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

 

Our text, another portion of Jesus’ continuing Sermon on the 
Mount that began with the Beatitudes; today, we hear Jesus 
begin this portion of the sermon with these words: “You have 
heard that it was said to those of old.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
Remember where Jesus’ sermon left off last week:  

“Truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an 

iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is 

accomplished. Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of 

these commandments and teachers others to do the same 

will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever 

does them and teaches them will be called great in the 

kingdom of heaven. For I tell you unless your righteousness 

exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 

enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

 
Now, those words remind us that Jesus’ focus at this point in 

his sermon on the mount is to teach the holiness and goodness 

and upholding of every point of the divine Law of God Most 

High. Nothing can be relaxed in any of it without harming God’s 

holy will for His creation… a standard that may seem impossible 
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to keep, but which – in the perfection of Eden – was 

unthinkable to even desire to relax. 

 And, if those words from last week display Jesus’ proper 

love of the holiness of God’s will, then those final words of last 

week – “unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes 

and pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” – 

those words may display why Jesus now (in our text for this 

morning) moves his sermon in the direction that He does: 

  You can hear in our text that he very specifically focuses 

on the fifth, sixth, and eighth commandments… but, why 

those? Why not the seventh? Or the ninth and tenth? Perhaps 

the answer is found in the refrain that introduces each: “You 

have heard that it was said to those of old.” That’s an unusual 

refrain for Jesus when referring to God’s holy Word. Typically, 

he says something like, “It is written” or “Isaiah prophesied” or 

“Have you not read?”  

 But, here, the refrain is, “You have heard that it was said 

to those of old,” then Jesus recites not just the commandment, 

but an interpretation of a commandment… an interpretation 

likely taught by the scribes and pharisees (who believed 

themselves owners/defenders/keepers of the Law)… they 

taught those interpretations regarding those specific 
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commandments, but their interpretations relaxed the Law by a 

jot, equivocated it by an iota, or simply left it short of the full 

purity and holiness Jesus now teaches: “You have heard it 

said… but I say to you.” 

 Now, before we even go into detail on each of these, 

consider this general, overarching theme and how ‘relevant’ it 

is for today: how often today do we hear people equivocate 

the holy will of God to claim their own righteousness?, and 

their justification is “God needs to understand that times 

change... God needs to understand that the spirit of the Law 

can be kept while we conform it to the current trends of our 

society.” Oh, really?  

 Is it unique to 21st century America that sinners want to 

equivocate on God’s Law so as to keep it outwardly, while 

despising it in the mind/heart and seeking loopholes and 

relaxed definitions? Wasn’t that already happening at the 

hands of the scribes and pharisees, whom Jesus would call 

white-washed sepulchers because they looked on the outside 

like they were righteous, but on the inside were dead men? 

And so, they interpreted the commandments to be performed 

merely with outer members, but not also with the heart.  
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 Nothing is new under the sun 2000 years later. We take 

these commandments – especially commandments five, six, 

and eight, and redefine them by watering down and shaving off 

every dot and iota, every jot and tittle, until there’s only a very 

surface ‘shell’ left. Then, we claim we have kept it, as we 

rationalize away and try to squirm out of the guilt of every way 

in which we have not kept it. And, it’s only when Jesus points to 

the heart that we must admit there’s nowhere to squirm. 

 Consider the Fifth Commandment: How many ways 

have we watered down and redefined ‘murder’ to say we can 

kill without guilt? Parents abort their children; children 

euthanize their parents; unruly mobs justify violence against 

police; every now and then, we hear of police who over-exert 

force against ‘the unruly.’ Nation justifies its aggression against 

neighboring nation, and ally justifies his intercession against 

foe with weapons rather than with words.  

 Against it all, Jesus says, “Murder begins in the heart. 

Whoever is angry with his brother is under God’s judgment.” 

