to the woman taken in adultery in John 8:3-11, “go and sin no more.” 
Notice the graceful way the Lord handles the woman at the well.  She had had 5 husbands and was living with a man that she was not married to. (John 4:13-24)
The Lord warns us who are in the Church through the author of Hebrews, “Marriage is to be held in honor among all, and the marriage bed is to be undefiled; for fornicators and adulterers God will judge.” Hebrews 13:4 (NASU)
We have seen that the sin of murder and adultery begin in the heart.  Also, that 
God’s perfect plan in marriage is a life long commitment.  We need to realize that the sin nature being what it is, has brought divorce to be a reality these days. If a person finds himself/herself in a condition of a divorce, he/she should agree with God regarding any known sin, accept God’s forgiveness, and from that point in time walk “in Christ.”

God is not seeking to perfect our old nature.  He is doing a brand new thing for us “in Christ.”  We all can grow spiritually as we walk in newness of life “in Christ Jesus.”

� All bolded quotes are from the NASU unless otherwise noted.
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