
Cherish that which is Holy 
Matthew 5:21-37 

Sixth Sunday after Epiphany 
February 16, 2020 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the Gospel reading, which is structured around these 
pivotal refrains of Jesus’ teaching: “You have heard that it was said… 
but I say to you.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 How many times have I begun these sermons by pointing to 

context? Context is so important to rightly understanding the 

Scriptures. This morning’s text can be most appreciated and taken to 

heart when we consider two points of context. 

 First, we ought remember were the text has been to see 

where it is going. Two weeks ago, we heard the beginning of Jesus’ 

sermon on the mount… the beatitudes that assured the faithful that 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven, even as they patiently endure this 

world in awaiting the blessings that shall be theirs. Last week, Jesus 

continued the sermon on the mount by turning his attention to the 

Christian’s daily life confession as they live in that blessed truth of 

the beatitudes; and so, they live as “the salt of the earth” and “the 

light of the world” as they reflect the great light of Christ.  

 But let’s not forget the last portion of last Sunday’s reading, 

for it feeds into this morning’s. Jesus said, “Whoever relaxes one of 

the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the 
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same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven.” That sets up 

today’s reading because the “least of the commandments” ought be 

seen in relation to “the greatest of the commandments.” Remember 

what the greatest of the commandments is? Jesus says it’s the first 

table of the Law, as it flows from that first commandment: “You shall 

have no other gods… You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, soul and mind.” And, if that’s the greatest of the 

commandments, then – in relation – the “least” is nevertheless like 

it, “Love your neighbor as yourself”… or, shall we say, the second 

table of the commandments. 

 That leads to another contextual point to consider before 

diving into the text: unfortunately, the editors of the lectionary (the 

assigned readings) did not include verses 38-42; those verses speak 

of stealing – otherwise known as the seventh commandment. And, 

by the way, those verses include the same refrain in our text: “You 

have heard that it was said… but I say to you.” And, looking ahead 

past those verses, unfortunately the editors also left off verses 43-

47, which highlight the ninth and tenth commandments and – just 

like the sections before it – include the refrain, “You have heard that 

it was said… but I say to you.” 

 In other words, what we have before us is Jesus’ 

commentary on each of the commandments of the second table 

(minus the fourth commandment, which really is a hinge between 

the two tables, as the authority among men is to be honored 
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because that authority comes from God). For each of the 

commandments of Christian love toward our neighbor, Jesus 

expounds with the divine authority that is his as God of God, “You 

have heard that it was said… but I say to you,” and he ensures by his 

teaching that we will not even relax these ‘lesser’ commands, but 

learn the depth and breadth and length and width of God’s Holy Law 

for our daily lives. 

 We could spend hours on each of these, but let us meditate 

briefly on what Jesus says in our text. The fifth commandment – you 

shall not murder – is discussed in verses 21-26. Murder is a matter of 

the heart; you may have never raised a fist or weapon against your 

neighbor, but how often have you raised your ire and anger against 

him or her. Indeed, Jesus paints a progression of your blood boiling – 

“Whoever is angry with his brother (that’s a matter of the heart)… 

whoever insults his brother (anger expressed before men)… whoever 

says ‘You fool’ [to his brother].” To say “You fool” is to accuse one of 

cursing God as an unbeliever, for “the fool in his heart says, ‘There is 

no god.’” So, if being angry with your brother is condemning him 

with the heart, and insulting your brother is condemning him before 

men, then saying ‘You fool’ to your brother in Christ is attempting to 

condemn him before God. Can there be any murder more egregious 

than that? To raise a sword or fist against him is not nearly as 

murderous as to seek to condemn him before God. And yet, in our 

anger, how often do we forget that our parents or children, siblings 
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or cousins, fellow Calvary members, how easily do we forget that 

they are (as the text calls them) brothers in the faith, never deserving 

of our vengeful anger or our desire to condemn before men and 

God, even if in need of the call to repentance or the mutual 

reconciliation of the brothers.  