The mother that aborts her child (or the father that influences 

the mother to do so) is angry that the birth of a child would 

inconvenience daily life, angry with God for such an unwelcome 

gift. The child that euthanizes the parent is angry that the care 
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of the aged would inconvenience daily life, angry with God for a 

no-longer-welcomed gift, a no longer “quality” life.  The unruly 

mob is angry and done dealing with established civil law; the 

over-forceful officer is angry and done dealing patiently with 

those who break established civil law. Nation is angry with 

neighboring nation, and ally is angry with foe.  

 But, of course, the sin – Jesus reminds us – is not about 

‘those out there,’ but rather, “I say to you that everyone who is 

angry with his brother will be liable to judgment.” Yes, every 

Christian believing his secret anger with his fellow Christian is 

not seen is still under God’s judgment. Again, “whoever insults 

his brother will be liable to the council” – whoever makes sinful 

anger with his fellow Christian public will himself stand in 

public scrutiny. Again, “whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable 

to the hell of fire” – meaning, whoever in his heart claims his 

fellow Christian is beneath the title ‘Christian’ will himself earn 

God’s contempt. Is this not what John says in his epistle, “[He 

is] not of God who does not love his brother,” and again, 

“Whoever says ‘I love God’ and hates his brother is a liar.” 

 Suddenly, we see how we have relaxed the fifth 

commandment, turning murder into a matter only of the outer 

members and not of the heart.  
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 Ironically, we have done just the opposite with the sixth 

commandment, attempting to justify ourselves by making it 

entirely a commandment of the heart and not of the outer 

members. We start by reasoning the heart is always right and 

can never commit adultery: “All that matters is ‘love’,” we have 

screamed at God. “How dare you tell us that the outer 

members must behave, when our hearts tell us so completely 

and convincingly that we can love whoever we want to love, no 

matter how marriage was designed in perfection, and You can’t 

judge our love, O God!”  

 But Jesus flanks our argument, “If your eye causes you 

to sin, tear it out and throw it away. And if your right hand 

causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away.”  

 No, we can have none of that. We have redefined love, 

so we have redefined marriage; and we have redefined the 

usefulness of sexual intimacy, and we have redefined the 

beauty of the marriage bed. And we’re not cutting off any 

member of the body that would bring us such delight… except 

the one member, the one “half” of the marriage body that God 

has given us to love forever: “And the two will become one 

flesh.” Or, as St Paul says it, “The wife does not have authority 

over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise the 
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husband does not have authority over his own body, but the 

wife does.” And, against such divine wisdom, we recoil and 

claim we can separate and tear apart that divine union and 

divorce whenever our heart tells us. 

 Here is one place in which we have – if you will – looked 

too deep within, to let the passions of the heart define what 

God has designed for the body. How does St Paul explain it to 

the Corinthian church that lived amongst a sexually deviant 

society? (Compare how many times Paul refers to the body 

versus ‘the heart’): 

 
“The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the 

Lord, and the Lord for the body. And God raised the Lord and 

will also raise us up by his power. Do you not know that your 

bodies are members of Christ? … Flee from sexual 

immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the 

body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own 

body. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the 

Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are 

not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify 

God in your body.” 

 
Indeed, whether cohabitation or divorce, Jesus says in our text, 

adultery is a matter that cannot be justified by the whims of 

your heart, but endangers your body and soul to hell.  
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 And, just as our society has so attempted to redefine 

the sixth commandment, so also the eighth. It has normalized 

the destruction of reputation through lies, half-truths, and any 

storyline that short attention spans will never fact-check later. 

And it has relegated truth-telling to the most solemn occasions, 

so that one must swear an oath to tell the truth because 

otherwise it is assumed you are lying.  

 Why would those baptized into the name of the God 

who owns heaven and earth, who knows the day of New 

Jerusalem just as well as he knows the days and hairs of your 

head… why would those who belong to Him not simply live in 

and speak to the truth in every situation of life? Why would we 

not simply let our yes be yes, and our no be no… unless it’s 

because we worry He will not protect our reputation for us or 

that, somehow, our neighbor has found a better reputation 

than the one into which Christ has baptized us? 

