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As we return to our study of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is restoring 

the true intent of God’s law that had been lost through the failed 

interpretation and application of Jewish tradition. Last week we saw in vs. 

20 that “unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, 

you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.” In other words, you need a 

righteousness of another kind before God. Not a mere self-righteousness 

like the Pharisees who prided themselves in keeping the letter of the law, 

but missing the spirit of the law altogether.  

 

This week we are going to look at the first of 6 examples of the correct 

interpretation of the law over and against the tradition of the Pharisees. The 

general theme that Jesus is trying to get across in these examples is that 

true “righteousness is a matter of the heart.”1 Just listen to how the OT 

highlights God’s attentiveness to the heart:  

 

� “You alone know the hearts of all the sons of men” (I Kings 8:39) 

� “The Lord searches all hearts and understands every intent of the 

thoughts” (I Chron 28:9) 

� “The eyes of the Lord move to and fro throughout the earth that He 

may stand in strong support of those whose hearts are completely 

His” (2 Chron 16:9) 

� “All the ways of a man are clean in his own sight, but the Lord 

weighs the motives” (Prov 16:2) 

� “I, the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind, to give to each man 

according to his ways, according to the result of his deeds” (Jer 

17:10; cf. Rev 2:23) 

� “God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward 

appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (I Sam 16:7) 

 

                                                           
1 John MacArthur, MacArthur NT Commentary Series: Matt 1-7, pg. 284.  

Let there be no doubt that we are held accountable by God for what we do 

(2 Cor 5:10), but the attitude of our hearts is what matters most to God.  

 

Before we jump into Jesus’ first example of our need for a righteous heart, 

let me mention some general principles regarding Jesus’ view of the law 

that are consistent in all 6 examples.  

 

1. It is more important to attain the spirit of the law than the letter of 

the law. The law was never meant to be a legalistic checklist of 

mere behavior. I was never meant to be means of earning God’s 

favor by mere human achievement. It was meant to reveal a vision 

of God-like character to be lived from the heart.  

2. The Law’s intent is to reach beyond outward behavior to address 

the thoughts, motives, and desires of the heart. This is how we 

should always read God’s word; not only looking for what we should 

do but also seeking the right heart from which to do it. Nothing we 

do is better than the attitude of the heart. Jesus said to the 

Pharisees, “You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of men, 

but God knows your hearts; for that which is highly esteemed 

among men is detestable in the sight of God” (Luke 16:15). 

3. The law is not just about restricting negative behavior but also 

about guiding us to godly character displayed in righteous living. 

The law is not just about how not to live, but about how to live. 

Believers should not only focus on what evils to avoid, but be 

desiring and seeking after that which is right (Mt 5:6).  

4. The law was never meant to be an end in itself, but a catalyst to 

know and love God as supreme and satisfying.2 If you are reading 

the Bible for mere information or because you know you should, it 

is not a good enough reason to sustain your passion. Read the Bible 

to know God and love Him. Read the Bible to make God supreme in 

your life and to experience Him as satisfying.  

 

Each of the 6 examples that Jesus is going to address in Matt 5 begin with 

the phrase “you have heard that the ancients were told” and then he goes 

2 These 4 principles adapted from Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, 

pg. 190-192. 



on to say, “but I say to you.” Remember that the Jewish traditions were 

passed down orally before they were written down. Furthermore, most of 

the Jewish people were dependent on the oral teaching of the scribes. Most 

Jews did not have their own copy of the Law and if fact most Jews in Jesus 

day in Palestine were speaking Aramaic rather than Hebrew. So they were 

especially dependent on the Scribes who taught through the lens of Jewish 

tradition. So when Jesus says, “you have heard that the ancients were 

told…but I say to you” He’s not replacing to disagreeing the OT law but with 

the Jewish traditions of how the law had been interpreted and applied. 

Jesus’ aim is to recover the true spirit of the law from God’s perspective.  

 

So let’s take a look at the first example Jesus gives. [vs. 21-22] 

 

The first part of Jesus quotation comes directly from the Law—“you shall 

not commit murder.” The problem is not with the law itself but with how 

the Pharisees were applying it. Remember, they had taken an external 

approach to the law. They were evaluating one’s righteousness on mere 

behavior and overlooking the heart behind the behavior. The problem is 

that the Pharisees would congratulate themselves as righteous law-keepers 

because they had not killed anyone, yet their hearts were often 

characterized not by love, but by hatred and distain for others—even Jesus 

Himself.  

 

In vs. 22, Jesus gives a more penetrating application of God’s law by 

pointing to the heart. He does this in 3 ways.  

� Jesus equates sinful anger with the sin of murder. In one sense 

anger and murder don’t seem the same because murder is so 

extreme. But the point that Jesus is making is that all murder comes 

the from the root of an angry heart. In other words, we may stop 

short of taking another person’s life, but when God examines an 

angry heart he sees a destructive, murderous intent.  