 In fact, Jesus says, what you ought do is go to them and 

reconcile. “If you are offering your gift at the altar and there 

remember that your brother has something against you… go, first be 

reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.” Yes, if 

he has something against you, be reconciled. Interestingly, in 

Matthew 18, the roles are reversed and yet the exhortation is the 

same: If you have something against your brother, go to him and 

show him his fault. So whether you have sinned against him or he 

has sinned against you, Christian love according to the fifth 

commandment requires us always to take initiative… never to say, “I 

will love him when he makes the first move,” but always to say, 

“Because he, too, is a child of God and brother in Christ, I will do the 

dirty work of calling to repentance or repenting, whatever needs to 

be done to make sure neither of us can stand before the council with 

complaint or before God, saying of the other, ‘You fool.’” 

 If the fifth commandment desires such complete love, does 

not also the sixth? To love is not a fleshly desire of emotion towards 

a person or a mental image or a computer screen, but an upholding 

of another – whether in person or on screen or imagination – 
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upholding another through the lens of Christ. But to lust after 

someone for the gratification of the flesh is no Christian love, and 

thus the sixth commandment applies to every person whether 

married or not – not only to honor the marriage estate – but to 

honor every individual as a being of sexual identity (male/female) 

and not just sexual activity.  And for that sexual identity to carry out 

its God-given sexual ability, God has designed the marriage estate. 

Outside of the marriage estate, temptations of lust are strong, and 

Jesus is undeterred to discuss graphically that dominant eye or hand 

may cause us to sin sexually, those sexual sins being against even our 

own body (St Paul says), so that Jesus says, better to cut off the 

offending member, than to lose the whole body to hell.  

 But God’s pinnacle of creation is a couple, two sexual beings 

of man and wife, originally created for and within the marriage 

estate. So the text continues and focuses not just on those aspiring 

for the benefit of marriage, but also those who take for granted and 

grow unappreciative regarding the benefit of marriage and disregard 

the God-given responsibility in and for marriage. Our society has so 

wickedly corrupted and callously licensed divorce in a manner that 

blames God for the failures of marriage, as if the marriage estate is 

poorly designed. Perhaps had the Church more vocally preached fifty 

years ago regarding the glory of marriage and the wickedness and 

perverseness of divorce, we wouldn’t today be living in a society that 

has so completely divorced itself from the divine weight and beauty 
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of marriage between man and wife. But, because of our society, we 

now often believe that Jesus’ words in our text are unacceptable: “I 

say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, [except on divinely-

allowed grounds] makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries 

a divorced woman commits adultery.” How wicked and evil is 

divorce, that even when two innocent victims of divorce remarry, 

such second marriage must bear the collateral damage of and 

wrestle to be identified apart from the first union of man and wife in 

the presence of God… now left as nothing more than a scar where 

sinful mankind has so carelessly torn apart what God had joined 

together. Are we to relax this commandment, or do the future 

generations not benefit from (1) our teaching of repentance for 

disregarding the majesty of the marriage estate and – in whatever 

situation we now find ourselves – (2) our confession of desiring to do 

better and upholding marriage perfectly with whomever God has 

given or will give us? 

 Perhaps it’s for this reason – the context of marriage, which 

begins with a vow and an oath before God – it’s for this reason that 

Jesus skips over the seventh commandment for now and brings us to 

consider the eighth. If we will relax the divine magnitude of an oath 

of fidelity to the spouse God has given us, will we not sinfully justify 

the relaxing and disregarding and breaking of oaths before the judge, 

before our friends, before God himself? Jesus tells us, “Don’t even 

bother with the oath,” not as a way of relaxing the commandment, 
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but as a way of heightening our awareness of it, showing that every 

time we speak, every time we open our mouths to utter words, 

those words ought be as good and pure and trustworthy as an oath. 