 And that appeal to what God provides brings us to our 

Old Testament reading… in which God lays out two options for 

His redeemed. He says to them in Deuteronomy 30 (long after 

he has saved them in the Passover and exodus and through the 

baptismal waters of the Red Sea)… yes, after salvation (so that 

you cannot mistake this to be you choosing salvation), long 
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after salvation, he says to them, “I have set before you today 

life and good, death and evil.”  

 Notice, no worldly neighbor has found a reputation or a 

utopia nor treasure trove of daily bread that our God somehow 

didn’t know about. The Lord is very honest: the redeemed may 

remain in the faith and love His holy will, and He promises all 

will end in the promised land for them. Or, they can live 

untrusting – with anger in their heart, bodily members 

following their heart, and jealousy burning from their heart to 

their tongues … and all will end in certain death.  

 Or, as St Paul says it in our epistle reading, we can be 

appealed to as spiritual people who readily rejoice in God’s 

holy will for every aspect of life, or we can be appealed to as 

fleshly people who relish in jealousy and strife regarding every 

aspect of life. “What shall it be?” asks the Lord.  

 What a breathtakingly benevolent scene God has 

painted here for us… that He would not browbeat us sheep into 

remaining in His way, but He would depend upon the reliability 

of His own fulfilled promises to win the day. ‘Dear Christian,’ he 

says, ‘I have redeemed you. I have epiphanied to you my Christ 

in incarnate truth; I have sacrificed Him upon my own altar 

once in history; I have raised Him from the dead, that you may 
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know with certainty that His sacrifice was sufficient to atone for 

your sins, pay your ransom, and destroy your death. I have 

baptized you into His death that you might freely share in the 

inheritance of His resurrection. I have even gifted you (through 

the work of the Holy Spirit poured out in that same baptism) 

faith in the heart and a New Adam to wrestle the warring 

members of Old Adam’s fleshliness. I have designed that new 

Adam to be strengthened and sustained by the strength of the 

very body and blood of the Christ. I have done all things 

divinely possible to bring you into and promise to keep you in 

this inheritance unto the promised land. So (the Lord says), 

faith may freely live joyfully in the richness of my holy and 

righteous will, or faith may wither and die in pursuit of the 

world’s vanity, lying to itself that it keeps My holy ways in the 

most surface and trite possible manner. Which shall it be?’ 

 As this is the end of Jesus’ epiphany teaching this year 

(for, next Sunday the Transfiguration once more epiphanies 

Jesus’ person as the Lord of heaven and earth)… as this is the 

final epiphany teaching for now, then perhaps we do well to 

consider the similarity between this final word and the final 

word the Old Testament foreshadowing of Jesus – Joshua – 
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gave to the people of God as He settled them in the promised 

land:  

 
“Now therefore, fear the LORD and serve him in sincerity 

and in faithfulness. But if it displeasing in your eyes to serve 

the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve – whether 

the gods your fathers served [here] or the gods your fathers 

served [there]… but as for me and my house, we will serve 

the LORD.” 

 
And how did the people respond? 
  

“Far be it from us that we should forsake the LORD to serve 

other gods, for it is the LORD our God who brought us and 

our fathers up from the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

slavery, who did those great signs and preserved us all the 

way that we went.” 

 
Yes, there’s nothing new under the sun. Far be it from us that 

we should forsake the LORD to serve others gods, for it is the 

LORD our God who – by the One who fulfilled every righteous 

and promissory  dot and iota of the Law and the Prophets, the 

One who became the fulfillment of the Passover Lamb whose 

blood causes condemnation to pass over the doorposts of our 

hearts – it is He who brought us and our fathers up from the 

bondage of death, out of the house of Satan, who still does 
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great sacramental signs and preserves us all the way we go as 

He leads us to the promised land. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
February 12, 2023 