 

In Matt 15:19, Jesus said, “out of the heart come evil thoughts, 

murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, slanders.” In 

                                                           
3 William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible, pg. 134.  
4 MacArthur, pg. 294. 

other words, murder is the symptom, but an evil heart is the source. 

How can anyone be righteous who demonstrates an evil heart?  

 

Jesus has a particular kind of anger in mind here. Obviously He’s not 

talking about righteous anger that is motivated by an offense 

against God’s own purposes. He’s not even referring to the kind of 

anger that blazes up and then dies down just as quickly (thumos). 

The word Jesus uses here (orge) is a long-lived anger. The anger of 

one who “nurses his wrath to keep it warm.”3 It’s a brooding, 

simmering anger that is nurtured so it will not die. The kind of anger 

that holds a grudge. It’s a smoldering bitterness that refuses to 

forgive.4 It is out of this kind of angry bitterness that murderous 

intentions fill the heart.  

 

� Jesus equates arrogant contempt with murder. In vs. 22, Jesus says, 

“whoever says, ‘You good for nothing’ shall be guilty before the 

supreme court.” Most of our Bibles just transliterate the word Raca 

here (“whoever says, ‘Raca’”) because there is no equivalent work 

in English. It would be like calling someone an idiot or brainless. 

What’s more important that the word itself the attitude of 

contempt it displays. One scholar even suggested that it “describes 

a tone of voice more than anything else.”5 

 

� Jesus equates character assassination with murder. “Whoever says, 

‘you fool’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (vs. 22). 

The term fool here is one who is foolish in a moral sense. What 

Jesus is speaking of here is slanderously destroying someone’s 

reputation out of a heart of bitterness. That kind of heart is more 

fitting for hell than the kingdom of heaven.  

 

What’s so striking about these examples (anger, raca, fool) is that they are 

so common. Even “ordinary insults” could be spoken with such an attitude 

of contempt that God saw the heart behind it as evil.  

 

5 Barclay, 136.  



Yet we still want to argue that words and murder are very different from 

each other. Yet we make the same mistake as the Pharisees, evaluating 

matters externally when God is examining the heart. Proverbs 18: 21 says, 

“death and life are in the power of the tongue.” Words have the power to 

destroy or they can be used to build up. And they reveal our hearts.  

 

What a completely different outcome Jesus interpretation of the law has 

from that of the Pharisees. The Pharisees thought keeping the letter of the 

law was enough—“You shall not murder.” But when Jesus calls us to 

examine our hearts in light of the law, we find ourselves in need of 

repentance and forgiveness. Where a self-righteous heart congratulates 

itself, a godly heart confesses. The Pharisees didn’t think they had any 

wrong to confess regarding the 6th commandment. But the irony is that a 

godly heart does a lot more confessing than a legalistic heart because it sees 

the grievious thoughts, attitudes, and motives on the inside even when they 

are not expressed on the outside.  

 

Now that Jesus has clarified that the 6th commandment is not just about the 

act of murder but about the heart, He goes on to give us 2 positive 

illustrations of how it should be applied.  

 

1. Be reconciled to your brother [23-24]. 

 

This is striking for two reasons. First, the concern here seems to not 

be with our own anger, but with someone else’s anger toward us: 

“If you remember that your brother has something against you.” So 

serious is the matter of bitter anger and so urgent in our need to 

seek reconciliation, that we must not only deal with our own hearts, 

but also seek to alleviate someone else’s bitterness toward us.  

 

The second reason this is striking is because Jesus is probably 

preaching in the area of Galilee, but the only altar where an offering 

could be made was at the temple in Jerusalem. In other words, it is 

possible that Jesus has in mind a Jew who has traveled 80 miles to 

Jerusalem with his offering and then remembers that a fellow Jew is 
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holding a grudge against him. Jesus is suggesting that he leave the 

animal in Jerusalem, travel the 80 miles back home to be reconciled 

with his brother, and then travel the 80 miles to Jerusalem to 

complete offer his sacrifice.6 

 

If that’s what Jesus indeed had in mind, the fact that someone 

would be very unlikely to do just what Jesus is suggesting, highlights 

his point. We must do everything in our power to be reconciled with 

our brother if we think we will be right with God. Paul said it this 

way in Romans 12:18, “If possible, as far as it depends on you, be 

at peace with all men.”  

 

2. Be reconciled to your adversary [25-26].  

 

Jesus now extends his teaching beyond seeking reconciliation with a 

fellow brother, to an adversary or opponent at law. In Jesus day, a 

man could be imprisoned for not paying back a debt. According to 

Roman law, the plaintiff could bring his debtor before a judge. The 

two parties could settle the matter between themselves on the way 

to court but not after the court got involved.  