How many times do we not let our “yes” be “yes,” but rather relax 

the weight of our answer and attempt to qualify that it didn’t mean 

what people thought it meant?  

• “Will you be home by 10pm?” “Yes, Dad.” And then we try to 

sneak in at 10:30. 

• “Will you put in an honest day’s labor and get your work 

done on time?” “Yes, employer.” And then we get in late, 

surf the internet, miss the deadline on delivery, maybe even 

decide to leave early.  

• “Will you take this woman to be your wife ‘til death parts 

you?” “Yes, in the presence of God and these witnesses.” 

And then, a few years later, we try to redefine ‘death’ as 

simply referring to the end of the marriage. 

But Jesus says, every time you say, “Yes,” or “No,” there is no 

qualification to add. There is no relaxing of that yes or no. Anything 

more, anything to excuse yourself, justify yourself, serve yourself, 

Jesus says, “comes from evil.” For every word you speak and every 

promise you make before man is also made before God; to squirm 

away from your words before God is faithless. 

 Now, at the beginning of the sermon, I mentioned that the 

lectionary left out Jesus’ words on the seventh commandment and 

concluding commandments. Thus we can’t explore them now, but 
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you can imagine how we have underestimated the depth of them 

and sought to relax them to our own standards. 

But, when it’s all said and done, at the end of the chapter, 

Jesus finishes his discussion on the commandments with these 

words: “You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is 

perfect.” 

 That’s the command for the faithful who are to be the salt of 

the earth and the light of the world; the rule cannot be relaxed or 

explained away. And suddenly, we recognize quite honestly how 

impossible is self-righteousness… and how much Old Adam still clings 

to us.  Even as Jesus teaches those who are blessed with the promise 

that theirs is the kingdom of heaven, even among them – among us – 

Old Adam clings, clamors tirelessly to regain our allegiance, and must 

be beat back like the invader, the intruder, the impostor that he is…. 

But perfection we will never achieve. 

 Suddenly, we realize that – even in sanctification, even in the 

baptismal life – we still need the assurance of our justification. Even 

in the focus of living before men, we must be assured that we have 

life before the almighty God. Even as we seek to confess the faith 

before men, we must be comforted that we may – without 

condemnation – confess our sins before God. Suddenly, justification 

and the preaching of the cross and our salvation by the blood and 

atoning sacrifice of Christ Jesus and Him crucified is not a relic of the 

past beyond which the Christian has trod, but it is the anchor and 
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foundation and certainty of a clear conscience before God… that I 

may come before God with the sign of the cross covering me and 

confess my sins, “True, I have failed to keep that beautiful and holy 

Law; but Christ has kept it; Christ is righteous; Christ is holy… and his 

holy precious blood and righteous suffering and death saves me from 

all my unrighteousness.” 

 And so, blest are you that yours is the kingdom of heaven… a 

blessing not just as the reminder of the news, but a bestowal of the 

good news. Blessed are you that each Sunday you can come and 

identify yourself in your baptism (+) and cry out, “I said will confess 

my transgressions to the Lord, and You forg[i]ve the iniquity of my 

sins.” And not only can you cry openly over your sins, but you receive 

there and then: (1) the forgiveness of sins and the clear conscience 

before God, (2) the reading and preaching of the Word that 

proclaims to you the good news of your salvation and teaches you to 

live in the faith with all the promises of Christ, and (3) [this worthy 

hour grants the unworthy sinner] the strength of Christ’s own body 

and blood to divinely aid and strengthen you in your continual 

wrestling against the devil, the world, and your sinful Old Adam. 

 So, rejoice in the Ten Commandments; you need not relax 

even one of them. Live to keep them holy, for one day, we will see in 

unveiled glory, how good and perfect is that holy will of God. Until 

then, cherish that which is holy and repent of all that is unholy, and 

take heart as you mourn over your poverty of spirit that – even 
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weeks after Jesus’ promise was read anew – by God’s grace, yours is 

still the kingdom of heaven. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
February 16, 2020 


