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Matthew 5:21-37 

 “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever 
murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or 
sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the 
council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire. So when you are offering 
your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave 
your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come 
and offer your gift. Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court 
with him, or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you 
will be thrown into prison. Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the last 
penny. 
“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone 
who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your 
right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your 
members than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to 
sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for your 
whole body to go into hell. “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a 
certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground 
of unchastity, causes her to commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits 
adultery. 
“Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not swear falsely, 
but carry out the vows you have made to the Lord.’ But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either 
by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for 
it is the city of the great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair 
white or black. Let your word be ‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’; anything more than this comes from 
the evil one. 

Reflection 

Let’s kick it up a notch, as a TV chef is wont to say. That’s part of Jesus’ message – though he 
wants us to kick our choices up way more than a notch. He wants our choices to change us from 
the inside out. The ancient laws that Jesus quotes are good laws. Don’t commit murder. Don’t 
commit adultery. Don’t make false vows. But, he insists, these externals aren’t enough. Jesus 
makes it clear that we need to let our external observances be based on transformative choices. 
It’s not enough not to kill someone. We need to deal constructively with anger we feel against 
them that can lead to even the briefest fantasies about doing them harm. We need even to 
exercise enough humility to remember that they might have cause to be angry with us and do 
something about that. Even if ending a relationship turns out to be the right decision, the hard, 
internal work of setting the other free from our judgment and ongoing anger is needed. 



 Jesus’ command to turn away from a profound religious observance in order to reconcile with 
someone who might have cause to be angry with us can be shocking. Imagine being half-way up 
the aisle on your way to make your Communion and suddenly remembering that something you 
said or did yesterday or twenty years ago was harmful or hurtful to another. Imagine leaving the 
line, walking out of the church and going straight to that person to make amends. That’s exactly 
the startling action Jesus is urging. That’s how important it is to Jesus that we move from laws 
about not committing murder or adultery to realizing that every thought, every word, every 
action touching others really matters and that relationships trump liturgy every time. If there is a 
wall of hurt and anger between us and another, it is in working prayerfully and actively to bring 
the wall down that we will find God. 

 Jesus’ hyperbole about plucking out your eye or cutting off your hand if they cause you to sin 
shouldn’t be rejected because of their shocking imagery. What are those things that can come to 
seem as essential to us as our hands and eyes that lead us into the kinds of sins against which 
Jesus is warning us? False pride, a hunger to be right, an urge to build up self by correcting, 
criticizing, judging, a need to escape inner pain and the hard work of healing through all kinds of 
mechanisms such as alcohol, drugs, overeating, the internet, gambling, others – all of these need 
to be ruthlessly, regularly, prayerfully, by the grace of God cut out of our ways of living. Like 
weeds which, no matter how often you tear them out of the ground or chop them off with a hoe, 
grow back and require vigilance, so do these and countless other metaphorical “hands and eyes”. 

 If we are truly followers of Jesus, we want to allow God’s passionate love to soak into us and 
change us throughout our lives. We allow that to happen in part through the choices we make in 
relationships – whether it’s looking at an attractive someone with self-satisfying lust rather than 
respect, considering only our own feelings in relationships, or surrendering even our just hurt and 
anger to God. No outward observance, no virtuous external habits can substitute for letting 
ourselves be steeped in God’s love for us and for everyone else. 

 