 

The purpose of Jesus illustration is not to give counsel on settling 

legal matters but to emphasize the urgency with which we should 

seek to be reconciled. If you wait too long you will miss your 

opportunity. Just as a debtor would land in prison if he was not 

willing to be reconciled on the way, so we can wait too long to be 

reconciled to another person over our sin. Don’t wait until 

bitterness has taken root in the other person’s heart. Just as the 

debtor won’t be released until the last penny is pain, so you will not 

receive mercy from one who has become bitter toward you.  

 

If I had to summarize the message of this passage in one sentence, it would 

be this.  



Sinful anger, at any level, so provokes God’s discipline that we must make 

every effort to rid our hearts of bitterness and do whatever is possible to 

be reconciled to those who have something against us.  

 

A righteousness that exceeds the scribes and Pharisees is a righteousness 

that reconciles relationships. Don’t miss the tremendous grace in what Jesus 

is doing. He is shattering the false hope of self-righteousness in order to 

drive us to His own righteousness, which alone is acceptable before God.7  

 

What we need to see here is that if we are going to go beyond self-

righteousness where life is really about us and we are more concerned abut 

being acknowledged as in the right than the sanctity of our relationships, we 

can leave no room for bitterness in our hearts.  

 

1. Don’t let anger over an offense linger long enough to brood into 

bitterness toward the person (Eph 4:26-27a).  

 

You know bitterness has taken root when you move beyond being 

angry over what someone has done to a settled anger against them 

as a person. This is why Ephesians 4 urges us to not let the sun go 

down on our anger and not give the devil an opportunity. Don’t let 

sinful anger linger beyond today. Ask God to give you a heart of 

forgiveness and a readiness to reconcile if possible.  

 

But what if anger has already morphed into bitterness?  

 

2. Consider how greatly God has lavished His grace on you (Matt 

18:23-35). 

 

In Matt 18 Jesus told a parable about a king whose servant owned 

him an insurmountable debt. When the king decided to sell that 

man and his family into slavery to repay the debt, the servant 

begged for forgiveness and the king had compassion on him and 

forgave the debt. But then the forgiven servant went and found a 

fellow servant who owed him a small debt and threw him into 
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prison, refusing to have mercy on him. When the king heard what 

the man had done to his fellow servant after being forgiven so 

much, he turned him over to the torturers for every penny of the 

debt that was impossible to pay. Then Jesus said, “My heavenly 

Father will also do the same to you, if you do not forgive your 

brother from the heart.”  

 

When we become bitter, we have become so fixated on the other 

person’s sin against us that we have forgotten the innumerable 

amount of sins for which God has forgiven us.  

 

3. Consider the danger of bitterness to you own heart (Heb 12:15). 

Bitterness leads to spiritual self-destruction. Bitterness hardens 

your own heart and will eventually contaminate every relationship 

in your life. Take to heart the warnings of Hebrews: “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” (12:15).  

 

4. Consider what bitterness will cost in your own relationship with 

God (Matt 6:12, 14-15).  

 

The person you are bitter with is created in the image of God. James 

warns us against the hypocrisy of using our tongues to bless our 

Lord and Father and at the same time curse men who are made in 

the likeness of God. And we know from our study in Matt that the 

bitterness is our heart doesn’t have to be expressed in words to 

deeply offend God.  

 

This is why Jesus taught us to pray, “Forgive us our debts as we 

forgive our debtors” and then when on to say, “For if you forgive 

men for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive 

you. But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive 

your transgressions” (Matt 6:12, 14-15). In other words, you can’t 

expect to walk in the blessing and joy of God’s forgiveness while 

clinging to your sin of bitterness.  

 



If you cling to your bitterness you will have “a clouded, distant 

relationship with your heavenly Father” and other will have reason 

to question the legitimacy of your salvation because you don’t 

forgive as thought you have been forgiven. But if you forgive, you 

can “live in the joyful freedom of unhindered communion with God 

and the confident assurance that you belong to him.”8 

 

5. Repent of the sin of bitterness, renew your mind with the truth, 

and put on a Christ-like heart (Col 3:8-14).  

 

In Colossians 3 we are instructed to put aside (to rid ourselves of) all 

anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive speech—that’s what we 

need to repent of. Then we renew our minds with the truth so that 

bitterness can’t seep back in and we cultivate a new heart 

attitude—the very attitude Christ had toward us. Col 3 says is this 

way, “put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness 

and patience; bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, 

whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave 

you…and put on love.”  

 

One of the ways we put on a heart of compassion is by 

remembering that our sin is not really different than the other 

person’s. We’ve been so focused on the other person’s sin, that we 

have failed to see how sinfully we have responded to being sinned 

against. We’ve needed mercy just as much as they need mercy. And 

God’s grace is sufficient for both his sin and my bitterness.  

 

Take the first step today. I’m going to give you a moment to pray and ask 

God to begin His work of setting you free… 

                                                           
8 Robert Jones, Freedom From Resentment (booklet), pg. 14.  


